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Abstract 
 
 

This project rereads the political thought of Augustine of Hippo in the Black Lives 

Matter era. In the last two decades, scholars of religion and politics made a striking return to 

the constructive resources of the Augustinian tradition to theorize citizenship, virtue, and the 

place of religion in public life. However, these scholars have not sufficiently attended to 

Augustine’s embrace of the position of the Christian slaveholder in light of the fact that the 

contemporary situation to which they apply his thought is itself the afterlife of slavery. The 

ghosts of slaves and masters live on, haunting the ongoing social meanings of blackness and 

whiteness in American life. To confront a racialized world, the Augustinian tradition must 

reckon with its own entanglements with the afterlife of the white Christian master. This 

reckoning demands a constructive encounter, at once timely and long overdue, between 

Augustine’s politics and the resources of modern Black thought. Drawing from these two 

intellectual traditions, this constructive religious ethics dissertation develops a critical 

account of the problem of the Christian master, even as it presses toward an alternative 

construal of key concepts of ethical life—agency, virtues, temporality—against and beyond 

the framework of mastery.  
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Preface 
 
In the Shadows o f  the City o f  God 
 
 
 
“In the midst of these dark shadows of the social life…”1 
 

AUGUSTINE, The City of God 
 
 
“The farther slaveholders moved toward the goal of complete mastery, the more they found 
that struggles with their human property would continue, even into the most elemental 
realms: birth, hunger, health, fellowship, sex, death, and time.”2 
 

VINCENT BROWN  

 

 On a country retreat in late 386, roughly ten years before the famous Confessiones, 

Augustine penned a work not destined to become a western classic. The Soliloquia was 

Augustine’s “first intimate self-portrait,” writes Peter Brown. Here too, as with the 

Confessiones, we find a restless soul at prayer. Here too is “an unmistakeable sign of what will 

become distinctive in Augustine’s religious attitude – a sharp note of unrelieved anxiety 

about himself and a dependence on his God.”3 It is an early text of underacknowledged 

importance. Its prayers play out as a dialogue between Soul and Reason, one part of which 

Brown cites as dramatizing a pivotal moment in Augustine’s life: “‘I shall apply myself,’ says 

Soul, ‘with diligence and close attention – that is, if no shadows creep in upon me, or, what I fear 

                                                
1 Augustine’s phrase is tenebris vitae socialis. See civ. 19.6. 
2 Vincent Brown, “Social Death and Political Life in the Study of Slavery,” American Historical 
Review 114, no. 5 (December 2009), 1241. 
3 Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography, A New Edition with an Epilogue (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2000), 116-7. For a needed intervention into 
the habit of imputing to Augustine anxiety at every turn, see Charles Mathewes, “The 
Liberation of Questioning in Augustine’s Confessions,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 
70 (2002), p. 540-1. 
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most deeply of all, if those shadows stir my pleasure.’”4 To these fears Reason provides a 

solution: “Believe in God…proclaim yourself His slave – the slave of a merciful and capable 

master.”5 At this nexus of shadows and slavery, Brown steps in to narrate with characteristic 

poignancy: “It is this abiding fear of the dark which drove Augustine, as the autumn turned 

to an ugly Northern winter, to return to Milan to seek to wash away his sins in baptism.”6 

Something about the shadows, about terror felt in the dark, propels Augustine into the arms 

of his “merciful and capable” Master.  

In the Confessiones Augustine enacts, as he so often does, a repetition with a difference. 

There we find an altered return to this node in his complex and elastic network of 

symbols—this link between the slave and the shadows—one which helps clarify the nature 

of his fear of the dark and provides a path into the project which follows here. In Confessiones, 

Augustine narrates his famous theft of the pears as, at once, a fugitive rebellion and an 

experiment in shadows: It was an attempt to “perversely imitate my Lord,” he says, yet it 

succeeded only in  “possessing a dim resemblance” to God—what another translator 

renders “a shady parody.” The shadowy act immediately yields to the second metaphor, as 

he casts himself in the role of the slave: “Here is a runaway slave fleeing his master and 

pursuing a shadow. What rottenness!” At this juncture, translator Henry Chadwick provides 

editorial parentheses to note the unmistakeable scriptural allusion to Job 7:2, while Maria 

Boulding’s translation offers in a footnote the equally unmistakeable scriptural allusion to 

                                                
4 Sol. I, i, 3, as quoted in Brown, 117 (emphasis mine). 
5 Sol. I, i, 3, as quoted in Brown, 117. 
6 Brown, 117. 
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Genesis 3:8-10.7 In this merging of Job and Genesis, the significance of Augustine’s link 

between the slave and the shadows begins to emerge.  

The verse in question (Job 7:2) reads, in the modern RSV translation: “Like a slave 

who longs for the shadow / and like a hireling who looks for his wages.” In context, the 

statement marks Job’s comparison of human existence to the condition of slavery.8 His point 

appears to be that if human life is slavery, then naturally human beings look forward to its 

end—an end figured symbolically here in the Hebrew word sēl, “shadow.” But the word sēl 

is functioning here, modern commentators note, as a double entrendre: it invokes “shadows” 

as a term for the transience of human life (as used also in 8:9 and 14:2), even as, “for the 

oppressed slave…the shadow which marks the end of life is in reality a refreshing ‘shade.’”9 

On this reading, the text’s construal of the end of human life as a welcome cessation of 

misery depends for its coherence upon understanding how the metaphor works “for the 

oppressed slave,” that is, from the imagined vantage of the enslaved person. It depends on 

imagining how an enslaved person might long for the end of the day, for rest from toil under 

the sun, and perhaps especially, for escape from the master’s gaze. This way of reading is 

further supported by Job’s words in 3:18-19, where the end of life, the place of the dead, is 

once again imagined as a place finally beyond unfreedom: “There the prisoners are at ease 

                                                
7 conf. 2.6.14. Unless otherwise noted, the references here are to Confessions, trans. Henry 
Chadwick, Oxford World Classics (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). The second 
translation mentioned here (‘the shady parody’) is The Confessions, trans. Maria Boulding, 
O.S.B., from The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century I/1, ed. John E. 
Rotelle, O.S.A. (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press,  1997). In chapter one below, I take up the 
question of translating slave and master terms in the Confessiones and elsewhere at much 
greater length. 
8 Job 7:1 reads: : “Has not man a hard service upon earth, and are not his days like the days 
of a hireling?” Commentators tend to note this as a poetic deployment of common ancient 
Near Eastern mythic tropes. 
9 Norman C. Habel, The Book of Job: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985), 158. 



   

  
4 

together / they hear not the voice of the taskmaster / The small and the great are there, / 

and the slave is free from his master.” Here death offers a blessed silence, a place finally 

emptied of the droning on and on of the master’s voice. 

Augustine reads the passage rather differently.10 In his Notes on Job (adnotationes in Job), 

a series of sparse and scattered remarks dated to 399 (and thus close to the composition of 

Confessiones), Augustine makes explicit the Job-Genesis connection which both translators of 

Confessions imply. He cites the verse in his Latin translation, then provides a gloss: “like a slave 

who fears his master and pursues a shadow (7:2), which signifies Adam’s concealment from the 

face of the Lord, and the covering of leaves, from which a shadow is cast, which the man 

pursued when he deserted God.”11  

Recontextualized and typologized, the slave’s longing for relief becomes the sinner’s 

abandoning his God. For Augustine, writes Paul Griffiths, “sinners are like those who 

exchange God for a shadow…they abandon substance for its insubstantial counterfeits, an 

act for which Augustine’s paradigm is Adam’s futile attempt to hide himself from God in the 

shade of Eden’s trees after eating the forbidden fruit (Gen. 3:8-10).”12 Augustine’s reading 

thus works seamlessly with his emerging metaphysics of evil as privatio—evil as only a kind of 

shadow of the real, a defection from being itself. Flight from the goodness of the Lord’s 

created order.  

At issue here, for my purposes, is how these divergent readings of “the shadows” 

help us imaginatively put on display slavery’s open and contested symbolic uses: its multiple 
                                                

10 He is working with the Latin translation made by Jerome from the Greek Septuagint, 
though the differences in translation alone are surely not solely responsible for the divergent 
reading offered. See the discussion in the introductory notes to Works of St. Augustine I/14, 
Writings on the Old Testament, p. 632. 
11 adn. Iob. 7.  
12 Paul Griffiths, Lying: An Augustinian Theology of Duplicity (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2004), 
71. 
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and plastic valences in metaphor, the gap they enable between the two readings introduced 

here, the one above and Augustine’s own.13 More specifically, this gap brings into view 

something about how slavery functions symbolically in Augustine’s, and perhaps 

Augustinian, thought. For Augustine, the shadows to which the fugitive slave flees can 

function as coherent symbols of evil and nothingness only and precisely insofar as the 

master being escaped can function as a paradigmatically good master—God—rendering the 

act of flight itself evil.14 This symbolic procedure—as I will argue in what follows, but can 

only hint toward now—indicates something about the deep, complex Augustinian interest in 

and alignment with the position of the master. For him, the position of the master, when 

recalibrated inside an emerging Christian conception of political order during this fallen age, 

opens profound moral, theological, and political possibilities. Indeed we remain, in complex 

ways, inside these troubling possibilities as my title aims to suggest in the phrase, the enduring 

problem of the Christian master.  

But the other way of reading Job—the one sketched above—does not seem similarly 

interested in preserving the figure of the good master. It places the emphasis elsewhere, such 

that the coherence of the passage only unfolds if one reads with attention not simply to the 

position of the slave—for Augustine too is interested in, indeed identifies himself with that 

position—but rather with attention to what the enslaved person under duress might want. 

Which is to say, with a sense for the way the time of the shadows, the moment of 

approaching dusk in twilight and darkness, might be “longed for”—desired precisely for how it 

places one beyond the master’s reach.  

                                                
13 For the purpose of my argument here, I defend no view about which is the “correct” 
reading. The point is to examine the difference between the two as giving rise to thought. 
14 As I will explore at length in chapter 1 below, the figure of the Dominus provides 
Augustine’s favored name and image for God. 
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It is this latter symbolic valence, of the shadows as a space of possibility rather than 

privation, which later fugitive interpretive traditions in African American thought would 

seize upon: what Dwight Hopkins calls “sundown to sunup time,” an evocative and poetic 

term for the nighttime insurgency of plantation life, that shadow time reclaimed by enslaved 

people for themselves, contrasted against “sunup to sundown time invented by the slave 

master.”15 The masters’ sunup to sundown time included, centrally, the “architecture of 

slavery churches,” that is, the masters’ conception of faith and life. Against and beyond this 

conception, alternative “religious means, theological myths, and regularized rituals” would 

emerge after the sun went down, presenting forms of life otherwise and elsewhere, inside “a 

dimension often hidden from plantation owners, though it might be displayed before their 

unseeing eyes.”16  

It is a dimension suggested, for instance, in lines from a poem fittingly titled, 

“Sundown,” by Elma Stuckey, who drew them from songs she heard growing up amidst 

formerly enslaved people in her neighborhood of North Memphis in the early twentieth 

century: 

The sun’s goin’ down, heavenly Lord,  
And I go right behind it.  
                                                

15 Dwight N. Hopkins, Down, Up, and Over: Slave Religion and Black Theology (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2000), 107-8. It is easy enough to acknowledge that the slavery depicted in 
Job is not identical to that confronted by later African American interpreters, which in turn 
is not identical to the slavery of Augustine’s era. What is more difficult and interesting to 
reckon with is the fact that both Augustine and later African American interpreters themselves 
were surely quite aware of this fact, and nonetheless negotiated their own eras’ slave systems 
in relation to their ancient counterpart in Job, knowing both its differences and underlying 
similarities. Contemporary readers often deploy a broad critique of “anachronism” by 
presuming without evidence that readers like Augustine were naïvely equating slaveries 
across time, while declining to do the work themselves of showing what specific differences 
are in play and how they would materially alter the interpretations which emerge. I return to 
questions of anachronism, comparative studies, and the politics of history throughout. 
16 Hopkins, 108. My use of ‘otherwise’ is indebted to Ashon T. Crawley, Black Pentecostal 
Breath: The Aesthetics of Possibility (New York: Fordham University Press, 2017), 2. 
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Cover my track, heavenly Lord,  
And Ole Marse never find it.17  
 
As shadows stretch across the plantation landscape, a fugitive invocation of 

“heavenly Lord” in lines one and three plays off “Ole Marse” in line four. The plantation 

master tended to posit an analogy between the two, whereby his own position of benevolent 

mastery over the slave is sanctioned as imperfect echo of the God who is the true master of 

both. Where the masters posited an analogy, the fugitive song posits a break—a divergence 

at sundown between the plantation master’s desire to recapture the fugitive and heavenly 

Lord’s desire to cover tracks, conceal flight, and thus confound what earthly masters want.18 

Marse and the Lord aren’t on the same side. 

What comes into view, then, is the possibility of recognizing a gap between sunup-

to-sundown and sundown-to-sunup approaches to reading, moral reasoning, and 

theologizing—a break which opens in the shadows, in the twilight space between variant 

uses of slavery’s symbolic resources for imagining life with God and one another. For a 

variety of complex reasons to be explored in what follows, Augustine does not generally 

attend to the theological and ethical possibilities implicit in an enslaved person’s “longing for” 

something beyond and otherwise than being properly mastered. This inattention operates 

not despite, but precisely in and through what will emerge as a defining trait of the 

                                                
17 Elma Stuckey, The Collected Poems of Elma Stuckey (Chicago: Precedent Publishing, 1987), 40. 
18 Further meaning unfolds when we recall many enslaved people, as Stephen Marshall notes, 
“refused to address their owners as master and who choose, instead, to address them with 
‘massa’ or ‘marse’ as a way to withhold respect and veil contempt.” Stephen Marshall, 
“Taking Liberty behind God’s Back: Mastery as the Central Problem of Slavery,” Polity 44, 
no. 2 (April 2012), 180. 
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intellectual labors of masters: speaking for and symbolically identifying with ‘the slave,’ as 

Augustine so often does.19   

The shadows then, might be imaginatively reworked as the scene of this break: the 

twilight moment of the day, in which unfolds a diverging of paths for those invested in the 

position of the master and those in flight from such investments—a parting of ways which is 

also a contestation material and imaginative (Hopkins calls it a “battle”) between opposed 

ethical modes of faith, forms of life. These contestations, I will argue, are not limited to 

holding competing positions on the institution of slavery itself. Rather, the break I have 

suggested here extends subtly but decisively into other matters too. As the epigraph from 

Vincent Brown suggests, the struggle indicated would extend “even into the most elemental 

realms: birth, hunger, health, fellowship, sex, death, and time.” If the way Augustine employs 

slavery as a symbolic and conceptual resource tends to align him with the vantage of the 

master, as I argue, then this alignment calls us to attend not simply to his position on slavery 

in the famous book 19 of The City of God, as many have done, but rather to track the deeper 

problem of mastery across a deeper and wider range of matters of ethical concern. Indeed, as 

we will see, it takes us deep into the very conceptual sites of his ethical thought which 

prominent Christian thinkers in the political Augustinian conversation have most wanted to 

repurpose for contemporary life: his image of human life as an exilic journey—explicitly not a 

fugitive’s flight (chapter 2), his christological account of humility as living “in the form of the 

slave” (chapter 3), and his sense of the present age as a time fallen, fragmented, subject to 

                                                
19 Below, I pursue in much greater detail the analytic steps involved in such a claim, 
concerning the ways ‘identifying’ with the position of the slave obscures the agency of 
enslaved persons. Saidiya Hartman calls this the “double edged” nature of empathy. See 
Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1997), 19-20. 
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interminable relations of mastery and servitude to be guided by divine providence and lived 

in human patience (chapter 4).  

This image of shadows in the city of God, then, taken up in multiple senses, suggests 

itself as an imaginative frame for the work of this project, Ethics in the Afterlife of Slavery: Race, 

Augustinian Politics, and the Enduring Problem of the Christian Master. For one, the project is 

concerned less with Augustine himself, in a purely historical and descriptive register, as with 

the question of Augustinian legacies: with the shadows cast by a figure as towering as he 

across western thought, particularly in the revival in Augustinian political thought of the last 

few decades.20 For another, it is concerned with what Augustine himself, in the epigraph 

above, calls “the dark shadows of social life,” that is, with the disturbing, if quotidian 

practices of violence which tend to elude direct attention in much theology and political 

theory, practices which at once fragment and secure human relationships during fallen time. 

And in yet one more sense, shadows—and twilight and sundown—provide irresistible 

images for modern chattel slavery’s longue durée: images for conjuring its long reach into 

the global present, the brutal extension of its “enduring moment of injury,” as when political 

theorist Lawrie Balfour writes that “the ghosts of slavery still shadow [our] political life,” or 

more poignantly, when Saidiya Hartman writes, building on Du Bois’s Dusk of Dawn, “It has 

been dusk for four hundred years.”21 And finally, the shadows provide a scene of extended 

meditation upon the break introduced above, the break posited between the theory and 

practice of Christian masters and ethical life theorized and practiced among those in flight 

                                                
20 The image of shadows for this legacy is often employed: “[Augustine’s] answers have 
remained potent: they hang like a half-understood shadow over Western thought…” 
Griffiths, Lying, 14. 
21 Lawrie Balfour, Democracy’s Reconstruction: Thinking Politically with W.E.B. Du Bois (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2011), 4. Saidiya Hartman, “The Time of Slavery,” South Atlantic 
Quarterly 101:4 (Fall 2002), 760. 
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through the world masters made, with an eye toward what such a break means for those who 

inherit the legacies of Christian masters.  

And here it is necessary to try to locate myself briefly, but carefully. What is hinted at, 

what is obliquely present in the notion of the shadows above is what Hopkins speaks of as 

“a dimension often hidden,” a hiddenness in Black thought and life as it moved beneath the 

gaze of the plantation masters. It is hidden, in part, because the scene through which it 

moves, the scene whose afterlife we inhabit today, remains a scene of unspeakable 

violence—even as uncapturable joy and beauty persist in its midst)—a scene sustaining, 

across historical ruptures, a continuity of racial enclosure: from the slave ship, to the 

plantation complex, to the prison, to the segregated ghetto, and beyond.22 What survives 

beneath and amidst that violence survives in constant risk. What survives, what makes and 

resists and nourishes and acts, what flees into the night, is a form of fugitive social life 

which—at least on some accounts—comprises both the object and the practice of what has 

come to be called the Black radical tradition.23 What follows here, as the work of a nonblack 

person whose life is not “imperiled and devalued by a racial calculus” in the manner in which 

Saidiya Hartman writes, “I too am the afterlife of slavery,”24 must struggle to avoid twin 

dangers: on one hand, to avoid a false impulse toward claiming a place internal to that 

tradition not mine to claim (and so to avoid partaking of a long tradition of treating Black 

life and thought as property to be claimed), and on the other, to avoid the no less illusory 

                                                
22 On hiddenness, I think of what Kevin Young calls “a hiding tradition” in The Grey Album: 
On the Blackness of Blackness (Minneapolis: Graywolf, 2012), 23. On “racial enclosure,” see 
Saidiya Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Social Upheaval (New 
York: Norton, 2019).  
23 Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2000). 
24 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (New York: 
Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 2007), 6. 
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notion that I could make sense of the conditions of my thought and life—to whatever small 

extent I have begun to do so—without the view of the world that tradition makes possible. 

Indeed, it is one very aspect of that world that major quarters of Christian intellectual life, 

including the political Augustinian conversation, have attempted to do just that: to make 

sense of themselves within interpretive frames unhaunted, untouched by the multiple 

afterlives of slavery which yet mark ethical life under the imprecise heading, race. Following 

the lead of Black studies’ excavations of slavery’s shadows, aiming not to speak primarily 

about (and certainly not for) the position of the enslaved, I bend the analytic toward the 

afterlives of mastery, their deep roots in Christian thought, and the enduring legacies of the 

Christian master.25  

                                                
25 This too follows a long strand of Black thought, of which perhaps the most famous 
example is Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (New 
York: Vintage, 2003) and more recently Stephen Marshall, “Taking Liberty behind God’s 
Back: Mastery as the Central Problem of Slavery,” Polity 44, no. 2 (April 2012). 
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Chapter 1 
 
The Master ’s  House :   
Reading August ine in the After l i f e  o f  Slavery   
 
 
“There is only one slave in this house: the master.”1 
 

LIBANIUS, Oration 25 
 
“But in the household of the just man…those who give orders are the slaves of 
those whom they appear to command.”2 
 

AUGUSTINE, The City of God 
 
“Masters always pretend that they are not masters, insisting that they are only doing 
what is best for society as a whole...”3 
 

JAMES CONE, A Black Theology of Liberation  
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 As quoted in Robin Lane Fox, Augustine: Conversions to Confessions, 22. 
2 civ. 19.14, translation by Henry Bettenson, emended by correcting his “servants” to “slaves” 
since the meaning of seruiunt must be read in light of the end of the previous sentence’s 
treatment of order and obedience given from masters to slaves (serui dominis, which he also 
mistranslates as servants in accordance with longstanding habits of softening slavery 
language in ancient texts), and the next section’s famous, extended treatment of the origins 
and nature of slavery (19.15). On the history of longstanding scholarly habits of softening 
slavery language, see Richard A. Horsley, “The Slave Systems of Classical Antiquity and 
Their Reluctant Recognition by Modern Scholars,” Semeia 83/84 (1998): 19-66.  My altered 
translation here accords with that of Margaret Miles, who emends the R. W. Dyson’s 
translation to arrive at: “those who give orders are, in fact, the slaves (servi) of those they 
order.” See Miles, “From rape to resurrection” in Augustine’s City of God: A Critical Guide, ed. 
James Wetzel (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 85.  The more recent 
translation by William Babcock goes even further than Bettenson in muting the slavery 
image of the passage: “those who give commands are at the service of those whom they appear 
to command,” bringing to mind Victorian era butlers or present-day restaurant wait staff, 
not the Roman household slavery which, as the present chapter will show, was central to 
Augustine’s thought.  
3 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, Fortieth Anniversary Edition (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 2010), 12.  
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Introduction  
The Ruden Controversy: Translating Augustine’s Slavemaster God 
 

In a recent issue of the New York Review of Books, Peter Brown credits a new 

translation of Augustine’s Confessions with a startling feat.4 While most translations give us 

“an ever-so-human Augustine,” Brown notes, they tend to leave his God “an immense 

Baroque canvas…suitably grand, of course…but flat as the wall.” So in the eyes of the 

eminent scholar of late antiquity, what does this translator, Sarah Ruden, do differently? 

How does she bring Augustine’s God back to life? “She renames Him,” writes Brown. “He 

is not a ‘Lord.’ That is too grand a word…Augustine’s God was a dominus—a master. And a 

Roman dominus was a master of slaves.” Augustine calls God dominus dozens of times in 

Confessions, and each one Ruden renders “Master,” breaking with the long-standard “Lord.” 

“Unlike ‘Lord,’” writes Brown, “the Latin word dominus implied, in Augustine’s time, no 

distant majesty, muffled in fur and velvet. It conjured up life in the raw—life lived face to 

face in a Roman household, lived to the sound of the crack of the whip and punctuated by 

bursts of rage.” The image is a “rude shock,” Brown continues, but it shouldn’t surprise us, 

given the “brilliant recent studies” by historians like Kyle Harper which establish that the 

system of “slavery was alive and well in Roman Africa and elsewhere,” shaping the social 

imaginary in Augustine’s time. Of slavery’s central place in that world, Brown writes, there 

can be “no doubt.”5 

Nevertheless, a few days after Brown’s review appeared online, one scholar objected 

respectfully but forcefully to the “Master” language and to Brown’s praise of it. Philosopher 

James K. A. Smith took to his blog to make an apt if familiar point: translation dilemmas like 
                                                

4  Peter Brown, “Dialogue with God,” New York Review of Books, 26 October 2017, 
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2017/10/26/sarah-ruden-augustine-dialogue-god, 
5  Kyle Harper, Slavery in the Late Roman World: 275-425 AD (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011).  
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this one cannot always be settled lexically, nor by reference to the translated culture alone. 

“Words in either language are not static,” Smith writes, “they have a life of their own.”6 His 

point is that movement from the translated culture to the translator’s is a journey, “an 

adventure in sailing from one language to another, and often from one time to another.” 

Sometimes passengers jump ship: Upon reading “Master” in the first line, Smith recalls, “I 

quite literally closed up the Ruden translation in a kind of literary disgust.”  

What matters for my purposes is that Smith goes on to make explicit what usually 

remains unsaid: his disgust had everything to do with his having just read Colson 

Whitehead’s recent novel The Underground Railroad, where he encountered white Christian 

plantation owners called “Master.”7 In other words, Smith makes explicit that the way we 

read Augustine’s slave language today has everything to do with our own slave-haunted 

imagination—everything to do with inhabiting a social world that is, as Saidiya Hartman 

writes, “the afterlife of slavery.”8 That’s what made the Ruden translation “jarring and 

offensive” to Smith and that’s what made Brown’s praise for it feel like “willfully ignor[ing] 

all the connotations that have attached themselves to the word ‘Master.’”9 Smith does not 

mention that Ruden herself notes she had to “govern her distaste” toward the imagery with 

                                                
6 James K. A. Smith, “Translation and the Afterlife of Words: A Few Thoughts on Ruden's 
New Translation of the Confessions,” Fors Clavigera. Blogspot, 10 October 2017, 
http://forsclavigera.blogspot.com/2017/10/translation-and-afterlife-of-words-few.html 
(accessed October 30, 2017).   
7 Colson Whitehead, The Underground Railroad (New York: Doubleday, 2016). 
8 “If slavery persists as an issue in the political life of black America, it is not because of an 
antiquarian obsession with bygone days or the burden of a too-long memory, but because 
black lives are still imperiled and devalued by a racial calculus and a political arithmetic that 
were entrenched centuries ago. This is the afterlife of slavery—skewed life chances, limited 
access to health and education, premature death, incarceration, and impoverishment. I, too, 
am the afterlife of slavery.” Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic 
Slave Route (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 2007), 6. 
9 Smith, “Translation.” 
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“its reminders of American plantation slavery.”10 The “disgust” Smith feels toward these 

connotations of New World racial slavery drives him (and us) to the critical point: “In some 

ways,” he writes, “this is a question of who ‘owns’ Augustine…which afterlife of words is 

most germane to the project that Augustine himself is engaged in? Which history of 

connotation overlaps with Augustine’s endeavor?”11 Based on this searing and lucid set of 

questions, one might expect the connotations of “master” language would press Smith to 

examine Augustine’s slavery talk more closely, to explore its moral significance in view of 

both the differences and the continuities between ancient Roman slavery and modern New 

World slavery. Instead, turned away by “disgust” for the connotation itself, Smith proposes 

“digging in and sticking with” the “Lord” translation of dominus in the name of “Christian 

piety,” and in this way, he finds himself not only turning away from Brown’s point about the 

social realities of Augustine’s day, but also turning away from the helpful, if disturbing 

questions he himself has raised about what it means to read Augustine’s slavery discourse 

within the modern world as we have it.  

This project, “Ethics in the Afterlife of Slavery: Race, Augustinian Politics, and the 

Problem of the Christian Master,” lingers inside those questions a little longer. I aim, in short, 

to develop an approach to reading the moral and theological significance of Augustine’s 

slavery discourse for contemporary Augustinian thought. That task matters because Smith’s 
                                                

10 Sarah Ruden, “Introduction” to Augustine, Confessions, trans. Sarah Ruden (New York: 
Modern Library, 2017), xxxiii. 
11 Here we might push Smith’s reflections further by noting Jean Luc-Marion’s observation 
that the “strangeness” of Augustine’s Confessions “increases to the measure of the efforts to 
appropriate it,” and this strangeness unfolds—significantly in the context of this debate over 
‘master’ language— regardless of “whether one translates ever again anew by imposing on it 
each time the more or less conscious prejudices of impassioned choice, contemporary 
fashion, or ideological rectification; or one buries the brilliant kernel in a coffin of precise but 
peripheral information, so as to prudently protect oneself from it by keeping it at a distance” 
[emphasis mine]. See In the Self’s Place: The Approach of Saint Augustine, trans. Jeffrey L. Kosky 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2012), xiv. 
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question about how to properly translate Augustine’s slavemaster God emerges within the 

larger context of political Augustinianism, which is itself a translation project in the 

following broader sense. 

In the last two decades, scholars of religion and politics made a striking return to 

Augustine’s writings not as “pure” historical study, but rather in search of constructive, 

normative resources to theorize citizenship, virtue, and the place of religion in contemporary 

public life.12 Distinctive to the current moment in political Augustinianism is a particular 

kind of interpretive task which Eric Gregory and Joseph Clair recently called “democratic 

translation”: the thorny problem of “translating” Augustine’s counsel to the elite statesmen 

of antiquity into guidance for the citizens of modern liberal democracies.13  

In Part 1 of this chapter, I contend that this modern Augustinian translation project 

has not yet reckoned with the challenges posed by the central place of slavery in Augustine’s 

thought. Instead, Augustine’s slavery discourse often generates an affective response—

                                                
12 As R. A. Markus notes, this turn from historical to normative matters seems to prove 
nearly inescapable with Augustine: “it is very hard to treat [Augustine’s] text in its frozen 
fixity, without engaging in the kind of problems that concerned him. Almost inevitably, the 
reader is drawn into a dialogue of some kind with Augustine—a dialogue that will also be a 
conversation with one’s own past self.” See Christianity and the Secular (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2006), 41. This also resonates with Jean Bethke Elshtain’s 
notion of thinking not merely “about” but “with Augustine” in order to apply his thought to 
contemporary matters of political and ethical concern. See Jean Bethke Elshtain, “Why 
Augustine? Why Now?” Theology Today 55, no. 1 (April 1998), 6. For a helpful recent survey 
of modern political Augustinian thought, see Michael S. Bruno, Political Augustinianism: 
Modern Interpretations of Augustine’s Political Thought (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2014). 
13  Eric Gregory and Joseph Clair, “Augustinianisms and Thomisms” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Political Theology, ed. Craig Hovey and Elizabeth Philips (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2015), 191. Similarly, in Rowan William’s slightly revised 2016 version of 
his landmark essay “Politics and the Soul” (originally published in 1987), he suggests much 
of “what Augustine says about the proper spiritual formation of the ruler can be adapted to 
the formation of the citizen in the modern context.” See On Augustine (New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2016), 128. Moreover, Augustinian ethics shows little sign of slowing down. 
See for instance the forthcoming work by D. Stephen Long, Augustinian and Ecclesial Christian 
Ethics: On Loving Enemies (Minneapolis: Fortress Academic, 2018). 
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Smith’s “disgust,” Brown’s “rude shock,” Ruden’s “distaste”—which results in the gesture 

Smith here performs: the recognition of a problem, then a turning away from it toward other 

concerns—a simultaneous acknowledgment and denial. I show how several key modern 

Augustinian texts display this double-movement of disavowal in concert with a general 

assumption that Augustine’s legitimation of slavery, however unfortunate, may be easily 

excised from those political insights to be “translated” into modern democratic life.14 Parts 2 

and 3 identify two challenges to this assumption which, I suggest, must be examined 

together if Augustinians wish to enrich their capacity to bear faithful witness amidst ongoing 

racial injustice in the era of Black Lives Matter.  

In Part 2, I argue that excising slavery from Augustine’s thought is not as easy as may 

first appear, since as we’ve seen already from the opening conflict over “Master” in the 

Confessions translation, slavery is not simply one moral “issue” among others, but rather, an 

abiding presence in Augustine’s thought, providing a central metaphor which animates his 

treatment of God, sin, Christology, order, desire, virtue, and freedom. Recalling Brown’s 

point above, that dominus “conjured up life…lived face to face in a Roman household,” this 

section surveys what I term “the master’s house,” my shorthand for this set of metaphors by 

which the Roman domus (household) ruled by a dominus (owner, slavemaster) provides 

Augustine a generative symbolic space, an order of signs which animates his treatments of 

the same normative concepts Augustinians wish to recover for today.15 What emerges is that 

                                                
14 When I speak of “excising” slavery, I am drawing upon Alasdair MacIntyre’s framing of 
certain “unfortunate” beliefs Aristotle held about slaves and women. MacIntyre finds it 
“important to ask whether such assertions can be excised from Aristotle’s thought without 
denying his central claims about the best kind of polis,” then immediately proposes “it seems 
clear that they can.” See Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1988), 104-5.  
15 I appropriate the concept of “symbolic space” from Pierre Bourdieu with several key 
reservations. Loïc Wacquant offers a helpfully technical definition of Bourdieu’s conception 
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the line between “actual” and “symbolic” slavery is not as easy to disentangle as has been 

previously assumed. Instead, examined together, both display a key contribution of this 

dissertation project which I develop in each chapter, namely, the highlighting of Augustine’s 

subtle alignment with the moral and intellectual standpoint of the master class, even as he 

criticizes, reworks, and Christianizes that standpoint.  

Part 3 argues that this alignment—what I term the problem of the Christian 

master—has certain parallels with the present, given that the contemporary scene to which 

Augustinians apply his thought is itself the afterlife of a slave society. Our imprecise name for this 

afterlife of slaves and masters—race—indexes the long shadows slavery casts into the present. 

As the opening example illustrates, this is not a question I am inserting into Augustinianism 

by some “ideological” reading. It is already internal to the question of Augustinian politics 

insofar as it forms a crucial part of the situation into which Augustinian concepts are to be 

“translated.” Why then has it not been dealt with by modern political Augustinianism? In 

                                                                                                                                            
of symbolic space as “the grid of mental classifications that guide persons in their cognitive 
and conative construction of the world,” while underscoring the need to correspondences 
and distortions between symbolic space, social space, and physical space. I find this 
framework useful for thinking through “the master’s house” in Augustine, even as I note the 
following reservations: (1) I am skeptical of the tendency among scholars of slavery to 
borrow ‘high’ sociological concepts while refusing to engage the sophisticated theoretical 
frameworks which have emerged specifically to analyze slavery, often from the experiences 
of the formerly enslaved themselves; (2) There is a temptation to “speak Bourdieuse” which, 
as Loïc Wacquant has observed, often functions without rigorous engagement with the 
conceptuality itself; and (3) By borrowing from the sociology of knowledge, there is the 
temptation of suggesting that Augustine’s thought is being treated less as a partner in an 
ongoing intellectual conversation, and more as an object of critique, or worse, deconstructed 
(in the crude sense) as a purveyor of ideology. This is not the case. Instead, concepts like 
social space and symbolic power are useful to me only insofar as they bring us closer to 
Augustine as a thinker and ongoing interlocutor for ethical theory, not insofar as they would 
reduce his concepts to a mere effect of his world (Pierre Bourdieu, “Social Space and 
Symbolic Power,” Sociological Theory 7 [1989]: 14-25; Loïc Wacquant, “Four transversal 
principles for putting Bourdieu to work,” Anthropological Theory 18.1 [2018], 3-17). 
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part the answer lies in the almost total neglect among modern Augustinians of the immense 

resources of the African American intellectual tradition, one which—across overlapping 

inquiries in politics, literature, and religion—has long excavated the myriad ways in which 

the order of slavery outlives its formal abolition, persisting up to the present day. Drawing 

from this tradition, part 3 thus argues that race, especially whiteness as longstanding modern 

claim to mastery, marks out a distinct set of normative dilemmas for theorizing citizenship, 

virtue, and moral agency which contemporary Augustinian political thought must address. I 

contend further that they can best begin this task not simply by applying a preformed 

Augustinian perspective to ‘race issues,’ but rather, by reexamining the challenges, limits, and 

blind spots which arise from Augustine’s own ambivalent entanglements with the position of 

the Christian master. Finally, Part 4 clarifies how these first three parts provide a kind of 

template for the reading strategy which will then be applied to specific topics in Augustinian 

political thought in each of the remaining chapters, for which a brief description is provided 

as a road map of what follows.  

It should be noted at the outset that the difficulties raised by positing parallels 

between slave systems ancient and modern are considerable, but not unique to this project.16 

Moving from one context to another demands intense labors of translation, but translation 

itself is not anachronism.17 Internal to all constructive political thought in particular is the 

                                                
16 Keith Bradley, a major historian of ancient slavery, advances a strong case for the value of 
responsible comparative work. See the discussion in Bradley, “Resisting Slavery at Rome,” in 
Cambridge World History of Slavery, Vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 369-
70, 376, as well as Bradley, “Engaging with Slavery” Biblical Interpretation 21 (2013): 541-46. 
For more general discussion, see Enrico Dal Lago and Constantina Katsari, Slave Systems: 
Ancient and Modern (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).  
17 The best recent discussion of the complex issues involved in this claim is Daniel Boyarin, 
“The Concept of Cultural Translation in American Religious Studies,” Critical Inquiry 44 
(2017): 17-39. Particularly resonant with my argument here is this: “The point is surely not 
the mutual unintelligibility of languages or forms of life but the very hard work necessary to 
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challenge of letting an ancient figure be not only an object to scrutinize, but a voice to 

translate and thus a subject to converse with, speak for or against.18  

If political Augustinians are right to insist Augustine’s resources are “translatable” 

mutatis mutandis into modernity, so too, this dissertation argues, are the distinct moral 

challenges which arise from inhabiting the master’s position—or inheriting its legacies in the 

present.19 The point is not to vilify Augustine’s ambivalent entanglements with the position 

of the master. Rather, in reading him with care, we learn better to confront our own.20  

                                                                                                                                            
render them intelligible to each other and the necessity to do so, as much as possible, 
without imposing the terms of one on the other…I do believe that we can learn to 
understand others with a great deal of difficulty and that the effort is worth it—neither to 
leave the texts in ancient Greek nor to translate them into English but to make English 
speak Greek” (34-5).  
18 In this respect, I think of Charles Mathews’ striking provocation: “It is an interesting fact 
that we still lack a term for the interpretive flaw that is the opposite of anachronism. 
‘Historically reductionist’ will not quite do; a better contrasting term would be something 
like ‘aphilosophical’ or ‘atheological,’ or some phrase that would include all that they gesture 
at and more—a phrase, for example, like ‘intellectually inert.’” See Mathewes, Evil and the 
Augustinian Tradition (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 61n2. 
19 On this question of what’s translatable (and what’s not), I think of Naomi Seidman’s now-
classic Faithful Renderings: Jewish-Christian Difference and the Politics of Translation (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2006) which conceives “translation as a border zone, a transit 
station, in which what does not succeed in crossing the border is at least as interesting as 
what makes it across” (Seidman, 2). A short, slightly polemical way of putting my argument: 
Political Augustinians are invested in the border separation of concepts: they stand at the 
transit station, selectively importing Augustinian goods while severing them from the bundle 
they came with, namely, the form of life—a thoroughgoing slave society—which made them 
intelligible in the first place. 
20 Here, again, my approach echoes Boyarin’s specific conception of a Foucauldian “history 
of the present” as “seeking to illumine our own predicaments through investigation of the 
past,” a seeking which demands we “find ourselves transformed in the effort to listen to the 
other, in which we become strangers to ourselves.” Upon revision for publication, this will 
be the place to further critique the method of “democratic translation” and the positing of 
the concept of “parallel moral dynamics” I have introduced with greater conceptual 
precision. I plan to do this, in part, through an account of slave metaphors as bundled within 
a form of life, where different “forms of life” are conceived, in conversation with the recent 
work of Rahel Jaeggi, as responding to potentially similar “functional” challenges—in this 
case, the functional challenge shared by Augustine’s period and our own being the need to 
respond to, and stabilize the contradictions of, a social life organized around the ruptures 
and interminable instability of master-slave relations. See Rahel Jaeggi, On the Critique of Forms 
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Black religious and political thought provides a privileged “conceptual precipice” for 

this task, to borrow Alexander Weheliye’s term, from which to recognize the problem with 

these Christian slavery metaphors: the problem of the master, that is, that these metaphors 

index nothing about the slave so much as the master’s own self-deceptions.21 If the concepts 

of citizen or city or public/private can travel, so too do the moral risks of entanglements in 

the master’s position. From this reckoning, a stronger picture emerges of how one might 

build a constructive vision of religious ethics for moral agency and political citizenship in our 

world—marked by the afterlife of slavery. By eschewing neither “traditionalist” nor 

“liberationist” strands of Christian thought, I aim instead to pose an encounter, at once 

timely and long overdue, between the wisdom of an ancient figure of Christian tradition and 

the distinct moral challenges of ongoing racial violence in the era of Black Lives Matter. In 

this way, I hope the work will interest not only specialists of either Augustine or Black 

religious thought, but anyone concerned with imagining generative strategies of encounter 

between so-called “traditionalist” and “liberationist” modes of ethical reflection.  

Most of all, the work is for those dissatisfied with treatments of the relation between 

race and religious ethics. Dissatisfied, that is, with the fact that religiously-grounded accounts 

of ethical life often treat race, at best, as an important “issue” on which to test out various 

conceptions of justice, rights, norms, and so on, or, at worst, as a side show—a minority 

matter of narrow special interest. Some of us have an intuitive sense that such accounts are 

only superficially related to the conditions in which we live our lives, haunted as they are—
                                                                                                                                            

of Life, trans. Ciaran Cronin (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2018).  
21See Alexander Weheliye, “After Man,” American Literary History 20 (2008), 322. My thinking 
on this point is also indebted to comments made by Eboni Marshall Turman in response to 
a version of this research presented at the Duke Theology and Ethics Colloquium, as well as 
to numerous conversations with Willie James Jennings.  
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and as the theories are not—by slavery’s afterlife in the present, where the “after-” is a 

placeholder for a temporal sensibility, one which eludes easy assimilation into most critical 

discourses tracing slavery’s “legacies” or “effects” in the postemancipation world. Inside the 

center of that word, after-, is a haunted voice, a lingering and unsatisfied demand. The after- 

of Hartman’s “afterlife,” is something like a distended tympanic membrane, shattered in the 

wake of trauma, which thereby vibrates differently, hears things differently. And to hear 

differently would be to find modern ethical life playing out in a specific kind of silence: what 

Hartman identifies as the “absence of a consummate breach,” the lack of a “durable 

temporal marker” providing a “definitive partition between slavery and freedom.”22 This 

absence provides the basis for a less superficial account of the racialized conditions in which 

modern ethical life occurs. This project takes up the dilemma of the Christian master as one 

key position to be theorized within these ongoing racialized conditions, the Christian master 

being a figure whose position some of us have inherited, whose power many of us have been 

subjected to, and inside whose still unfinished story all of us—in ways to be worked out in 

what follows—yet remain. 

 

Part 1. Augustinian Disavowals: On Morrison, Gilroy, O’Donovan 
 
 In this section, I want to set the scene of the present political conversation in 

Augustinianism as it pertains to the concerns of the project. The argument is simple: 

Augustinians have not simply been “silent” about modern racial slavery or ignored the 

slavery in Augustine’s own thought. Rather, there has been a “disavowal” of both, a term I 

use in a technical sense borrowed from political theorist Neil Roberts and clarify in a 

moment. To sketch how that works, I begin with a story.  
                                                

22 Hartman, Scenes, 12-13. 
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In a 1988 interview with Paul Gilroy, Toni Morrison gave us an adage that now 

appears everywhere: “Modern life begins with slavery.”23 This adage first gained prominence 

in 1993 when Gilroy himself quoted it in the final chapter of his now-classic work The Black 

Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness.24 For Gilroy, Morrison’s adage offers a dense 

restatement of a founding argument of Black thought, found in canonical works like Du 

Bois’s Black Reconstruction and C. L. R. James’s The Black Jacobins. Put simply, this argument 

contends that Western modernity is unintelligible apart from grasping slavery as a 

phenomenon of world-making significance—not only for enslaved persons, but everyone 

else too. Nearly thirty years later, it seems that every week a new book confirms that 

argument, showing slavery’s key role in the making of capitalist economy, or property law, or 

the insurance industry, or the university, or medical science. With each new example, 

Morrison’s adage gets weightier: modern life begins with slavery.25  

                                                
23 “Living Memory: Meeting Toni Morrison,” in Paul Gilroy, Small Acts (London: Serpent’s 
Tail, 1993), 178. A small sampling of where the adage appears: Lawrie Balfour, Democracy's 
Reconstruction: Thinking Politically with W.E.B. Du Bois (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 
115; David Roediger, “Afterword: What Douglass Knew” in The Meaning of Slavery in the 
North, eds. David Roediger and Martin H. Blatt (New York: Garland Publishing, 1998), 177; 
James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1997), 265; Couze Venn, Occidentalism: Modernity and Subjectivity 
(London: Sage Publishing, 2000), 187. 
24 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1993), 221. 
25 The literature I’m referencing here is, of course, enormous. On the new school of 
economics concerning capitalism and slavery, see: Sven Beckert, “Slavery and Capitalism,” 
The Chronicle for Higher Education, December 12, 2014, 
http://www.chronicle.com/article/SlaveryCapitalism/150787. For another accessible 
introduction to the growing literature, see Greg Gandin, “Capitalism and Slavery,” The 
Nation, May 1, 2015, https://www.thenation.com/article/capitalism-and-slavery/. See also: 
Sven Beckert and Seth Rockman, Slavery’s Capitalism: A New History of American Economic 
Development (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016). On slavery and the 
American university, see: Alfred L. Brophy, University, Court, and Slave: Pro-Slavery Thought in 
Southern Colleges and Courts and the Coming of Civil War (Oxford University Press, 2016), and 
Craig Steven Wilder, Ebony and Ivy: Race, Slavery and the Troubled History of America’s Universities 
(New York, Bloomsbury, 2013). On slavery and medical science, see Harriet A. Washington, 
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In the year after Gilroy’s book emerged, just up the road from where Gilroy was 

teaching in London, Oliver O’Donovan delivered the prestigious Hulsean Lectures at 

Cambridge. Those lectures became The Desire of the Nations, in which O’Donovan writes the 

following: “‘Slavery’ has existed, for most of the last millennium, only on the fringes of 

civilization, as a colonial indulgence or as a sub-political pathology. To the ancient world, on 

the other hand, it was central to any imaginable economic organization.”26 The Desire of the 

Nations is a major work of Christian ethics, and O’Donovan is an especially crucial figure in 

the political Augustinian renaissance of the last few decades.27 It’s been twenty years since 

the book was published, and it’s been met with many pages of scholarly engagement, but as 

best I can tell, this take on the “fringe” importance of modern racial slavery has not yet 

elicited a single line of criticism. No trace of Morrison’s adage emerges, nor the founding 

texts of African American thought, and this absence invites us to consider another line from 

the same Toni Morrison interview: of the centrality of slavery to modern life, Morrison says, 

there is a “struggle to forget which was important in order to survive.”28 In this section, I am 

interested not simply in pointing out that O’Donovan’s claim reflects a serious neglect of 

available historical evidence, but in asking, what might this wider struggle to forget the 

centrality of slavery to modern life, a forgetting implicit in the absence of scholarly interest in 

                                                                                                                                            
Medical Apartheid: The Dark History of Medical Experimentation on Black Americans from Colonial 
Times to the Present (New York: Knopf, 2008), and more recently, Deirdre Cooper Owens, 
Medical Bondage: Race, Gender, and the Origins of American Gynecology (Athens, GA: University of 
Georgia Press, 2017). 
26 Oliver O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations: Rediscovering the Roots of Political Theology (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 184-5. Cf. O’Donovan’s further remarks on 
slavery in The Ways of Judgment: The Bampton Lectures, 2003 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 
247-8 and in “Liberté B: théologie morale” in Dictionnaire Critique de Théologie, dir. Jean-Yves 
Lacoste (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1998), 654-66. 
27 For a helpful survey of O’Donovan’s considerable contributions and their reception within 
political Augustinianism, see Bruno, 191-3. 
28 Gilroy, “Living Memory,” 179. 
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contesting O’Donovan’s claim, imply about the broader relation of the Augustinian 

conversation to matters of race?  

It may be objected that O’Donovan’s claim occurs in a context in which he is not 

primarily talking about modern racial slavery at all. Or at least, he is trying not to talk about it, 

but finds that he cannot avoid doing so while discussing what he wants to discuss, namely, 

slavery in the ancient household codes of the early churches. Our own slave-haunted 

imagination intervenes. O’Donovan finds he cannot discuss one context without dealing 

with the other. And so, quite reasonably, he wants to ensure ancient Christianity’s 

entanglements with slavery are not dealt with in an anachronistic, presentist manner. There 

are good reasons for avoiding using the word “slavery” in too univocal a way.29 But for that 

very reason, it’s all the more striking that O’Donovan’s desire to avoid conflating ancient 

slavery with modern slavery winds up distorting both. Consider the full quote:  

The misunderstanding arises in part from the word “slave” itself, which to us 
denotes a social institution altogether apart from the normal structures of 
economic organization and exceptionally oppressive in the terms on which it 
governs the exchange of labor for livelihood. “Slavery” has existed, for most 
of the last millennium, only on the fringes of civilization, as a colonial 
indulgence or as a sub-political pathology. To the ancient world, on the other 
hand, it was central to any imaginable economic organization, providing the 
only skilled labor-market for the chief unit of production, which was the 
household business. So the word douleia appears in contexts where we might 
speak not of “slavery” but of “domestic service,” or quite simply of 
“employment.”30 
                                                

29 My thanks to Charles Mathewes for pushing me on this point. 
30 O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations, 184-5. Whatever differences may exist between the 
Greek and Roman sets of slave terms, historian Myles Lavan is right to conclude that both 
“douleia and seruitus always retain the force of their connection within the domain of chattel 
slavery.” His discussion of the cluster of Latin words, expressions, and images of Roman 
slavery (seruus, seruire, seruitus, etc.) as well as their “mutually entailing antonyms in the 
domains of freedom on the one hand (liber, libertas) and mastery on the other (dominus, 
domination, dominari),” together with his analysis of related imagery like chains and the yoke, 
has strongly informed my thinking throughout. See Slaves to Rome: Paradigms of Empire in 
Roman Culture (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 75ff. For an example of a text 
from Augustine which thoroughly relies upon the imagery of slavery not with servitus 
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O’Donovan’s worries about anachronism lead him to overcorrect for, and thus, reinscribe 

the problem of anachronism, as he presses a series of contrasts between what “slavery” 

indexes in modernity versus antiquity which is far sharper than what evidence can support: 

To us, he says, slavery is an institution “altogether apart from the normal structures of 

economic organization.”31 But to them, slavery was so normal we should “speak not of 

‘slavery’ but of ‘domestic service’, or quite simply of ‘employment’.”32 This claim raises 

questions: If I were to mention an “employee,” would that bring to your mind a person 

whose body is her employer’s legal property? A person whose children are her employer’s 

legal property? If I speak of an “employee,” do we picture a person subject to being whipped 

by her manager, tortured with no legal recourse, regarded with shame and dishonor, and 

made available as a sexual outlet with no right to say no? As numerous historical studies 

show, these conditions of life were utterly normal for most enslaved persons in antiquity, and 

they are precisely those connoted to modern ears by the word “slave” itself, not despite, but 

precisely because that word conjures disturbing images from New World plantations.33 

“Employment,” then, is the misplaced, anachronistic term, not “slavery.” 

                                                                                                                                            
language, but by an extended, somewhat convoluted metaphor about shackles and iron 
fetters, see En. Ps. 149.15. 
31 Again, this view cannot support the evidence now presented by the new school of slavery 
and capitalism referenced in footnote 13 above, though it’s worth noting that the would-be 
“newness” of that school conceals the much earlier work of Black historians like Eric 
Williams, C. L. R. James, and Walter Rodney, a fact Edward E. Baptist acknowledges and 
reflects upon thoughtfully in the Afterword to his The Half Has Never Been Told: Slavery and the 
Making of American Capitalism (New York: Basic Books, 2014), 424-5. 
32 O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations, 184-5. 
33 These conditions of life are so widely known about the daily life of most ancient slaves 
that it is difficult to cite one particular source, but I have learned most from the careful 
scholarship of Jennifer Glancy, Keith Bradley, Kyle Harper, Peter Garnsey, and J. Albert 
Harrill.  
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As I stated already, though, my purpose is not simply to try to supplement historical 

facts that have been neglected, but to consider how the neglect occurred in the first place 

and explore why it matters for how political Augustinians do their work.34 To understand 

that, we need to recognize that the simplistic contrast O’Donovan draws in the claim 

above—between the ‘fringe’ importance of slavery in modernity and its ‘central’ importance 

in antiquity—does not emerge from nowhere, but is rather a solution designed for a 

particular aim: namely, to shield Christianity from what he variously refers to as “discomfort,” 

“disappointment,” and the “quarrels” which emerge for moderns upon encountering early 

Christian acceptance of slavery.35  

This affective register, leading to a double movement of acknowledgment and denial, 

recalls the gesture we saw in Smith above. In this way, O’Donovan’s extended engagement 

with slavery suggests that what Morrison has termed “the struggle to forget” does not only 

take the form of “silence” about slavery. Nor is the problem simply that Augustinians have 

been silent or ignored or failed to mention the history of slavery and issues of race more 

broadly. Instead, the problem we see in O’Donovan’s statement marks an instance of what 

Black political theorist Neil Roberts calls disavowal: “Disavowal,” he writes, “centrally 

requires what I take to be a simultaneous double movement: an acknowledgment and a denial. 

By simultaneously acknowledging and denying an event, one does not silence its existence. 
                                                

34 This sensibility, animating the project as a whole, is deeply indebted to a certain intellectual 
style which, as Joshua Myers recently argued, is concerned with interrogating “whether the 
silences at the center of this corrective work [of filling in the ‘silences’ of Black intellectual 
history] were constitutive of the disciplines that were subject to their exposure? What does it 
mean to expose a silence if it was not simply overlooked, but intentionally ignored in order 
to advance a particular regime of truth? Put another way, given the interests that disciplines 
serve and the political function that the university performs both historically and currently, 
do the silences that we believe call for our correction actually exist for a purpose?” (emphasis 
mine). (Joshua Myers, “The Order of Disciplinarity, The Terms of Silence” in Critical Ethnic 
Studies 4 [2018]: 108).  
35 O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations, 183ff. 



   

  
28 

Rather, one strategically locates an event and then rejects its relevance, knowing full well that 

it occurred.”36 Strategically locating something in order to reject its relevance. Forgetting in 

order to survive. In the case of this Augustinian disavowal, who and what is meant to survive?  

Where Smith’s denial looked like simply turning away from the questions raised, 

O’Donovan wants to confront the discomfort directly and reveal it as a “misunderstanding” 

resulting from what the word slave denotes “to us.” Given my stated aims in this section, I 

am interested in the composition of that “us.” Who is included in it? What questions matters 

to this “us” and what questions does this “us” preclude? The “us” O’Donovan invokes is 

evidently a group of people who consider slavery “exceptionally oppressive,” that is, those who 

consider slavery to be an exception to, or a departure from, the normal course of European 

modernity.37 O’Donovan’s “us” is a group in whose grammar the words “colonial indulgence” 

suggest a matter of marginal, rather than central importance. But as we have already seen, 

the founding works of Black thought saw things rather differently: modern life begins with 

slavery. It is central. And again, by now mainstream scholarship has begun to catch up with 

what the Black intellectual tradition, arising from the experience of capture, enslavement, 

and flight, saw from the beginning. What this suggests, perhaps somewhat uncomfortably, is 

that O’Donovan’s “us” is unintentionally, but inescapably, an unmarked white “us,” one with 

liability to certain blind spots. And if there is an unnamed whiteness to the political 

Augustinian conversation itself, it is perhaps best seen as not merely about the skin color of 

the bodies in the room, but as involving deep epistemic commitments which govern what 

counts as “central” and what counts as “fringe,” guiding our sense of what “we” wish to 

                                                
36 Neil Roberts, Freedom as Marronage (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 28. 
37 After all, according to O’Donovan, modern slavery was merely “a recidivist movement 
within later Christendom,” since it never “re-enter[ed] its mainstream economic 
organization.” O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations, 264. 
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discover and what some are willing not to know—even as we inhabit mastery’s afterlife in 

the present. For others who, in Audre Lorde’s words, “were never meant to survive,” 

forgetting has never been an option.38 

The disavowals of slavery, then, seem meant to protect both the moral priorities of 

an implied white readership and their investment in the authority of ancient texts in which 

slavery appears. Through this juxtaposition of ancient and modern settings, O’Donovan 

believes he has fended off any critique of Christianity’s entanglements with both: In antiquity, 

slavery was so central that its embrace by Christians cannot be faulted; in modernity, it was 

so minor that its perpetuation by Christians may be safely left aside. Any seeming challenge 

slavery might pose to Christian self-understanding is misplaced, since, it seems, its existence 

in society was always either too central or not central enough. “One strategically locates an 

event and then rejects its relevance, knowing full well that it occurred.” Forgetting to survive. 

The disavowals necessary to secure this survival risk creating distortions not only of modern 

racial slavery, but also of the conditions of ancient slavery, which in turn leads to 

impoverished understandings of ancient thinkers, including, as I’ll turn to suggest in the next 

section, the writings of Augustine himself. 

The limited nature of this “us” can resurface in much subtler ways than 

O’Donovan’s here, often when issues around slavery appear among political Augustinian 

writers who, elsewhere in their work, show serious interest in the differences internal to any 

claim to “we.” In his influential work of Augustinian ethics, Politics and the Order of Love, Eric 

Gregory writes, “It would be ironically prideful to blame Augustine or any other premodern 

author for limited historical horizons of social and economic reform, most especially in 

                                                
38 Audre Lorde, “A Litany for Survival,” from The Collected Poems of Audre Lorde (New York: 
W. W. Norton & Company, 1997), 255. 
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relation to his often neglected moral criticisms of slavery. Augustine was no abolitionist.”39 

Here Gregory rightly cautions us as modern readers to avoid placing ourselves in a superior 

moral position to premodern authors like Augustine on slavery. He also models a response 

to the discomfort generated by Augustine’s acceptance of slavery which has become 

something of a standard formulation: Augustine was no abolitionist, the line goes, but facts x, 

y, and z complicate any portrayal of him as a villain. Robin Lane Fox, in his excellent new 

biography, writes, “Augustine was not an abolitionist, but he was not blind to the individual 

suffering which slavery could cause.”40 Similarly writes Rowan Williams: “[Augustine] may 

not give the answer we would like (he is never a straightforward abolitionist), but he 

concludes that slavery is a sign of something fundamentally wrong in human relations.”41 

This formulation, I want to suggest, does not at all imply that Gregory is mitigating the 

sinfulness of ancient slaveholders, so much as reveal that he—and “we,” or some of “us”—

find ourselves already aligned with, identifying with, their position in society and the 

questions it poses. His statement juxtaposes our modern response to that of Augustine, 

slaveholders, and those who failed to criticize ancient slavery. But the silence of the 

statement is our position vis-à-vis the ancient slaves. Did they also fail to resist ancient 

slavery? This question never arises. There is no slave agency to contend with.42 So it is the 

moral vantage of the masters that we find ourselves contending with, whether we criticize it 

                                                
39 Eric Gregory, Politics and the Order of Love: An Augustinian Ethic of Democratic Citizenship 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 54. 
40 Robin Lane Fox, Augustine: From Conversions to Confessions (New York, Basic Books, 2015), 
xi. 
41 Rowan Williams, “Patriarchal villains? It’s time to re-think St Paul and St Augustine” in 
The New Statesman, November 10, 2015, https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/religion- 
-/2015/11/patriarchal-villains-it-s-time-re-think-st-paul-and-st-augustine (accessed October 
3, 2017).  
42 I am again indebted to chapter one of Roberts’ Freedom as Marronage for this line of 
argumentation. 
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or empathize with it, and this unstated condition—our shared moral horizon with the master 

class—is a deeper aspect of the unmarked “us,” a condition of moral reflection which we 

may wish to bring more clearly into view. What brings it into view most powerfully, I’ll argue 

below, is the fugitive flight of the enslaved person, ancient and modern, which confounds 

the way “slavery” is posed as a moral dilemma. The enslaved person’s flight suggests that the 

structuring feature when it comes to examining slavery as a moral problem is not whether 

one identifies with ancient “moral sensibilities” or modern ones, but whether one identifies 

with the ethical dilemmas faced by the master or the slave.43 

Another aspect of the unmarked “us” as a question occurs in the work of Charles 

Mathewes. “In the Middle Ages,” writes Mathewes in Republic of Grace: Augustinian Thoughts for 

Dark Times, “scholars wrote guidebooks for kings, known generically as ‘mirrors for 

Christian princes,’ wherein the contours of a virtuous ruler were displayed…Today we may 

use the virtues analogously, to detail a mirror of Christian citizenship…where there is no 

king, where ‘the sovereign’ is us — you and I and our neighbors, those we like and those we 

cannot stand.”44 As with O’Donovan above, some readers may not find it straightforward to 

locate themselves within that ‘us’ of sovereign citizens, due to intersecting histories of 

violence, subjugation, and exclusion, and therefore may not share Mathewes’ confidence that, 

“we need not be victims of the rulers anymore. We are not subjects of kings, we are citizens 
                                                

43 Consider for instance the moral reflections of James W. C. Pennington, better known as 
the “fugitive blacksmith,” an excerpt of which is published under the fitting title “Great 
Moral Dilemma” in African American Religious History: A Documentary Witness, 2nd ed. (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 1999), 81-88. Here Pennington offers a critical analysis of the moral 
situation he faced upon being accused of being a fugitive: must he lie, remain silent, or tell 
the truth? The point is not that Augustine or Augustinians have not reflected upon such 
questions, but rather, they have not reflected upon what it means that the enslaved person 
himself or herself engages in moral reasoning, enacts moral agency, and thus poses a set of 
questions back upon the masters themselves. 
44 Charles Mathewes, The Republic of Grace: Augustinian Thoughts for Dark Times (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2010), 8. 
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of republics, sharing in our common sovereignty; genuine participation in the governance of 

our world is possible. Because of this, we have reason for hope.”45 The histories of racial 

slavery and its afterlives have made this hope uncertain for many,46 but these histories 

surface nowhere in the account of the present Mathewes here offers, the present into which 

Augustinians wish to translate Augustine’s best insights through “democratic translation.”47  

A kind of selective ahistoricism results, whereby ancient concepts like “citizens,” 

“city,” or “republic,” are presumed translatable, mutatis mutandis, into modern political life, 

while the moral problems of mastery and slavery are left safely in the ancient past, an 

unfortunate relic of a different age.48 In this way, by reinscribing patterns of disavowal, even 

the strongest accounts of Augustinian politics risk standing at a remove from the social 

world revealed in Morrison’s adage—modern life begins with slavery. The way forward 

begins, I now turn to suggest, with reconsidering the specific ways slavery animates 

Augustine’s own texts.  
                                                

45 Charles Mathewes, Republic of Grace, 4. 
46 As Danielle S. Allen writes, with characteristic subtlety concerning the racial dimension of 
the “two-pronged citizenship” she theorizes: “All citizens must confront the paradox that 
they have been promised sovereignty and rarely feel it. Herein lies the single most difficult 
feature of life in a democracy. Democratic citizens are by definition empowered only to be 
disempowered. As a result, democratic citizenship requires rituals to manage the 
psychological tension that arises from being a nearly powerless sovereign. For a long time, in 
this country, the solution to this paradoxical fact that most democratic citizens are, at the 
end of the day, relatively powerless sovereigns was the two-pronged citizenship of 
domination and acquiescence. These old bad habits dealt with the inevitable fact of loss in 
political life by assigning to one group all the work of being sovereign, and to another group 
most of the work of accepting the significant losses that kept the polity stable.” (Danielle S. 
Allen, Talking to Strangers: Anxieties of Citizenship Since Brown v. Board of Education [Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2004], 41).  
47 Another recent account of the Black struggle for citizenship presses beyond the often 
singular focus upon the Dred Scott decision to reckon with the movement among African 
Americans, beginning in the 1820s, to claim birthright citizenship amidst calls for 
colonization (resettling African Americans in Africa). See Martha S. Jones, Birthright Citizens: 
A History of Race and Rights in Antebellum America (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2018).  
48 I thank Amaryah Armstrong for this line of argument.    



   

  
33 

Part 2. On the Master’s House: Augustine’s Slave Metaphors 

“[Paul] set houses in good order with clear doctrine, preaching and teaching what wives 
owed their husbands, husbands their wives, children their parents, parents their children, 
slaves their masters, masters their slaves — for how could these be done without a domus?”49 
AUGUSTINE, Ep. 157.30 
 

In the previous section, I highlighted the habit of disavowal present in the political 

Augustinian conversation toward the significance of slavery in Augustine’s thought and in 

the modern social world to which Augustinians apply it. The next two sections develop two 

arguments for why the objects disavowed must instead be addressed. This section argues 

that the first key fact challenging this disavowal is that “slavery” is best understood not as 

simply one, isolable moral “issue” in Augustine’s texts. Rather, slavery forms an abiding 

presence in Augustine’s writings, not only as a social institution he occasionally defends, but 

as a pervasive series of interrelated metaphors. And indeed, it is one of my central 

contentions that literal and metaphorical slavery are not as easy to separate in Augustine’s 

thought as is often assumed. Instead, we find that both work intimately together, comprising 

what I call “the master’s house,” a symbolic space in which Augustine both uses slavery 

metaphorically to clarify theological matters and speaks theologically about ‘actual’ masters 

and slaves in tightly-interconnected ways.50  

Stipulating this term, “the master’s house,” is thus intended to do three things 

throughout the project: (1) to call the reader’s attention back to a key argument, viz., that 

these two registers of Augustine’s slavery discourse—slavery-as-institution and slavery-as-

metaphor—work in intimate union together, as Augustine routinely moves across any 
                                                

49 Kyle Harper’s translation, see Harper, 347-8. 
50 For an overview of the household in Augustine’s political thought, particularly in its 
relation to the civitas, see Kevin L. Hughes “Local Politics: The Political Place of the 
Household in Augustine’s City of God” in Augustine and Politics, eds. John Doody, Kevin L. 
Hughes, and Kim Paffenroth, (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2005), 145-64. The treatment of 
the dominus and of the issue of slavery is underdeveloped.  
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would-be border between them; as such, it is important to view both registers as 

encompassed within this expansive symbolic structure: a domus headed by a dominus;51 (2) to 

underscore the fact that the master/slave relation unfolds not as the one-on-one dialectical 

struggle between two individuals—as moderns are prone to imagine, often from the residue 

left by Hegel’s Lord/Bondsman image—but rather as one node within a network of 

relations which together comprise the symbolic space of the domus.52 As such, it is important 

to track Augustine’s symbolic use of master (dominus) and slave (servus) imagery in its relation 

to adjacent figures within the household (i.e., the master’s son [filius], which I examine in 

chapter 3) and to the specifically gendered dimensions of how slavery functions in Roman 

household relations, especially in sexual relations (which will reappear especially in chapter 

4’s discussion of the partus sequitur ventrem, by which the enslaved status of the mother legally 

transfers to the child, thus ensuring the reproduction of the enslaved “supply,” even as the 

descriptions of this supply on the part of the master class, including Augustine, tend to pass 

over this source in silence); and (3) to pose the question how the function of the domus in 

Roman life as a building block of social order presents us with parallel moral dynamics in 

our context, with modern slavery and its racial afterlives. For those familiar with the 

literature of New World slavery, my use of “the master’s house” should call to mind a 

parallel not just with “the big house”—which tends to function, problematically, as the 

                                                
51 My use of “the master’s house” to suggest a shared symbolic space which encompasses 
both Augustine’s literal and metaphorical uses of slavery broadly echoes what historian Kate 
Cooper notes about the double-valence of the domus concept itself within Roman culture. 
Domus at once names a “physical space” and a way of “represent[ing] the household as a 
lived social reality…[as] the crucial unit in the pyramid of social order.” (Kate Cooper, The 
Fall of the Roman Household [New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007], 110).  
52 On the notion of symbolic space, see footnote 13 above. My thinking here is also 
informed by Willie Jennings’s appropriation of Henri Lefebvre’s “threefold idea of space as 
perceived, conceived, and lived.” See Willie James Jennings, The Christian Imagination: Theology 
and the Origins of Race (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010), 350n63. 
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center of popular memory of slavery53—but with the wider analytic importance of the 

plantation household as a window into slavery and the gendered and racialized social 

formations it birthed in the wake of its juridical abolition.54 For all the differences between 

the Roman domus and the plantation household as conditions of moral life inviting critical 

reflection, the parallel moral dynamics between them—when necessary adjustments and 

qualifications are made—are no less plausible as a topos for constructive ethical thought 

than those which are so often made between ‘citizenship,’ ‘public life,’ ‘cities,’ etc. among 

modern political thinkers, especially those who “retrieve” and “translate” ancient sources for 

liberal democratic societies. 

With this in mind, I refer to the master’s house throughout to call the reader’s 

attention back to the way slavery functions not only as a particular moral “issue,” nor as an 

isolated metaphor, but as an expansive symbolic structure. For Augustine, to make a claim 

work within the terms of reference set by that structure—whether a claim about the proper 

conduct of enslaved persons or a claim about God, Christ, or selfhood through metaphors 
                                                

53 This framework often rests upon idyllic pastoral tropes—cheerful mammy figures, kindly 
old masters, white and black children playing together in the yard outside—which served to 
bolster proslavery ideology. “These images are problematic,” write Clifton Ellis and Rebecca 
Ginsburg, “not because such events never happened, but because when these caricatures 
serve as stand-ins for all enslaved workers…we lose sight of the brutality and violence that 
was at the system’s core. These lingering images are an injustice to the contributions made 
by enslaved workers and to the debt owed them.” See Ellis and Ginsburg, “Introduction,” in 
Cabin, Quarter, Plantation: Architecture and Landscapes of North American Slavery, eds. Clifton Ellis 
and Rebecca Ginsburg (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 1-2. 
54 On the postbellum plantation household as an illuminating window into the ongoing 
transformations of race and gender, citizenship and nation which emerged in the wake of 
slavery’s juridical abolition, see especially Thavolia Glymph’s pathbreaking Out of the House of 
Bondage: The Transformation of the Plantation Household (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2008). For a classic treatment of menial service in the postbellum house of the master, see W. 
E. B. Du Bois, “The Servant in the House” in Darkwater: Voices from Within the Veil (New 
York: Washington Square Press, 2004). And for a more recent foray into postbellum black 
women domestic workers as a scene of untold political and social imaginings, see Saidiya 
Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Social Upheaval (New York: 
Norton, 2019). 
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of slavery—is to draw upon the stability and coherence afforded by the self-evident 

character of social order as it presently exists.  

Take the Ruden controversy I introduced at the start, in which Peter Brown reminds 

us that whenever Augustine calls upon God as his Slavemaster, he is “conjuring up the life 

of the Roman household.” Throughout the Confessions, this household image, Brown notes, 

“brings Augustine to life. In relation to God, Augustine experiences all the ups and downs of 

a household slave in relation to his master. He jumps to the whip. He tries out the life of a 

runaway. He attempts to argue back.”55 It is as though Augustine looks upon the body of the 

fugitive slave and finds his own restless soul staring back. Reflecting his aimless wandering 

and his stubborn pride, his illusory freedom and his will to flight, the fugitive also signified 

for him the final impossibility of escape. In Book 2, he re-narrates his famous theft as a 

“perverse imitation of my Lord (dominum),” one which, like all sin, turned out to be self-

defeating: “you are the creator of all nature and so…there is no place where one can entirely 

escape from you…Here is a runaway slave fleeing his master (dominum) and pursuing a 

shadow (Job. 7:2)… What rottenness! What a monstrous life and what an abyss of death!”56  

The fugitive image—which I return to in the following chapter—forms only one 

subset of Augustine’s larger metaphorical use of slavery, which plays flexibly with the 

appearance of actual enslaved persons in Augustine’s account.57 In a memorable passage of 

Confessions Book 9, Augustine displays Monica’s virtue by her teaching other women that, in 

marriage, wives “become slaves” to their husbands; they must not, she says, “proudly 

withstand their masters.” The very next paragraph finds her virtuous reputation threatened 

                                                
55 Peter Brown, “Dialogue with God.” 
56 Conf. 2.6.14. 
57 For instance, in the passage just quoted, Chadwick gives “Lord” the first time and “Master” 
the second, yet the word is dominum both times, clearly comprising a single, extended image.  
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by the “interfering tongues of the slavegirls,” then restored by her husband “subjecting the 

girls to a whipping.” The wife-as-slave bit is straightforwardly ‘metaphorical,’ but the 

significance of the ‘actual’ slaves of the second event serve as a kind of metaphor as well—

the enslaved body’s radical vulnerability to violence—in order to illustrate a larger point 

about the restoration of “domestic harmony.”58 Monica’s “patience and gentleness,” work in 

tandem with her husband’s whip to restore “peace in the household” and a “memorably 

gentle benevolence” (conf. 9.9.19-20).  

Indeed, the image of the bad slave punished—for gossip, for theft, for running 

away—does especially wide-ranging conceptual and symbolic work across Augustine’s 

corpus. In De libero arbitrio, the slave “caught in a sin” is forced to clean the sewer: by this 

“detestable” punishment, “the slave’s disgrace” and the cleaning of the sewer are “woven 

into an orderly household…with the most orderly beauty” (de lib. 3.9.27.96-97).59 In Letter 

185, Augustine frames the Donatists as a band of runaway thieves who must be “recalled to 

their [Master] by the stripes of temporal scourging, like evil slaves, and in some degree like 

good-for-nothing fugitives” (ep. 185.21). In Tractates on John, Augustine likens schismatic 

groups to Hagar, the fugitive slave who gave Sarah and Abraham the slip: “God stirs 

[heretics] up,” he writes, “that Hagar may be beaten by Sarah. Let Hagar…yield her neck” 

for punishment; after all, the angel sends the slave girl back to her masters. And again, in 

these anti-Donatist examples, the line between metaphorical and literal slaves is blurred by 

the discursive context, his well-known complaint about the actual practices of the Donatists, 

                                                
58 On this trope of the enslaved body’s vulnerability to violence functioning metaphorically, 
see Jennifer Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 102ff.  
59 In the City of God, to illustrate the just correlation of temporal sin and eternal punishment, 
Augustine points out “it is entirely just that a slave should pay the penalty of years in 
shackles when he has provoked his master with no more than a passing word” (civ. 21.11).  
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recorded in his letter to Boniface: “What master was not forced to live in fear of his slave, if 

the slave fled to the patronage of the Donatists?”60 

 Indeed part of the difficulty of interpreting the slave images in Augustine is that 

Augustine himself routinely moves across what would seem to be a boundary between 

slavery as metaphor and slavery as social institution. Yet for Augustine, like many Stoic 

writers before him, the latter is by no means more ‘real’ than the former.61 Indeed, slavery to 

sin, particularly to the libido dominandi, is itself the truest slavery of all.62 As historian Susanna 

Elm argues, “Augustine…in nearly all his writings, moves seamlessly between actual and 

metaphorical slavery because these are the metaphors he and his audience lived by.”63 In 

forms both ‘metaphorical’ and ‘literal,’ the slave’s body appears at key junctures in the major 

works following Augustine’s ordination in 391, treatises like De utilitate credendi (c. 391), De 

doctrina Christiana (c. 395) and De bono conjugali (c. 401).64 In Augustine’s last work, cut short 

by death, Contra Iulianum (Against Julian), the soul/body relation is conceived as a 

master/slave relation: the soul rules the body’s lusts “as a master commands a slave, since it 

                                                
60 Ep. 185.15. 
61 See Garnsey, chapter on Stoics. 
62 civ. Dei 19.15 and throughout. Cf. In Johannis Evangelium tractatus 41.4: “The slave of a man 
who is oppressed by the harsh domination of his master seeks respite in flight. But where is 
the slave of sin to flee?...Sometimes men flee to the church, and lawless as they are, wishing 
to be without a master, but not without their sins, generally give us a lot of trouble. On the 
other hand, it sometimes happens that men who are subject to an illegal and shameful yoke, 
flee to the church because they are freeborn men held in slavery, and they appeal to the 
bishops. The bishop is considered unmerciful if he does not make efforts to prevent the 
suppression of free birth. Let us all flee to Christ, let us appeal to God to free us from sin…”  
63 Susanna Elm, “Sold to Sin Through Origo: Augustine of Hippo on the Slave-trade,” The 
Seventh Annual Michael I. Rostovtzeff Lecture, Yale University, November 12, 2014. (video 
recording.) 
64 See, for examples: De libero arbitrio 1.4.9.25 on sin, order, and providence; De utilitate credendi 
12.27 on epistemology, the foolish, and the wise; De doctrina Christiana III.4.8 on 
metaphorical and literal senses of texts; and De bono conjugali 17.19 on order and marriage. 
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coerces it and breaks it.”65 Perhaps most famously, in De civitate Dei, Augustine confronts the 

slave logic of civilization itself: “human society is generally divided against itself,” such that 

“the conquered part” chooses “peace and survival at any price — so much so that it has 

always provoked astonishment when men have preferred death to slavery.” Existing 

relations among various empires and peoples obtain, Augustine suggests, when guided by the 

‘voice of nature’ (vox naturae) the conquered choose enslavement over death.66 Blurring the 

line between literal and metaphorical slaveries yet again, here Augustine sees in the slave’s 

body civilization writ small—the secret truth of the body politic, made visible in her chains.67 

Those lines occur in Book 18 of De civitate Dei, but when slavery in Augustine’s 

thought has received attention in modern political Augustinianism at all, it has 

overwhelmingly been in the form of debates over Book 19’s treatment of the nature of 

political authority in relation to sin. That book has been rightly considered a “microcosm of 

Augustine’s social thought,” to use O’Donovan’s phrase, and yet, in the last ten years 

especially, Augustinians have helpfully expanded our sense of Augustine’s politics beyond 

it.68 It’s worth mentioning in this context that it is often presumed that whatever qualms one 

                                                
65 Contra Iulianum opus imperfectum libri sex, 4.12.61. Here Augustine is quoting Cicero with 
approval, particularly approving his highly suggestive distinction: the soul rules the body as a 
king commands his subjects, but the soul rules lust as masters their slaves: “Masters harass 
their slaves as the best part of the soul, which is wisdom, harasses the vicious and weak parts 
of the same soul, such as lusts, anger, and the other disturbing forces.” 
66 civ Dei. XVIII.2. 
67 Conceptualizing the imperial project of Rome in terms of master/slave relations is by no 
means unique to Augustine, nor is it self evident that such a conceptualization is necessarily a 
subversive “critique” of empire, as is often supposed. To the contrary, as Myles Lavan’s 
excellent recent work has shown, the elite men who governed the Roman empire themselves 
were happy to use the rhetorical and symbolic tools of slavery to describe their own imperial 
project. See Lavan, Slaves to Rome: Paradigms of Empire in Roman Culture (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013). 
68 Oliver O’Donovan, “The Political Thought of City of God 19” in Bonds of Imperfection: 
Christian Politics, Past and Present, ed. Oliver O’Donovan and Joan Lockwood O’Donovan 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004), 72. On those pushing for a different “textual center of 
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may have about Augustine’s acceptance of slavery can be mitigated, if not resolved by 

pointing to Book 19’s explanation of slavery as caused by sin rather than nature: “By nature,” 

Augustine writes, “as God first created man, no one is a slave either to man or to sin [servus 

est hominis aut peccati].”69 This resolution is premature on two counts. First, it is premature just 

to the extent that Augustine then immediately clarifies: “But it is also true that the 

punishment of slavery is ordained by precisely the same law which commands that the 

natural order is to be preserved and forbids it to be disturbed.”70 Thus, although slavery is 

punishment for sin, it is indeed divinely-ordained punishment, blessed by God for the sake of 

preserving that order of limited temporal peace which is itself among the most important 

shared goods which the heavenly city shares with the earthly during the saeculum. In light of 

that, it should not surprise us that when it comes to slavery matters of daily life, Augustine’s 

basic concern is most often the containment of disorder, both social and moral. Practically 

speaking, that looks like denouncing the fugitive option to enslaved persons and encouraging 

a “loving spirit” among masters, while acknowledging that if a master were to ask him, “Shall 

discipline sleep?” he would have to clarify: “That’s not what I’m saying…if you see your 

slave living badly, what other punishment will you curb him with, if not the lash? Use it: do. 

God allows it. In fact he is angered if you don’t.”71 And second, the resolution is premature 

                                                                                                                                            
gravity,” one which does not restrict Augustine’s political thought to a realm separable from 
his doctrinal thinking, see Charles Mathewes, A Theology of Public Life (Cambridge University 
Press, 2008), 20. Concurring with that expansion, I have been pressing the matter of slavery 
in Augustine beyond Book 19-centric discussions of natural subordination versus political 
subordination which were so important in the work R. A. Markus and his interpreters. See R. 
A. Markus, Saeculum: History and Society in the Theology of St. Augustine (Cambridge University 
Press, 1970), esp. Appendix B, “De civitate Dei, XIX, 14-15 and the origins of political 
authority.”   
69 civ. Dei. 19.15. 
70 civ. Dei. 19.15. 
71 En. Ps. 102.14(CC40:1464–5), as quoted in Harper, 230. Similarly, in De civ. 19.16, 
Augustine notes that if a slave “disrupts domestic peace by his disobedience,” then whipping 
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in light of the reception histories by which these texts now come to us. Or in other words, if 

it were true that calling slavery “unnatural” necessarily implied some sort of critique of or 

challenge to actually-existing slave regimes, then it becomes difficult to explain why there is 

little evidence to suggest that the legacy of the Augustinian position was seen as some sort of 

obstacle to overcome when his texts were being read as authoritative at the turn from the 

medieval to the dawn of New World colonization or in various contexts throughout the 

slaveholding societies of the Americas.72  

It’s perhaps best to say that Augustine, while genuinely troubled over the presence of 

slavery, seeks not to challenge the institution, but rather to Christianize it, which is to say, to 

recalibrate it within the terms of an emerging Christian conception of political order, and 

thus, to stabilize it. Interpretations which wish to find in him the contrary, while intending to 

be ‘charitable’ toward intellectuals of a different time, are often themselves anachronistic, 

imputing to Augustine or other ancient Christians the presence of subversive inclinations 

which available evidence cannot support. Instead, we find that Augustine explicitly defends 

the justice of slavery for the way he believes it provides a modicum of order to a fallen world, 

denounces slaves who run away from or resist their masters, supports the use of the whip to 

prevent this, and marshals theological reasons for all of it.  

My primary concern is not to use the assessment I’ve just outlined as a reason to 

stop reading Augustine, but on the contrary, to shift the terms of the debate to see how 
                                                                                                                                            

him is “for the benefit” of the slave himself, to bring him “back into line with the peace 
from which he had broken away.” 
72 A fully developed version of this chapter, when the dissertation is revised for publication, 
will include several illumining examples drawn from the reception histories of Augustine’s 
political thought, especially entries from the magisterial Oxford Guide to the Historical Reception 
of Augustine, eds. Karla Pollmann and Willemien Otten (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2013), including the School of Salamanca, Robert Bellarmine, eighteen-century slaveholding 
Jesuits in the Americas, and US Civil War-era clerics like John Henry Hopkins (whose 
appropriation of Augustine for defending slavery I discuss in chapter 2 below).  
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Augustine’s inhabiting of a world organized by the slave system inflects his proper 

theological and ethical thought, especially those areas of his thought that are often taken to 

have little to do with slavery. In that way the hope is that we might become better readers of 

Augustine in these areas which Augustinians wish to recover—the notion of pilgrimage, his 

account of the virtues (especially humilitas), his christology, his eschatology—which are so 

often articulated precisely through the metaphorical resources of slavery.  

The point is certainly not to propose one more reductive caricature of Augustine’s 

politics as mere slaveholding “ideology,” or worse, make an easy critique of Augustine in the 

form of either moral anachronism or an uncritical valorization of modern liberal sensibilities 

(which, after all, often went hand-in-hand with modern racial slavery).73 Nor still can we 

afford to resort to a gut-level affective offense at Augustine’s slavery discourse—shock, 

discomfort, distaste—which, as I’ve argued above, often leads to disavowal rather than 

reckoning with the ancient thought-world of Augustine and the connotations of slave 

language in the present. To move beyond that, it’s important to note that up to this point in 

this chapter, I have advanced no argument to suggest why the slavery metaphors themselves 

are problematic, only shown, in part 1, how they have not yet attracted significant attention 

among political Augustinians, and in part 2, that they provide an organizing structure to 

Augustine’s thought, inside which the theological metaphor of slavery cannot be neatly 

separated from Augustine’s more practical statements about life under slavery. 

Part 3. How Black Thought Discloses the Problem of the Master.  
 

Now, as I begin the third part of my argument, I turn to several resources from 

Black thought’s analysis of slavery and its afterlives in order to illumine the nature of slavery 
                                                

73 For a recent, accessible introduction to the compatibility of modern political liberalism 
with slavery, see Andrew Zimmerman, “When Liberalism Defended Slavery,” in Race 
Capitalism Justice, ed. Walter Johnson, 83-89 (Boston: MIT Press, 2018).  
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metaphors further and specify with precision what sort of problem they present to 

Augustinian moral and theological thought. The problem cannot be simply that Augustine 

liberally uses slavery metaphors. In the world he inhabited, how could he not? Rather, the 

problem which requires further analysis for those of us who apply his social and political 

vision to the present, especially those of us who hope that an encounter with Augustine’s 

thought has something to offer in the era of Black Lives Matter, lies with examining how 

these slave metaphors do their work.  

Returning one more time to the Ruden translation controversy, it’s worth noting that 

neither Brown nor Ruden believe that Augustine is reflecting the experiences of enslaved 

persons with his slave metaphors. Instead, as Ruden writes, “Augustine’s humorously self-

deprecating, submissive, but boldly hopeful portrait of himself in relation to God echoes the 

rogue slaves of the Roman stage.” 74  Similarly, Brown likens the slave images which 

Augustine invokes to “Zero Mostel as the plump and bouncy Pseudolus in A Funny Thing 

Happened on the Way to the Forum.”75 The point is: Augustine’s slave metaphors reflect not the 

perspective of enslaved persons—about which the sources tell us very little—but rather the 

vantage of the masters themselves. I want to suggest that in noting this, Ruden and Brown 

have their finger on something more significant than either of them acknowledge, given 

what the Black intellectual tradition, especially womanist and Black feminist scholarship, has 

repeatedly taught us about the dynamics in play when the captive body functions as a 

“playground for the imagination,” as Toni Morrison says.76  

                                                
74 Ruden, p. xxxiii. 
75 Brown, “Dialogue with God.” Citation above. 
76 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1993), 37. 
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Just as “the subject of the dream is the dreamer,” Morrison argues, so too does the 

literary and philosophical use of the figure of the enslaved open up, in the mind of the 

master, a space for “extraordinary meditation on the self,” for “powerful exploration of fears 

and desires.”77 In this way, “the slave population, it could be and was assumed, offered itself 

up as surrogate selves for meditation on problems of human freedom, its lure and its 

elusiveness…for meditations on terror…internal aggression, evil, sin, greed.”78 Similarly, 

Hortense Spillers notes that when the dominant culture proposes to elaborate the figure of 

the slave, these elaborations, metaphors, symbols, and signs “tell us little or nothing about 

the subject buried beneath the epithets, but quite a great deal more concerning the psychic and cultural 

reflexes that invent and invoke them.”79 These reflexes interest me, which come into view when, 

as Saidiya Hartman writes, the symbolic activity of the dominant “[makes] the captive body 

speak the master’s truth.”80 Hartman in particular has tracked in archivally precise detail how 

it is precisely those scenes in which masters orchestrated the appearance of enslaved persons’ 

enjoyment, contentment, and harmony—and not more familiar scenes of overt brutality—

which underscore the violence inherent in the enslaved person’s body being “deploy[ed] as a 

vehicle for exploring the human condition,” deployed as a symbolic resource for the master’s 

own intellectual and cultural expression.81  

                                                
77 Morrison, Playing in the Dark, 17. 
78 Morrison, Playing in the Dark, 38. 
79 Hortense Spillers, “Notes on an Alternative Model—Neither/Nor” in Black, White, and In 
Color (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 302 (emphasis mine). Also influencing 
my thought along related lines is the following from Spillers: “The captive body, then, brings 
into focus a gathering of social realities as well as a metaphor for value so thoroughly 
interwoven in their literal and figurative emphases that the distinctions between them [literal 
and figurative senses] are virtually useless.” See “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” in Black, 
White, and In Color, 208. 
80 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century 
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 38. 
81 Hartman, Scenes, 34. 
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This is not to too quickly assimilate the arguments of Morrison, Spillers, and 

Hartman to one another, but to underscore a specific point of convergence among a key 

strand of Black feminist criticism at the site of the use of the enslaved body as a metaphor 

for the master, and especially in the way each of them, while attending to a wide range of 

culturally and archivally specific variations of the phenomenon, traces it to the structure of 

the master-slave relation itself. To acknowledge this, put simply, is to acknowledge that the 

figure of “the slave” here is fundamentally an index of the mind of the master. Its referent is 

to the master’s own desires, wishes, reflections, meditations, not to that of the enslaved person. 

The chapters to follow explore this neglected dynamic in Augustine again and again, from 

multiple angles, attending to the myriad, complex, and sometimes conflicting ways in which 

the figure of the enslaved functions, for Augustine, as a symbolic register in which to raise, 

make concrete, and resolve contradictions in his treatment of questions concerning sin, 

humility, temporality, sex, and freedom. What is the moral significance of the master’s 

significations—the master’s symbolic use of the slave’s body—being built into the grammar 

of Christian thought and practice?  

The answer lies, in part, with recognizing that because the relation between an 

enslaved person and his or her master is always premised upon force, domination, and 

antagonism, to accept such metaphors on their own terms is, subtly but unmistakably, to 

adopt the perspective of the master and thus of to take the master’s side against the slave. Here I 

want to be careful to avoid misunderstanding: I am not exporting the problem of race back 

to the 5th century, where there is no modern conception of race. What I am tracking is a set 

of parallel moral dynamics in the present which race indexes, which pertain to the structure 

of master-slave relations, which has been obscured by the method of “democratic translation” 



   

  
46 

discussed above, in its positing a “transferability” between the ancient elite man and the 

liberal democratic citizen, and which can be specified with precision by way of returning to 

the examples of slavery language in Augustine.  

From the instances surveyed in part 2, with numerous metaphors based on 

disobedient slaves punished and restored into good order, one might get the impression that 

the body of the slave works as a signifier of evil or disorder for Augustine. But that’s 

misleading. For Augustine, it is not that slaves are univocally bad, only that bad slaves are bad. 

The fugitive slaves punished in the images above are contrasted not only against the figure of 

the faithful pilgrim throughout Augustine’s writings (i.e., conf. 7.27), but the figure of the good 

slave. And ‘good slave’ images also appear all throughout Augustine’s work, whether in his 

use of the apostolic self-designation “slaves of God,” or his articulation of Christ himself as 

one who took the form of the slave—a crucial term in Confessiones 7.9 and in his mature 

Christology of De Trinitate 1-2. This slave Christology, as we should expect, also traverses any 

neat border between actual slavery and figurative slavery, as seen in the guidance given to 

masters and slaves in his sermons. To the Christian who finds herself enslaved, Augustine 

writes, “That is as it should be….[Christ] has not made slaves free, but turned bad slaves 

into good slaves.”82 (I return to treat this passage in some detail in chapter 2 and to examine 

the “form of the slave” at length in chapter 3.)  

As we try to assess the moral significance of the master’s house in Augustine’s 

thought, then, here is the crucial point: Augustine’s slave metaphors function as a moral-

symbolic contrast between “good” slaves and “bad” slaves, which is not a neutral description 

of facts, but a particular way of encoding social reality, one which serves to perpetuate that 

reality and preserve its stability. In this way, it displays what Willie Jennings calls a 
                                                

82 En. Ps. 124.7.  
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“fabricated moral universe,” in which “good” and “evil” are calibrated to the aims of masters 

regarding their slaves’ conduct. This evaluative measure is one in which “evil,” in the context 

of slave behavior, means fugitivity and disobedience, and “goodness” means humility and 

obedience.83 In short, then, I want to suggest that the problem with these slavery metaphors 

is that they presume a moral-symbolic contrast that becomes coherent only from the vantage 

of the master’s side of the master/slave conflict—not the vantage of the enslaved. In an 

arresting footnote, Augustinian philosopher James Wetzel hints at this dynamic in Augustine, 

who, he writes, tends to “measure the success of different definitions at least partly in terms 

of their facility to identify as evil what the consensus of his society identified as evil (for 

example, slaves killing their masters) and to leave as permissible what the consensus left as 

permissible.”84 So when what’s permissible includes the master’s lash but not the slave’s 

resistance to it, it’s evident enough that the public consensus of that society, on the matter of 

moral “goodness” in master-slave relations, was, quite naturally, not built to reflect the 

vantage of the enslaved but that of their masters.85 A good slave is a useful, obedient, 

humble slave who enables the smooth functioning of household order. A bad slave is one 

who makes such order more difficult or, in the case of running away, impossible. A bad 

                                                
83 Willie James Jennings, The Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2010), 183-4. 
84 James Wetzel, Augustine and the Limits of Virtue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992), 65. 
85 Indeed, as Jennifer Glancy writes, the virtues which have been called “slave morality” since 
Nietzsche—obedience, humility, fidelity, respect, and so on—are more rightly called 
slaveholder morality: “the attitudes that slaveholders desired to inculcate in the enslaved bodies 
of their households” (Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity 142, cf. 131ff). She further notes 
that Roman jurists proscribe causing a negative moral influence on another master’s slave, 
“not only for making a good slave bad, but also for making a bad slave worse,” a fact which 
casts new light on the statement I quoted from Augustine above, that “[Christ] has not made 
slaves free, but turned bad slaves into good slaves.” 
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master resorts to excesses of desire and cruelty. A good master is benevolent in his total 

control of the slave’s life, inspiring unquestioning devotion and loyalty.  

That this set of moral-symbolic contrasts so clearly reflects the vantage of the master 

class suggests that the responsible historian of antiquity must remain skeptical as to whether 

enslaved persons ever internalized this evaluative view of the moral life as their own. We do 

know slaves resisted: fled, stole, lied, stopped work, and occasionally, physically confronted 

their masters, sometimes to the point of revolt.86 We can never know whether or how 

enslaved persons in antiquity may have described the moral significance of such actions, 

insofar as the historical evidence provides only the most fleeting, indirect, and opaque points 

of access to the viewpoint of enslaved persons. For that reason, even scholars whose 

interests are purely “historical,” in the narrowly descriptive sense, now increasingly turn to 

comparisons from the literature of New World slavery in order to illumine ancient enslaved 

life.87 How much more does such comparative work make sense for those of us who want to 

think constructively and normatively in conversation with ancient thinkers like Augustine?   

Part 4. Conclusion and Sketch of What Lies Ahead 

In part 1, I showed how certain strategies of disavowal, resulting from an affective 

response to ancient slavery rooted in our own slave-haunted imaginary, have prevented 

sustained engagement with Augustine’s slavery discourse and with the question of how to 

read its moral significance amidst the afterlife of modern racial slavery. In part 2, I sketched 

the contours of that discourse while demonstrating that it provides for Augustine’s thought 

                                                
86 See Bradley, “Resisting Slavery at Rome,” 362-84. 
87 For a lucid, extended overview of the scholarly debates concerning the comparative 
approach, see Enrico Dal Lago and Constantina Katsari, “The study of ancient and modern 
slave systems: setting an agenda for comparison” in Slave Systems: Ancient and Modern, eds. 
Enrico Dal Lago and Constantina Katsari (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 3-
31. See also footnote 110 below. 
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an organizing structure—a conceptual space I term ‘the master’s house’—inside which the 

theological metaphor of slavery cannot be neatly separated from Augustine’s more practical 

treatment of life under ‘actual’ slavery. In Part 3, I suggested that some of the intellectual 

tools available to us in Black thought, drawn from its excavation of the afterlife of slavery, 

can help us assess the moral and theological problems these slave metaphors pose to 

normative and constructive ethical thought, chiefly, that they reproduce what I call ‘the 

problem of the Christian master.’ This problem consists in Christian theological discourse 

invisibly reproducing the vantage of the masters, and thus a moral universe in which virtue 

and vice is calibrated to the interests and the self-deceptions of the masters themselves. In 

this final section, I want to make a brief methodological remark and clarify how this opening 

chapter has provided the reading strategy which will guide the next three chapters. 

Methodologically, the dissertation is a work of constructive Christian theological 

ethics. It brings into contact two distinct traditions of inquiry: modern Augustinianism and 

Black religious and political thought. Put simply, the dissertation’s method aims to reread the 

constructive possibilities of the first tradition in light of the critical interventions of the 

second. The second tradition—Black Studies—does not drive me to dismiss Augustine’s 

thought for its association with slavery, but rather, to press conversations among 

Augustinians deeper into the conceptual problems which result from the master’s structural 

position necessitating certain strategic self-deceptions. Insofar as the dissertation tracks 

conceptual problems which come into view through certain historical examinations, its 

methodology is broadly similar to recent political theory projects on race which aim to 

carefully bridge the traditional gap between conceptual-normative and historical-descriptive 
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camps.88 For this reason, throughout the project I often attend to forgotten chapters in the 

modern reception history of Augustinian thought, finding in these a kind of laboratory in 

which to examine, analyze, and clarify the inner-workings of Augustinian concepts.  

This methodology works together with what I have shown in this opening chapter, 

namely that tracking the two neglected problems of Augustinianism—Augustine’s slavery 

metaphors and the racial afterlife of slavery—provides the reading strategy which will guide 

the next three chapters. This strategy consists in taking up one key theme of Augustinian 

political thought at a time in order to explore (a) how Augustine uses slavery to clarify, 

amplify, or make concrete his treatment of it, (b) how this use of slavery metaphors 

presumes the master’s vantage, and (c) how the problems generated thereby present us with 

parallel moral dynamics in the present, which can be addressed by thinking with modern 

Black thought on the afterlife of slavery.  

Chapter Two applies this reading strategy to the classic Augustinian theme of 

“pilgrimage” (peregrinatio) as an image of Christian citizenship. Tracking this image through 

Confessions and several key sermons, I show how the pilgrim works in tandem with a second 

figure—the fugitive slave. In both, the symbol of bodies in motion, exposed to terror and 

without home in this world, gives rise to thought. But whereas, for modern readers, the 

image of fugitive slaves evokes the Underground Railroad, the courage of Tubman, and the 

resistance of Douglass, Augustine’s symbolic system invests the fugitive with wholly negative 

moral valence, indeed, with the precise opposite moral evaluation of the pilgrim: the latter 
                                                

88 i.e., Neil Roberts, Freedom as Marronage (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015); 
Lawrie Balfour, Democracy’s Reconstruction: Thinking Politically with W.E.B. Du Bois (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2011); and Adom Getachew, Worldmaking after Empire: The Rise and 
Fall of Self-Determination (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019). 
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signifies the heavenly city’s humble citizens, the former the false freedom of the disobedient. 

Drawing from treatments of fugitivity in Black thought—Frederick Douglass, Saidiya 

Hartman, Neil Roberts—I show how Augustine’s moral-symbolic contrast between pilgrim 

and fugitive presents a problem for contemporary Augustinian redeployments, insofar as it 

attains coherence only from the master’s side of the master/slave relation and thus risks 

aligning would-be pilgrims with the interests of the master class.  

Chapter Three examines how Augustine uses slavery to interpret Christ’s identity, 

which unfolds as a complex negotiation between two figures of the Roman household: first, 

the filius of the Dominus, the son of the Master, which Christ is “by nature”; second, the servus, 

the “form of the slave,” which Christ assumes in the incarnation. Tracking these symbolic 

forms, son and slave, through De Trinitate 1-2, I demonstrate the ways Augustine’s 

imagination negotiates the moral significance of Christology by appealing to obedient slaves 

and benevolent masters, tropes which are not morally neutral, but reflect an evaluative 

regime bound to the master’s self-interest. Chapter Four reconsiders Augustine’s slavery 

discourse in relation to the theme of saeculum, Augustine’s word for the present, fallen age. If 

City of God is clear that slavery belongs neither to the original creation, nor its final end, what 

is it about saeculum that renders slavery a divinely-ordained necessity? In short, amidst the 

tragic realities of sin, Augustine’s doctrine of providence renders good masters as those 

“slaves of God” who so thoroughly obey their eternal Master that they are suited to become 

temporal masters of others.  

Finally, my epilogue asks: What then do we do with this language? Now that the 

signifying system of slavery is inseparable from the historic western Christian theological 

grammar we’ve inherited, how might it be used otherwise, turned in a new direction? Here I 
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make clear that Augustine’s thought is not jettisoned, but constructively brought into 

encounter with Black and womanist thought. While rejecting that moral approach Katie 

Grimes has rightly criticized as “sacramental optimism,” 89  I take as starting point a 

suggestive rereading of the founding signifying practice of Christian life, the Lord’s Supper, 

informed by both Augustine’s theory of signs and the Black Christology inaugurated by 

James Cone.  

The project’s contributions are fourfold. First, it enriches Augustinian politics by 

showing how race constitutes a crucial, heretofore neglected aspect of the American scene 

into which Augustinians wish to “translate” Augustine’s enduring political wisdom. This 

contribution will be of interest to modern Augustinian political thinkers, who have, up to 

this point, viewed as essential neither the problem of race to modernity, nor the resources of 

Black thought to their intellectual task. Second, the project contributes to the field of Black 

religious thought by showing how its critical and constructive resources extend in surprising 

directions, far beyond the narrow constraints sometimes imposed upon it.  

Third, the project experiments with bringing together two powerful approaches to 

the problem of revitalizing religious life and thought under the ambiguous conditions of 

“modernity”—however defined. These two camps too often remain in binary isolation from 

one another: tradition and critique, or ‘traditionalists’ and ‘liberationists’; or again, those who 

retrieve premodern Christian tradition to tackle modern dilemmas and those who proclaim 

God’s action in and as the liberation of the oppressed.90 I take modern Augustinianism as an 

                                                
89 Katie Walker Grimes, Christ Divided: Antiblackness as Corporate Vice. Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2017.  
90 See the discussion in O’Donovan, The Desire of Nations of ‘The Southern School’ and the 
retrieval of tradition as the two most powerful alternatives to secular liberalism on the 
relation of religion to politics. Yet O’Donovan strangely lumps many things into the so-
called Southern School, so that he often seems to believe he has dealt with liberation 
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especially important species of the former, and Black theology of the latter. These two 

approaches meet in my project neither by mere “critique” of tradition by liberation, nor by 

simply “applying” tradition to a particular “context.” Instead, my hope is for something like 

a constructive encounter between them, one explored not for its own sake, but for the sake of 

yielding a theologically rich intervention into a perennial and timely dilemma, especially 

visible in this moment of American politics: the longing of human creatures for dominance 

sanctioned by the divine, for godlike power, that is, for claiming the position of the master 

and sacralizing that claim as the work of God. Fourth, just to the extent that this 

intervention is found persuasive in its account of contemporary life, the project 

demonstrates the ongoing relevance of what we might call unlikely humanities encounters, 

that is, dialogues between texts which broadly belong to the curriculum of humanistic 

inquiry, but have not yet been found relevant to each other. The point is not to mash up any 

random two traditions of thought, but rather to let a particular problem—in this case what I 

have designated ‘the problem of Christian mastery’—elicit whatever tools fit the task. I leave 

it to the reader to assess whether these two tools work in the way that I’ve hoped. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
theology across multiple lines of struggle—feminism, black thought, queer identity—despite 
having shown no evidence in the argument of having read, let alone, seriously engaged, the 
major texts in the discourses he purports to explain. 
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Chapter 2 
 
The Road and the Woods:  
Pi lgr im and Fugi t ive  as Two Frameworks o f  Agency 
 

 
The heavenly city, while on its earthly pilgrimage, calls forth its citizens from every 
nation, and assembles a multilingual band of pilgrims; not caring about any diversity 
in the customs, laws and institutions whereby they severally make provision for the 
achievement and the maintenance of earthly peace. All these provisions are intended, 
in their various ways, among the different nations, to secure the aim of earthly peace. 
The heavenly city does not repeal or abolish any of them, provided that they do not impede 
the religion whereby the one supreme and true God is taught to be worshipped.  
 

AUGUSTINE, De civitate Dei 19.17 
 
The dual invocation of person and property made issues of consent, will, and agency 
complicated and ungainly. Yet the law strove to contain the tensions generated by 
this seemingly contradictory invocation of the enslaved as property and person, as 
absolutely subject to the will of another, and as actional subject by relying on the 
power of feelings or the mutual affection between master and slave…By the same 
token, the law’s selective recognition of slave humanity nullified the captive’s ability 
to give consent or act as agent and, at the same time, acknowledged the intentionality 
and agency of the slave but only as it assumed the form of criminality. 
 

SAIDIYA HARTMAN, Scenes of Subjection, p. 80 
 
 
 
 
Introduction  
Pilgrims and fugitives: An ‘iconic’ roadside scene  
 

In a characteristic image, given in a sermon at Carthage in 412, Augustine tells 

congregants: “everyone is on the move in this life.”1 Indeed, the peregrinus remains the central 

image of Augustinian political thought.2 Its wide and contested lexical range—exile, pilgrim, 

                                                
1 En. Ps. 55.9. 
2 “Augustine…provide[s] properly political guidance, mostly by giving the lexicon and syntax 
of a Christian account of the public thing…This grammar has peregrinatio as its central term 
of art.” Paul J. Griffiths, “Secularity and the saeculum,” in Augustine’s City of God: A Critical 
Guide, ed. James Wetzel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 52. 
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wanderer, sojourner—indicates a certain density of meaning, a saturation point of intimately 

related, but non-identical signifying possibilities. Aliens are not quite exiles, nor are pilgrims 

interchangeable with travelers.3 Peregrinatio emerges in English translation not a single thing, 

then, but a cluster of overlapping concepts which elicit close attention and careful 

untangling.4 This is especially the case insofar as their moral and political significance 

consists in the way they enable Augustine and Augustinians to conceptualize the role of the 

City of God on pilgrimage in the world, the shape of human life during its journey toward 

eternity through the present age, and the position of moral agents in relation to the existing 

political order through which they sojourn.5 These three issues—the role of the City of God, 

the temporality of human life, and moral agency in relation to political order—are neither 

identical, nor easily separable in Augustine’s thought. 

The semiotically dense cluster of peregrinatio concepts signals Augustine’s immersion 

in scripture—echoing Israel’s exodus, the prodigal son’s wanderings, Jerusalem as heavenly 

home—even as it connects him, in complex ways, to Plotinus, “the Platonists,” and similar 

imagery in other major religious traditions.6 To the extent a glimmer of truth appears, 

however partial, in the tendentious suggestion of one modern philosopher, it might even 
                                                

3  In deliberating upon how to characterize his move from London to the US, Luke 
Bretherton illustrates the dangers of conflating, for instance, peregrination with exodus: “I 
thought of using the word exodus, but that would imply that London was a place of 
oppression from which I was liberated. To say that would not only be a misnomer, it would 
also deeply offend my mother, who is, as you can imagine, somewhat sensitive on these 
matters.” Luke Bretherton, “From London to Durham: A Theological Peregrination,” The 
Other Journal 22 (May 9, 2013) 
4 I thank Luke Bretherton for the phrase “density of meaning” and the related idea. For a 
summary of the translation issues, see Sarah Stewart-Kroeker, “Excursus: On Pilgrimage” in 
Pilgrimage as Moral and Aesthetic Formation in Augustine’s Thought, 10-17.  
5 My use of the phrase, “the shape of human life” is indebted to Kathryn Tanner, who finds 
in it “the fundamental question of ethics” (Kathryn Tanner, Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity: A 
Brief Systematic Theology [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001], 67). 
6 For a recent summation of the history of Augustinian scholarship on the relation of the 
image to Plotinus and the Platonists, see Stewart-Kroeker, chapter 1. 
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connect Augustine to “the core of all religions, of any genuine religious experience…the 

fundamental message [of which] is: our home is elsewhere.”7 And finally, it also connects 

Augustine’s thought to a series of strikingly contemporary issues concerning the centrality of 

migration, refugees, and statelessness to questions of social and political order in twentieth-

century political thought.8 A family of peregrinatio concepts, then, lies at the heart of late 

ancient religion and modern politics alike, and noting the parallels and disjunctures between 

the two matters greatly for understanding Augustine on his own terms, and thus matters in a 

special way for constructive thinkers who resource his writings for contemporary moral and 

political questions.  

In Sarah Stewart-Kroeker’s incisive treatment of peregrinatio in Augustine, she locates 

“its most iconic iteration” near the end of Confessiones VII, a passage she quotes as follows: 

“It is one thing from a wooded summit to catch a glimpse of the homeland (patriam) of 

peace and not to find the way (iter) to it…It is another thing to hold on to the way (uiam) 

that leads there, defended by the protection of the heavenly emperor.”9 The ellipsis Stewart-

Kroeker inserts between these two sentences appears in just the same place when the 

passage is quoted in recent works by Matthew Levering (2013), Michael Barnes (2008), and 

                                                
7 Leszek Kolakowski, “In Praise of Exile,” Times Literary Supplement, Oct. 11, 1985, pp. 1133-
34, reprinted in Kolakowski, Modernity on Endless Trial (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1990), 57. 
8 This was the theme of a recent AAR panel of the Augustine and Augustinianism group, 
entitled “Augustine on Exile and Migration,” at which I presented an early draft of this 
chapter.  
9 conf. 7.27, trans. Chadwick, Confessions, 131-2, as quoted in Sarah Stewart-Kroeker, Pilgrimage 
as Moral and Aesthetic Formation in Augustine’s Thought (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2017), 19 (ellipsis original). Stewart-Kroeker quotes the same passage without ellipsis on 
page 37.  
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Annemaré Kotzé (2004).10 And buried inside that ellipsis we discover a second, neglected 

figure of Augustinian thought: the fugitive slave.  

The “iconic” road Augustine depicts, as the elided material reveals, is “surrounded by 

the ambushes and assaults of fugitive deserters.” As translator Henry Chadwick clarifies in a 

footnote (Conf. 3.8.16, f. 32), this fugitivis desertoribus image draws on the well-known danger in 

antiquity of travelling side-roads, where the pilgrim’s safe passage was ever threatened, where 

thieving bands of runaway slaves and army deserters lay in wait in the woods. The 

simultaneous appearance and disappearance of the slave in the scene—the integral role of 

fugitives to Augustine’s purpose, their erasure by the Augustinians’ insertion of ellipses—

displays again the interpretive habit of disavowal introduced in the previous chapter, 

prompting again the need for a closer look.11  

                                                
10 Matthew Levering, The Theology of St. Augustine: An Introductory Guide to His Most Important 
Work (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2013), 101; Annemaré Kotzé, Augustine's Confessions: 
Communicative Purpose and Audience (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 160; Michael Barnes, “Way and 
Wilderness: An Augustinian Dialogue with Buddhism” in Augustine and World Religions, ed. 
Brian Brown, John Doody and Kim Paffenroth, 115-140 (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2008), 
130. See also Eugene TeSelle, Augustine (Nashville: Abingdon, 2006), 7, which, in a chapter 
called, notably, “Augustine’s Journey,” makes reference to the passage in question, but 
alludes only to “rebel angels,” leaving no trace of the imagery of fugitives, those who had 
deserted either their master or their military duties.  
11 Although it would raise an interesting and distinct set of issues, for the sake of space I 
leave aside here the military aspect of the image and focus on slaves. For one starting point 
on thinking the soldier in Augustine, see R. W. Dyson, St. Augustine of Hippo: The Christian 
Transformation of Political Philosophy (New York: Continuum, 2005), 116-41. For my purposes, 
what matters is that both groups comprising this image—deserters and fugitives—can be 
grouped together for Augustine, implying not merely a sociological fact about Augustine’s 
time, but that within his moral imagination, both are similarly elsewhere than they belong: both 
have rejected their obligation to and defected from their assigned place within existing social 
and political order, the only chance of securing earthly peace. This is suggested, for instance, 
in ep. 189 where Augustine writes to a military tribune who was considering becoming a 
monk, urging him to remain a soldier: “Augustine was not about to have the gifts of a good 
soldier closeted or cloistered while barbarians were at the gate,” writes Peter Ivan Kaufman, 
“Augustine’s dystopia,” in Augustine’s City of God: A Critical Guide, 68-9. 
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This chapter examines constructive and critical ethical dimensions of this “iconic” 

Augustinian scene. It is iconic insofar as it provides a window into the disavowed relation 

between these two figures and the spaces where Augustine imagines them: the pilgrim and 

the fugitive, the road and the woods. In modern Augustinian political thought, the notion of 

the civitas peregrina—the heavenly city on pilgrimage, in exile, sojourning through the world—

has long provided a framework for faithful Christian citizenship (if a highly contested one),12 

especially in the context of widespread perceived diminishment of Christian influence in 

western public life.13 In such accounts, Western Christians are said to be like exiles in a 

strange land, with the condition of modernity—especially in its secularity and religious 

pluralism, however theorized—imagined as the ‘desert’ or ‘wilderness’ through which 

modern pilgrims must sojourn on their way home. I follow Willie James Jennings in finding 

such assessments, for the most part, “painfully superficial,” as they “bypass the deeper 

realities of Western Christian sensibilities, identities, and habits of mind which continue to 

channel patterns of colonialist dominance.”14  Meanwhile, if political Augustinianism is 

                                                
12 The classic and still-influential example, of course, is R. A. Markus, Saeculum: History and 
Society in the Theology of St. Augustine (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1970), esp. 
chapter 7. See also Peter Iver Kaufmann, Redeeming Politics (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1990), 132-135.  
13 In 1939, T. S. Eliot famously pondered whether we have arrived at a place “at which 
practising Christians must be recognized as a minority…in a society which has ceased to be 
Christian?” The Idea of a Christian Society (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1940). 
As cited in Robert A. Markus, Christianity and the Secular (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame 
University Press, 2006), 1. 
14 See Jennings, The Christian Imagination (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 8. And 
for prominent examples of such assessments, see Richard John Neuhaus, American Babylon: 
Notes of a Christian Exile (New York: Basic Books, 2009), R. R. Reno, In the Ruins of the Church: 
Sustaining Faith in an Age of Diminished Christianity (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2002), and for 
a more recent (and far more painfully superficial) example, Rod Dreher’s widely-discussed 
The Benedict Option: A Strategy for Christians in a Post-Christian Nation (New York: Sentinel, 
2017), which urges Christians, who comprise just over 70% of the US population, to 
“embrace exile and the possibility of martyrdom” (Dreher, 120). “We faithful orthodox 
Christians didn’t ask for internal exile from a country we thought was our own, but that’s 
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distinctive in its focus upon the figure of the peregrinus, it is fully at home in most western 

political thought insofar as this second figure—the fugitive slave—attracts little attention at 

all.15  

Yet both figures saturate Augustine’s political and theological writings. In both, the 

symbol of the body in motion, exposed to terror and without home in this world, gives rise 

to thought. 16  And both, as I show in this chapter, provide Augustine with sites for 

conceptualizing forms of moral agency in relation to political order, as both conceive moral 

and political action as ways of “moving” through the world.17 But whereas, in the Black 

radical tradition, the image of fugitive slaves evokes marronage throughout the Americas, the 

Underground Railroad, the courage of Harriet Tubman, or the resistance of Frederick 

Douglass, Augustine’s symbolic system invests the fugitive slave with a wholly negative 

valence, indeed, as the above passage shows, with the precise opposite moral evaluation of 

the pilgrim. The pilgrim signifies the heavenly city’s humble citizens, the former the false 

freedom of the disobedient, including demons in the Confessions passage above, and 

elsewhere the wretchedness of Augustine himself: “I loved my own ways, not yours. The 

                                                                                                                                            
where we find ourselves. We are a minority now, so let’s be a creative one” (Dreher, 99). 
Where I build upon Jennings is to explore how the pilgrimage/exile image as a model for 
Christian politics, from its earliest elaborations in Augustine, has long provided Christian 
moral life an idiom in which to reconcile eternal longings and real temporal power within a 
theologically and scripturally intricate frame. 
15 For instance, Johannes van Oort’s often-cited Jerusalem and Babylon: A Study Into Augustine’s 
City of God and the Sources of His Doctrine of the Two Cities (Leiden: Brill, 1991), exhaustively 
documents every occurrence of keywords peregrinus, peregrinatio, and peregrinari, even indicating 
each of the occurrences deemed unrelated to his subject matter “for the sake of completeness” 
(van Oort, 132n608). By contrast, van Oort mentions slaves just once, writing: “the citizen 
of the city of God…orders his earthly relationships in accordance with this peace: in his 
household, in his relations with slaves, in the proper exercise of power in his household and 
toward his slaves” offering no further explanation (van Oort, 147). 
16 “The symbol gives rise to thought” comes, of course, from Paul Ricouer, The Symbolism of 
Evil, trans. Emerson Buchanan (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), 237.  
17 I use the term ‘agency’ with the reservations suggested by the Hartman epigraph above.  
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liberty I loved was merely that of a runaway [fugitivam]” (Conf. 3.3.5). If Augustinian politics 

has been largely negotiated through competing conceptions of (and resistance to) the image 

of peregrinatio, and especially the civitas peregrina, how might attending to the fugitive as the 

pilgrim’s other—the sign of an alternative mode of movement through the world, as 

theorized and enacted in the Black radical tradition—clarify the limits and possibilities of 

Augustinian pilgrimage politics, particularly by disclosing its entanglements in the enduring 

position of the master? 

With this question as my driving concern, I do not advance an exhaustive or 

systematic treatment of all instances of these two images in Augustine’s thought, nor do I 

contend Augustine himself used them together in a unified or systematic way. Indeed, to the 

contrary, what interests me are the implications of the fact that he doesn’t; that is, what 

interests me is the fact that both figures, pilgrim and fugitive, appear fluidly across wide-

ranging contexts, while retaining the basic moral orientation glimpsed in the iconic scene 

above: pilgrims are nearly always broadly ‘positive’; fugitive slaves nearly always ‘negative.’ At 

issue is the orientation itself, the anti-fugitive valorization of the pilgrim, as one key site for 

displaying what I have termed “the problem of the master.” Thus, I argue in what follows 

that the sharp disjuncture which emerges at the site of the fugitive and the pilgrim provides a 

window into what it means to theorize issues of contemporary moral concern within the 

world race built—issues like agency, order, and the virtues—while connecting them to what 

I have termed, in this study, “the problem of the master.” Doing so presents us with both a 

problem and an opportunity.  
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The problem is this: If modern Augustinians, unlike Augustine himself, reject the 

notion that enslavement is a divinely-ordained, if tragic, post-fall necessity,18 then they must 

also reconsider the moral-symbolic universe that accompanies Augustine’s justification of 

slavery—that is, the moral orientation in which fugitive slaves are fitting emblems of evil, 

disorder, and disobedience.19 This chapter clarifies the specific contours of this problem by 

analyzing the moral-symbolic contrast between the wandering pilgrim and the fugitive slave, 

between the road and the woods. While both pilgrim and fugitive signify homelessness 

within the Confessiones and beyond, their metaphorical uses presume different forms of the 

agent’s relation to the political order of the surrounding world, and thus, I argue, offer us 

different models for conceiving social and political agency. In short, I will contend that 

paying attention to the appearance of “bad” slaves, especially fugitives, in Augustine’s 

thought clarifies an abiding problem with his pilgrimage politics—namely, the problem of 

the master: the alignment of “pilgrims” with the moral and intellectual vantage of the master 

class, along with the conceptual and moral self-deceptions that this vantage entails. The 

alignment of pilgrims with masters emerges most clearly when the framework of analysis 

centers upon what previous Augustinian political thought has neglected: the image of 

disobedient and unruly slaves in Augustine’s texts, the fugitive actors who disturb order and 

inhabit the woods as outlaw spaces of political life. In Augustine’s assessments of good and 

bad slave behavior, we see how readily the moral framework of ‘pilgrims’—those in the 

‘pilgrim’ position of society, which I specify further below—can be captured by the masters’ 

narrations of ethical life, by what I will call, following Willie Jennings, “the fabricated moral 
                                                

18 civ. 19.15.  
19 I adapt the notion of moral-symbolic universe here from Peter L. Berger and Thomas 
Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge (London: 
Penguin Press, 1967), 110-22. 
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universe” of master/slave relations in which fugitivity is encoded as evil, obedience lauded as 

virtuous, and the household’s peace protected as the central, if fragmentary, temporal good.20 

But this problem also presents an opportunity: it opens a path for Augustinians into 

a more serious engagement with the present moment of western political and social life, in 

which the ongoing salience of race as the afterlife of slavery has attained a certain 

mainstream visibility in the Trump era—dispelling whatever misguided fantasies of post-

racialism might have lingered from the Obama years. Augustinians have tended to have little 

to say of race directly, instead preferring to place it within a catalogue of serial 

“differences”—i.e., to refer to “cultural, ethnic, racial, national, religious differences”—as 

part of an overarching multiculturalist framework in which “pluralism” is the central 

problem of modern politics, providing a neutral description of the conditions of secularity 

and modernity which Augustine’s pilgrimage politics will then help us address.21 A richer, 

more serious Augustinian engagement with modern political life as an irreducibly racialized 

landscape—that is, with the afterlives of Atlantic slavery, settler colonialism, and indigenous 

genocide in the present—is both necessary and possible. It is possible, I suggest, by finding 

in the concept of slavery, and especially in the fugitive slave, a category internal to Augustine’s 

own thought and thus a promising point of contact for constructive encounter with the 

present.22 This in turn opens a way toward a rich, long-overdue dialogue with the tradition of 

                                                
20 Jennings, The Christian Imagination, 183.  
21 Charles Mathewes, for instance, writes “If the fundamental problem of modern politics is 
pluralism, this is a fundamentally religious problem, and it must be confronted as such.” See 
A Theology of Public Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 111. The chapter 
that follows is, in some sense, an extended argument that the set of issues contained within 
the conceptual framing of “pluralism” hardly exhausts, much less constitutes the 
“fundamental” aspect of, the “problem of modern politics,” and that recognizing this 
attunes us to a different set of concepts—slavery and mastery—in Augustine.   
22 Here, as above, it may be necessary to reassure some readers that to proceed in this 
fashion does not entail uncritically or anachronistically positing an equivalence between ancient 
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Black studies, which has long reflected on the meaning of being fugitive in the world, finding 

in fugitivity a profound sign of what Robin D. G. Kelley calls “freedom dreams” amidst the 

radical precarity of human life under death-dealing structures of mastery.23 This encounter of 

Augustinianism with Black accounts of fugitivity can enrich and clarify, even as it elaborates 

the limitations of, Augustinian models of citizenship premised upon pilgrimage. What might 

an account of the moral agency of the city of God on pilgrimage in time look like when 

analyzed in relation to the fugitive spaces of modern life, the woods, the maroons in the 

swamps or up on the hillside, or in what J. Kameron Carter and Sarah Jane Cervenak 

recently theorized as “the black outdoors”?24  

                                                                                                                                            
and modern slave systems, as though only in such a situation of pure equivalence would the 
‘point of contact’ I identified be possible. By definition, no two historical scenes are 
equivalent. What is necessary to begin the conversation I want is not to establish ancient 
Mediterranean and modern Atlantic slave systems are “the same,” only to establish that both 
are slave systems—where “slave systems” is not a general invocation of slavery, but a 
technical and precise category used by historians of slavery, which makes judicious 
comparison possible. (See Lago and Katsari, “The study of ancient and modern slave 
systems: setting an agenda for comparison.”) To bring a successful objection to my particular 
use of comparative perspective, one would need to (a) identify a particular difference 
between ancient and modern slave contexts and (b) specify how this difference alters or 
challenges a specific site of my argument. This is in principle entirely possible to do, and an 
entirely fair mode of critique. Yet in my experience thus far, the sort of critic who worries 
about anachronism has not completed this work, nor seems particularly interested in starting 
it. They have not identified, say, how differences in legal procedures of manumission, or the 
difficulties of established enslaved birth rates in antiquity, or the ambiguities of honor culture 
in the US South would specifically challenge either my reading of Augustine, or my reading 
of Atlantic social worlds. Instead, the objection nearly always concerns the sheer fact of non-
equivalence between ancient slavery and modern slavery itself, as though this fact alone can 
stop the conversation before it begins. Yet this bare fact of non-equivalence is not thought 
to preclude starting a conversation about the contemporary significance of Augustine’s views 
on culturally-bound, historically non-equivalent matters like civic authority, marriage, 
citizenship, ecclesial offices, and so on. And so it is worth exploring why slavery alone must 
remain locked in the attic of the past, and it is this very desire to do so which, perhaps more 
than most things, displays the very cross-temporal connections it denies.  
23 Robin D.G. Kelley, Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination (Boston: Beacon Press, 
2002).  
24 Sarah Jane Cervenak and J. Kameron Carter, “Untitled and Outdoors: Thinking with 
Saidiya Hartman,” Women & Performance: A Journal of Feminist Theory 27 (2017), 45-55. A 
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This chapter argues that the problem consists in the figurative role the fugitive plays in 

the pilgrim imagination, which is rife with self-deception insofar as the latter is captured by 

the moral vantage of masters—as displayed in Augustine’s own texts, and as these have been 

taken up and mined for a contemporary Augustinian politics. This chapter further contends 

that the opportunity consists in the pressure exacted upon Augustinianism by encountering 

fugitive enactments of ethical life as being-at-home-elsewhere—as displayed in Black 

political and religious thought which emerged, in key part, from the position of the fugitive, 

while not being reducible to “the particular context of its genesis.”25  

Following the three-step reading strategy established in chapter 1, this argument 

proceeds as follows: after sketching the present state of peregrinatio in Augustinian political 

discourse by mapping its three key coordinates in Part 1, Part 2 stipulates basic definitions 

for pilgrim and fugitive as they appear in Augustine and Augustinian thought, providing a 

basic account of the social positions they index within a given political order, and drawing 

out the contrast between the forms of moral agency available to these two positions. I do 

this by examining how this contrast emerges in and through what I have called “the master’s 

house,” that is, the symbolic space of a dominus ruling a domus, to which Augustine makes 

frequent appeal in both its ‘literal’ and ‘figurative’ dimensions. Having done this work by 

surveying briefly some of Augustine’s texts, Part 3 turns to one text in particular, his 

exposition of Psalm 124, as a window into the issues raised in Part 2. With an eye toward 

                                                                                                                                            
question I will return to, but flag now briefly: How might we avoid the temptation to 
assimilate pilgrimage to fugitivity and instead first confront the intimacy of the pilgrims and 
masters, that is, how do we refuse to jump straight toward a fugitive model of the city of 
God and instead confront ‘the problem of the master’? 
25 Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 73, as quoted, now semi-famously, as an epigraph 
in Fred Moten, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2003). 
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how this text indexes certain key debates in the history of Augustinian reception, I not only 

argue that Augustine’s uses of pilgrim and fugitive slave operate through the master’s house 

(the point of section 2), but that these uses put on display what I have called “the problem 

of the master,” that is, the specific self-deceptions, moral antinomies, and theological 

missteps which emerge from doing ethical reasoning from the position of the master. To do 

this, I draw upon the work of Hortense Spillers, Saidiya Hartman, and Orlando Patterson. 

Finally, having displayed the problems presented by the fugitive/pilgrim contrast in Augustine 

in the first two sections, the fourth part takes up a constructive encounter with the notion of 

fugitivity, specifically marronage, in modern Black thought, raising prospects for rethinking 

an Augustinian model of the civitas peregrina as an alternative form of movement through the 

world in relation to its projects of mastery. To do this, I briefly sketch foundational Black 

texts on fugitive movement—Douglass and Du Bois—followed by more recent 

theorizations in the womanist theology of Delores Williams and the Black political 

theorizations of Neil Roberts. My conclusion thus specifies three possible paths forward 

drawn from this productive comparison between the liberal Augustinian model of 

“pilgrimage” and Roberts’ Freedom as Marronage, with an eye toward how this dialogue may 

enrich an Augustinian ethic of democratic citizenship amidst the profound, ongoing realities 

of racial violence in our political life. 

 

Part 1.  
Mapping Peregrinatio Politics: Three Coordinates  

Historically, the peregrinatio image—particularly the notion of the heavenly city on 

pilgrimage (peregrinator in mundo, civ. Dei 1.35)—has both invited and been used to correct a 

series of flat, reductive accounts of Augustine’s political views: as otherworldly and 
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spiritualizing; or as solely grim and pessimistic; or as instrumentalizing the finite, the material, 

and the neighbor for the sake of (respectively) the infinite, the immaterial, and God; or, 

finally, as generating a teleological structure (a ‘home’ unavailable to us now, but toward 

which we journey) which leads either to paternalistic coercion in the world or quietist retreat 

from it. Whether condemned or praised, peregrinatio—and its related vocabulary of exile, 

pilgrimage, wandering, etc.—still set the terms for debate. And in each of these debates, the 

political significance of peregrinatio as a framework in Augustinian thought has proved 

inseparable from the question of the present time as saeculum, and thus in contemporary 

thought, inseparable also from debates concerning modern conceptions of the secular.26  

As we approach the fifty-year anniversary of Robert Markus’s seminal work, 

Saeculum: History and Society in the Theology of St. Augustine, most of the book’s critics have come 

“to accept his emphasis on eschatology but veer from his insistence on the historical 

invisibility of the two cities,” James Wetzel notes, with many taking issue especially with the 

neutrality and autonomy Markus’s Augustine imputed to the secular sphere.27 In more recent 

work Markus himself has largely accepted the validity of the latter criticism, while defending 

his view that the heart of “Augustine’s distinctive view of the secular is his persistent 

eschatologism.”28 The debates rage on.29 Yet Eric Gregory and Joseph Clair contend that, for 

                                                
26 For careful disentangling of the various uses and misuses of this highly contested link—
between saeculum and ‘the secular’—see Griffiths, “Secularity and the saeculum.” 
27 James Wetzel, “Introduction,” in Augustine’s City of God: A Critical Guide (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 4. The critics Wetzel cites are Rowan Williams, John 
Milbank, Oliver O’Donovan, and Robert Dodaro, and to these we might add Charles 
Mathewes, Luke Bretherton, and Eric Gregory. 
28 Robert Markus, Christianity and the Secular (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 
2006), 73.  
29 See the recent exchanges across multiple article and book chapters between Peter Ivan 
Kaufman and Eric Gregory, including Peter Kaufman, “Christian Realism and Augustinian 
(?) Liberalism,” 706-713; “Augustine’s Punishments,” Harvard Theological Review 109 (2016): 
550-566; Eric Gregory, “Strange Fruit: Augustine, Liberalism, and the Good Samaritan,” in 
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all the ink spilled across the twentieth-century and beyond on Augustine and politics, the 

wide-ranging attempts to “construct institutional renderings” predicated on Augustine’s 

peregrinatio framework of temporal and eternal goods have, in the end, “run their course and 

climaxed in the stalemate of a liberal and antiliberal debate over secularity.”30 I concur with 

that assessment of the state of the question as a stalemate—with emphasis on stale—and 

therefore restrict myself here to identifying what I see as the three key coordinates which 

help us map the present moment in political Augustinianism moving forward, that is, the 

three aspects of a peregrinatio politics which are closest to commanding some measure of 

agreement among diverse Augustinians in the wake of this (anti)liberal stalemate.  

The purpose here is not to provide an exhaustive review of the literature, nor to 

move too quickly to lump together thinkers with profound disagreements, but rather to 

chart the coordinates of the shared terrain, the common ground on which various skirmishes 

among contemporary political Augustinians play out. By highlighting three salient aspects of 

that shared terrain, I advance my sense of where the conversation is heading and set the 

stage for introducing, in the next section, how this conversation might shift when viewed in 

relation to the master’s house—Augustine’s symbolic and material uses of slavery.  

The three coordinates are: (1) temporality against totalization, (2) earthly peace 

amidst pluralism, and (3) virtue ethics against theories of state and individual. Significantly, 

each of these reflects the broad method of “democratic translation” discussed in chapter 1, 

that is, the political Augustinian approach of “translating” a specific theme in Augustine’s 

writings into transferable wisdom for modern political thought. Or more precisely, we 

should note with Eric Gregory that among political Augustinians, “differences may arise not 
                                                                                                                                            

Christianity, Democracy, and the Shadow of Constantine, eds. George E. Demacopolous and 
Aristotle Papanikolaou, 98-110 (New York: Fordham University Press, 2017), 106-108.  
30 Gregory and Clair, 191. 
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simply from interpreting the historical Augustine, but from assessing the needs of our age.”31 

Each of the three elements of peregrinatio politics glimpsed here describes both an 

interpretation of some feature in the writings of “the historical Augustine” and an assessment 

of how that feature can address the perceived “needs of our age.” With each of these three 

elements, my intervention unfolds at both levels—interpretation and assessment. I challenge 

political Augustinians’ assessment of the needs of our age, insofar as the dilemmas posed by 

the ongoing racial afterlives of slavery—its effects across multiple domains of social and 

political life—have not yet formed an object of inquiry in modern Augustinianism, that is, 

not yet been recognized as belonging to the “needs of our age.”32 And thus, my strongly 

divergent reading of the character of these needs does not prompt me to impute foreign 

concerns to Augustine, but rather attunes me to features of his thought left under-explored, 

namely, his treatment of slavery and in particular the fugitive slave as a contrast figure to the 

pilgrim.  

My intervention thus contends that it is the use of mastery, slavery, and fugitive 

slaves in “the historical Augustine” that invites further consideration, as it will most give us, 

to use Gregory’s language again, “a different Augustine for our time,” one bearing the 

“Augustinian lessons” we need for this particular moment in the discourse of pilgrimage 

politics.33 Below, I will argue that neither the ‘pessimist Augustine,’ nor the ‘historicist 

Augustine,’ nor the ‘civic Augustine’ has yet given us the Augustine we need to confront this 

particular moment. The Augustine which emerges in this chapter as an alternative to these 

                                                
31 Gregory, “Strange Fruit,” 107.  
32 It is worth noting that this is hardly unique to political Augustinianism. For a treatment of 
this absence in political theory more widely, see Lawrie Balfour, Democracy’s Reconstruction: 
Thinking Politically with W.E.B. Du Bois (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), esp. 
chapter 1.  
33 Gregory, “Strange Fruit,” 107. 
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does not form an easy target for anachronistic judgment for his subtle alignment with the 

position of the master; to the contrary, it is this Augustine and his alignment with mastery 

which best shows us—or some of us—to ourselves as masters, and thus opens a path 

toward rethinking our agency in relation to the structures of mastery we have inherited. In 

this way, it is also worth noting that all three of these elements—temporality, peace, virtue—

are fundamental enough to the study of race and religion to be of interest beyond the 

Augustinian conversation.  

1a. Temporal i ty  against  to tal izat ion:  Preserving ambivalence  

The first element of peregrinatio politics is a distinctly Augustinian sensibility toward 

temporality characterized by ambivalence, which is enlisted to help modern Augustinians 

counter both totalizing utopian and totalizing pessimistic tendencies in modern political 

thought.34 I choose the word ‘sensibility’ carefully, to indicate not a wholesale agreement 

among Augustine’s interpreters regarding either Augustine’s conceptions of temporality, or 

how such conceptions might inform a contemporary politics. Both are notoriously contested 

and complex. Rather, I suggest that just to the extent an account of political life is genuinely 

Augustinian, it will be marked by a deep and abiding sensitivity toward the way temporality 

(in contrast to eternality) shapes what politics is and can be “during the world.”35 By 

                                                
34 A classic and influential instance of this sensibility comes from Jean Bethke Elshtain’s 
aptly titled Augustine and the Limits of Politics: “If Augustine is a thorn in the side of those who 
would cure the universe once and for all, he similarly torments cynics who disdain any 
project of human community, or justice, or possibility. We time-bound creatures, doomed or 
compelled to narrate our lives within temporality, within what Augustine calls the saeculum, 
can gather together the self and forge a compelling if not conflict-free identity. Wisdom 
comes from experiencing fully the ambivalence and ambiguity that is the human condition.”  
(Jean Bethke Elshtain, Augustine and the Limits of Politics [Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2018], 91.  
35 On the important phrase “during the world,” see Mathewes, Theology of Public Life, 15-23.   
Similarly, Gregory and Clair write: “It is Augustinian liberals and antiliberals’ shared sense of 
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“ambivalence,” I mean that for Augustinians, all political projects during the temporality of 

the saeculum are marked, irreducibly, by the conflict between two dimensions of human life 

on earth: (a) the inescapable absence of any finality, purity, or ultimacy in the capacity of 

political life to secure the ultimate goods of human life; and (b) the inescapable presence, 

nonetheless, of a crucial set of real, limited temporal goods which politics makes available. 

The former means ultimate goods are deferred to the end. The latter means temporal goods 

may be referred in the meantime.36  

This inescapability of both deferral and referral, the positive and negative dimensions 

taken together, marks the temporal condition of politics, ensuring that all genuinely 

Augustinian political projects are marked by a sensibility which manifests in a kind of lexicon 

of ambivalence, a recurring set of Augustinian terms of art: for the disposition of pilgrims, 

those terms are verbs like longing, yearning, enduring, hoping; for the status of political life, those 

terms are nouns like ambiguity and tension, mixture and fragment, contingency and indeterminacy. This 

temporal sensibility provides a middle road between extremes.37 As Luke Bretherton writes, 

it “constitutes a response to both Constantinian triumphalism (marked by an expectation of 

progress until the church would overcome the world and universally display heaven’s glory 

in history) and Donatist separatism from the world (wherein history is oriented toward 

regress or a movement away from God).”38 For this preservation of tension, holding at bay 

                                                                                                                                            
the temporality of politics — as fundamentally rooted in the murky origins of sin — that 
eliminates any natural antecedent for political society” (Gregory and Clair, 186). 
36 Track down where this deferral / referral set comes from. I think Gregory and Clair. 
37 “[W]hat all of this means for the relationship of citizens of the Heavenly City to the earthly 
city lies somewhere in between the two extremes of completely abandoning the earthly city 
and looking to the earthly city to achieve utopian-like harmony and peace.” Kristin Deede 
Johnson, Theology, Political Theory, and Pluralism: Beyond Tolerance and Difference (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 169. 
38 Luke Bretherton, Christianity and Contemporary Politics: The Conditions and Possibilities of Faithful 
Witness (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 82. 
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the calcification of either the total ‘presence’ or total ‘absence’ of humankind’s final ends 

during the saeculum, I stipulate as a shorthand the term ambivalence.39  

And it is precisely the peregrinatio framework and the figure of the peregrinus which 

enable Augustinians to display this temporal sensibility of ambivalence, as when Charles 

Mathews writes, “to understand our life in its full ambivalence” is to “[recognize] our real 

joys while also acknowledging the distance we have yet to travel to the kingdom.”40 Much 

earlier Peter Brown recognized that, for all the angst it generates in modern moral thought, 

the genius of the peregrinatio image has always been precisely its ability to hold together, in 

ambivalent and tragic mixture, these positive and negative aspects of a pilgrim politics—exile 

away and journey toward, absence and presence, grief as well as longing: 

For the peregrinus is also a temporary resident. He must accept an intimate 
dependence on the life around him: he must realize that it was created by 
men like himself, to achieve some ‘good’ that he is glad to share with them, 
to improve some situation, to avoid some greater evil; he must be genuinely 
grateful for the favorable conditions that it provides….41 
 

Given that peregrinatio as an “image-system” is “both pervasive and diffuse…[i]ts 

boundaries…porous,”42 as Stewart-Kroeker’s recent work has shown, I thus limit my scope 

in what follows to the social and ethical dimensions which Brown’s description glimpses: 

peregrinatio, for my purposes, names a form of movement through the world which, as a 

framework for conceiving moral agency in the world, emphasizes not only the ‘negative’ 

                                                
39 By ambivalence, then, I mean to signal the connotations of the whole ‘lexicon’ mentioned 
above, even as I think ‘ambivalence’ succeeds in holding together the positive and negative 
dimensions I discuss below, and enables staying with the language contemporary 
Augustinians most often rely upon. In addition to the examples already cited, I think for 
instance, of the fact that Charles Mathewes uses the words “ambivalent” or “ambivalence” 
no less than eight times in the span of a few paragraphs in the introduction to Republic of 
Grace, 10-11. 
40 Mathewes, Republic of Grace, 11.  
41 Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo, 323-24. 
42 Stewart-Kroeker, 10. 
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aspect of exile from the heavenly city but also the ‘positive’ aspect of what he calls 

“temporary residence,” “shared goods,” “favorable conditions,” and “intimate dependence 

on the life around” the pilgrim.43  

1b. Earthly peace amidst  p lural i sm: Engaging di f f erence   

This brings us to the second element of contemporary Augustinian peregrinatio 

politics: the focus upon partial, but integrally important earthly peace—especially as a response to 

the modern challenges of pluralism and difference. As suggested by Brown, the peregrinus 

provides a model of Christian life in this world that emphasizes the limited, but real temporal 

goods which the pilgrim holds in common with the surrounding world—chiefly an “earthly 

peace,” partial and fragmentary, never to be confused with the lasting peace of the eternal 

city, but a genuine good nonetheless.  Here as above, the point is not to grasp for wholesale 

agreement among contemporary Augustinians where there is none. Rather, it is to identify 

the specific, shared connection among multiple Augustinian accounts between the 

interpretation of a feature of Augustine’s thought—his concern with the capacity of political 

life to provide a modicum of “earthly peace” amidst intractable conflict 44 —and an 

assessment of the particular needs of our time. That perceived need is for those on 

pilgrimage to respond to the dilemmas posed to modern political life by pluralism and 

difference, most often viewed in relation either to the economic and political 

                                                
43 Similarly, Rowan Williams identifies the peregrinatio as “the basic form of discipleship,” then 
immediately specifies its positive and negative dimensions, or perhaps better, its backward-
facing and forward-facing direction: as a sign of our temporal condition, peregrinatio marks 
each moment as one “God obliges me to leave” and as “necessary prompt or stimulus to the 
journey of desire, not as something simply to be negated.” See Williams, “Wisdom in Person: 
Augustine’s Christology,” in On Augustine, 144. 
44 Most famously, of course, in civ. 19.14-17. 
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transformations gathered under the heading “globalization,” the cultural and religious 

transformations associated with the erosion of “Christendom,” or both.45  

Variations upon what I have termed here the second theme of peregrinatio politics 

abound in contemporary Augustinian accounts, but I mention briefly three influential 

accounts—one ethicist, one political theorist, one historian.46 In Eric Gregory’s recent article, 

“Strange Fruit: Augustine, Liberalism, and the Good Samaritan,” the concept of earthly 

peace emerges at a crucial pivot in the argument: the pivot between Gregory’s 

acknowledgment of Augustine’s deep skepticism of political life and Gregory’s contention, 

nonetheless, that there exists an Augustine whose deep civic engagement can inform our 

own.47 Kristin Deede Johnson’s book-length engagement with the politics of pluralism, 

Theology, Political Theory, and Pluralism: Beyond Tolerance and Difference, finds the upshot of her 

engagement with Augustine at precisely the intersection of ambivalence (the preservation in 

time of tension between two extremes), earthly peace, and their capacity to respond to 

modern pluralism:  

                                                
45 This assessment of pluralism as the central “need of the present,” of course, is not unique 
to Augustinians or even to Christian political thinkers. In what remains a sorely neglected 
treatment of liberalism among political theologians, for instance, Paul Kahn writes, in the 
opening lines of his book, “Every age has its own point of access to ethical and political 
deliberation. For us, that point is the problem of cultural pluralism.” See Putting Liberalism In 
Its Place (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), 1. 
46 This is not to suggest that the emphasis on Augustine’s account of earthly peace is the only 
resource Augustinians deploy for engaging modern pluralism. For an engagement with 
pluralism predicated on other—and in my view, more compelling—Augustinian resources, 
see Charles Mathewes, “Pluralism, Otherness, and the Augustinian Tradition,” Modern 
Theology 14:1 (January 1998): 83-112, which draws more deeply from Augustine’s 
anthropological meditations on the sinful self and his properly theological meditations on 
God as absolute other. 
47 Despite Augustine’s critique of Rome’s pretensions, Gregory writes, “Augustine could still 
see that its imperfect peace revealed a natural law in the order of nature. Robbers themselves 
maintain ‘some shadow of peace.’ And, by God’s providence, ‘even the heavenly city…while 
in its state of pilgrimage, avails itself of the peace of earth.’ Temporal peace is known both 
by comparison and contrast with this eternal peace.” See Gregory, “Strange Fruit,” 101-2.  
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The answer to what all of this means for the relationship of citizens of the 
Heavenly City to the earthly city lies somewhere in between the two extremes 
of completely abandoning the earthly city and looking to the earthly city to 
achieve utopian-like harmony and peace. Augustine is clear that citizens of 
the Heavenly City share in the goods of the earthly city, making use of its 
earthly peace and helping to defend and sustain the limited harmony that is 
possible in the earthly city, ‘a kind of compromise between human wills 
about things relevant to mortal life’…citizens of the Heavenly City can help 
foster those goods in the many different earthly cities in which they find 
themselves….[thus] they need not try to force their different earthly cities 
into one supposedly God-prescribed political arrangement.48  

 
And in Deede’s account, it should not surprise us that it is precisely the figure of the pilgrim, 

and the framework of peregrinatio, which holds together temporal ambivalence and earthly 

peace as response to pluralism.49  

Similarly, when historian R. A. Markus returned, in the last sustained treatment of 

Augustine of his illustrious career, to the question of “what kind of a political theory in 

present-day terms an Augustinian model of society might point to,” he immediately looks to 

the seventeenth chapter of De civitate Dei XIX: “[Augustine’s] keynote is consensus: ‘The 

heavenly City during its pilgrimage here on earth makes use of the earthly peace and of a 

certain cohesion of human wills concerning the things pertaining to men’s mortal nature.’ 

The ‘cohesion of human wills’—or the consensus—of which he is speaking here is central to 

his conception of what the earthly and the heavenly Cities share: he insists on it twice in the 

same chapter.50 Markus then elaborates the significance of this interpretation in light of his 

assessment of the needs of our political age, offering what he calls a “retractio” of his previous, 

widely-contested (though still influential) embrace of an Augustinian sanction for modern 
                                                

48 Deede Johnson, 170-71. 
49 “On their pilgrimage [citizens of the Heavenly City] are part of the earthly city and share 
some of its earthly goods… The recognition that earthly peace and the institutions and laws 
that contribute to that peace are a good desired by heavenly citizens supplies sufficient 
motivation for the pilgrims of the Heavenly City to support and engage the temporal world.” 
Deede Johnson, 172. 
50 Markus, Christianity and the Secular, 49-50. 
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secular liberalism,51 while developing a thoughtful engagement with major figures in the 

liberal-communitarian debates like Alasdair MacIntyre, Michael Walzer, and Charles Taylor. 

At issue in this engagement, in key part, are “questions about the nature and scale of the 

community in which moral value can be embodied, promoted, and taught.”52 Markus 

acknowledges that Augustine’s sensitivity to sin’s deforming effects “would incline him to be 

suspicious of claims on behalf of the political community’s capacity to promote the moral 

life.” But with that key reservation stated, Markus’s Augustine conceives the scale of seeking 

“earthly peace” in terms broadly translatable, in modern liberal democratic terms, neither to 

defending personal liberty at the level of the individual, nor merely as promoting security and 

order at the level of the state,53 but rather to an intermediate level of “maximizing the moral 

and cultural consensus which make it the society it is.” This is so, Markus continues, even or 

perhaps especially given that “his earthly City was inevitably what we would nowadays call 

‘pluralistic’ in its nature, composed of diverse cultures…committed to different and 

conflicting value systems.” 54  Read carefully within the complexities and tensions of 

Augustine’s mature thought, then, earthly peace is never to be confused, on the one hand, 

with the final and lasting peace to which totalizing empires (or states) pretend, nor on the 

other is it a private matter for the self (fragmented by sin, distended in time); rather, it is a 

shared good of which pilgrims may and must avail themselves with their neighbors amidst 

                                                
51  Markus, Saeculum. James Wetzel suggests, nonetheless, that “his reading remains 
fundamentally the same.” See Wetzel, “Introduction,” to Augustine’s City of God: A Critical 
Guide, ed. James Wetzel (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 3n5. Cf. James 
Wetzel, “Review of Markus,” in Church History 76 (2006): 395-97. 
52 Markus, Christianity and the Secular, 58. 
53 Note that this marks a departure from the Augustine of Markus’s Saeculum, for whom, as 
Gregory and Clair summarize, “the political is an antiperfectionist institutional arrangement 
set up merely to secure physical survival” (Gregory and Clair, 181).  
54 Markus, Christianity and the Secular, 64, 65. 
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the differences, tensions, and conflicts interminable during this temporal sojourn. This 

intermediate level brings us to the third coordinate. 

1c.  Virtues e thi cs :  The ‘middle  dis tance ’  against  theor ies  o f  indiv idual and inst i tut ion 

Here, again, I follow the lead of Eric Gregory and Joseph Clair’s 2015 assessment of 

the state of Augustinian (and Thomist) political thought. They contend that the stalemate 

over secularity between Christian liberals and antiliberals results from the attempt to specify 

the Augustinian relation between temporal goods and eternal goods (or the Thomist relation 

of natural and supernatural) “at the institutional level,” that is at the level of questions of church 

and political community.55 The way beyond the stalemate, then, is “to focus not simply on 

institutions but on individuals; not on raw individuals, but socially coded individuals in their 

distinctive roles, as members of all levels of society and as tenders of particular common 

goods who are in need of specific virtues.”56  That is, the focus ought to be on an 

intermediate level of virtue formation for citizens-in-relation, not on the deracinated 

individual or the institutional arrangement of church and political community.  

This proposal is not novel,57 but rather reflects a helpfully concise restatement of the 

broad movement of Augustinianism beyond postwar, midcentury debates, which focused on 

how to apply the two cities framework to the emerging western consensus of liberal 

democratic orders, toward the late-twentieth century turn to the virtue ethics of citizenship.58 

                                                
55 Gregory and Clair, 191-2 (emphasis mine).   
56 Gregory and Clair, 192. 
57  Nor do the authors present it as novel—the point that is a novel and significant 
provocation is their suggestion that it is this move which enables bringing together Thomists 
and Augustinians beyond the standard interpretations which divide them at the point of their 
perceived opposition on the ‘naturalness’ or ‘sinfulness’ of political authority. 
58  Gregory and Clair rightly identify this turn as the “trend in contemporary political 
Augustinianism since the work of Dodaro, Gregory, and Mathewes,” (Gregory and Clair, 
193). Another commonly identified watershed moment is the extraordinarily influential 1987 
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The latter shifted the terms of the debate away from Christian “realists” and their opponents 

trying to determine which institutional arrangement between church and state Augustine 

might have favored (a debate that centered, textually, upon interpreting Book 19 of De civitate 

Dei). It moved toward the question of “translating” Augustine’s concern with “the public 

official’s soul” into counsel for the virtues needed in the souls of democratic citizens, with 

the concomitant shift of the “textual center of gravity” toward letters, sermons, scriptural 

commentaries, and overtly ‘doctrinal’ works like de Trinitate.59  

On this too, Peter Brown’s work proved prescient. In 1972, his Religion and Society in 

the Age of St. Augustine recognized that, even within City of God, Augustine’s account of 

political life “deliberately focuses attention upon that ‘middle distance’ of human habits, 

values and instincts, which, far more than its structure, remains the greatest mystery of 

political society.”60 This focus upon the “middle distance,” Brown continues, offers a 

striking contribution to modern political theory, which has tended to analyze politics as a 

“matter of structure” with “component parts,” namely, the “isolate[d] individual on the one 

hand, and the state, on the other.” Augustine’s middle distance helps us recognize this as a 

“self-limiting myth.” It redirects our attention to the loves, desires, values, and habits of 

citizens, and with it the central matter of the cultivation of the virtues needed to seek earthly 

peace together, the sort of cohesion amidst difference which provides a “far more tenacious 

                                                                                                                                            
article by Rowan Williams, “Politics and the Soul: A Reading of the City of God,” Milltown 
Studies 19/20 (1987): 55-72. 
59 Gregory and Clair, 188-9. For “textual center of gravity” and related summary of the shifts 
in both historical and constructive studies of Augustine beyond Book 19, see Mathewes, 
Theology of Public Life, 19ff, and for the related literature, see especially footnotes 26 and 27. 
60 Peter Brown, Religion and Society in the Age of St. Augustine (New York: Harper and Row, 
1972), 42-3. Significantly, Eric Gregory appeals specifically to this passage’s notion of the 
“middle distance” in specifying the overarching framework and central driving concerns of 
his influential Politics and the Order of Love: An Augustinian Ethic of Democratic Citizenship 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 56. 
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bond of obligation” than the abstractions of state, market, or individual.61 Certainly not all 

scholars of Augustine will concur entirely with this application of his thought to modern 

political theory.62 But most significant for my purposes, as I conclude my mapping of the 

current terrain of peregrinatio politics, is the fact that even someone like Robert Markus—

thirty-five years after becoming (in)famous for advancing an Augustinian basis for a 

minimalist conception of the secular liberal state—has moved his account of the focus of 

Augustine’s political wisdom to something very close to Brown’s middle distance, and 

Gregory and Clair’s social individuals-in-relation: “For Augustine, the nexus of the objects of 

its members’ ‘cohesion of wills’, or what Oliver O’Donovan has called its ‘common objects 

of love’, is what constitutes the society’s value system, which defines it as this particular 

society and sustains it as such.”63 It is upon that intermediate level of a society’s loves, values, 

habits, and virtues that the insights of Markus’s Augustine most directly come to bear. 

To summarize, then, when we look upon Augustine’s “iconic” roadside scene, 

Augustinians find folded into the figure of the peregrinus an image of political life marked by a 

temporal sensibility of ambivalence which rejects the closures of totalizing pessimism or 

totalizing optimism. This ambivalence emphasizes the limited but real goods pilgrims share 

with the earthly city, chiefly a partial and fragmentary peace amidst plurality, conflict, and 

difference. This in turn draws our attention beyond the institutional level to the “middle 
                                                

61 Brown, Religion and Society, 43. 
62 Peter Ivan Kaufman has remained, perhaps, the fiercest (if also most good-humored and 
liveliest) critic of the citizenship turn, underscoring on historical grounds and close textual 
readings, again and again, the pessimistic and even “dystopian” strands which most civic 
Augustinians have tried to overcome. See Kaufman, “Christian Realism and Augustinian(?) 
Liberalism,” Journal of Religious Ethics 38 (2010): 699-723; Kaufman, Incorrectly Political: 
Augustine and Thomas More (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 99-132; 
Kaufman, “Augustine’s Dystopia” in Augustine’s City of God, ed. Wetzel, 55-74, and most 
recently Kaufman, “Stepping Out of Constantine’s Shadow” in Christianity, Democracy, and the 
Shadow of Constantine, 202-17. 
63 Markus, Christianity and the Secular, 62. 
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distance,” where selves-in-relation undergo formation into the virtues necessary for public 

life, whether as an elite statesman (in Augustine’s time), or as a democratic citizen (in the 

Augustinians’ translation to the present).  

And it is precisely this turn among the current generation of political Augustinians to 

the middle distance, in distinction from the previous one’s preoccupation with the 

institutional and the structural, which provides the opening for my approach in the next 

section. There I turn to examine the significance, for peregrinatio politics, not simply of the 

existence of slavery as an institution, but of the presence of the other figure of the iconic 

roadside scene, her fugitive movement inside, against, and beyond the master’s household 

throughout Augustine’s corpus. It is that movement which indeed, I will agree, confounds 

the conceptual distinction of the move to ‘the middle distance,’ that is, the clean distinction 

between the structural and the social. How then do the preceding three coordinates of 

peregrinatio politics play out when viewed in relation to what I have called “the master’s 

house,” the symbolic space of slavery—at a scale calibrated between “raw individuals” and 

“the institutional level”—in which the figure of the bad slave has closely-entangled 

‘metaphorical’ and ‘literal’ implications in Augustine’s thought? Chapter Three develops an 

extensive engagement with coordinate three—virtue—by discussing Augustine’s central 

virtue of humilitas. Chapter Four focuses on what I have here called coordinate one—

temporality, ambivalence, and Augustine’s conception of providence. The remainder of this 

chapter implicates all three coordinates, but primarily focuses on the second: earthly peace. 

Part 2 
Earthly Peace and the Master’s House: Fugitive Disruptions of Order   

As I noted in the previous chapter, when slavery is not being disavowed in the 

pilgrimage politics of Augustinianism, its discussion most often centers upon the vexed 
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question of political authority in Book 19 of De civitate Dei, whether and how such authority 

is “natural” or unnatural, how civic authority relates to ecclesial authority, and what this 

implies about how the institutions of church and state relate to one another in the saeculum.64 

This focus is understandable, and chapter 4 will return to these issues, but what makes that 

discussion possible is first to get clear on what this way of posing the issue of slavery often 

conceals from view. By framing the interpretation of slavery in Augustine solely at the 

macro-institutional level, the pattern of reasoning which tends to follow can only concern 

whether Augustine could have reasonably been expected to “disapprove” of, or call to 

abolish an institution which, as the historical record attests, was taken to be fundamentally 

woven into the fabric of life in Roman late antiquity.65 As Ilaria L. E. Ramelli notes in the 

opening paragraph of her ambitious study of slavery in ancient Jewish and Christian thought, 

“One major problem in this kind of study is, of course, that ancient authors, and ancient 

people in general, could hardly envisage or imagine slavery as a stand-alone institution, 

separate from the socio-economic, political, cultural and religious milieu in which they lived 

on a day-to-day basis.” 66  And yet, the remainder of her study proceeds precisely to 

demonstrate, as one perceptive reader noted, that it does not follow that “ancient authors 

                                                
64 Again, here the locus classicus is Markus, Saeculum, Appendix B, “De civitate Dei, XIX, 14-15 
and the origins of political authority.” In particular, Markus states clearly that his interest lies 
not with slavery itself, and explicitly not with what it means for good slaves to be ruled by 
bad masters, but rather with how Augustine’s words about slavery illumine his views of 
political authority as such: “What is interesting for our purpose about this passage is not 
Augustine's defence of such a state of affairs [that described in En. Ps. 124.7], which rests on 
his view that it is God's dispensation ad tempus, and will be done away with at the end; it is 
the equivalence between slavery and all political authority, secular power, and dignity on 
which some stress is laid” (Markus, Saeculum, 200).  
65 See the above discussion in chapter 1 of this habit in Eric Gregory, Rowan Williams, and 
Robin Lane-Fox.  
66 Ramelli, Social Justice and the Legitimacy of Slavery, 1. 
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were…simply compelled to accept or reject slavery; rather, they negotiated with aspects of 

the institution, often from positions of uneasiness.”67  

The specific dynamics of this uneasy negotiation—of ancient authors with the 

institution, and of masters with enslaved persons themselves—are typically absent when 

mentions of slavery appear in political Augustinianism, preoccupied as the conversation has 

been with understanding Augustine’s account of the origins of political authority. In the 

historiography of slave systems ancient and modern alike, scholarly debate in the last fifty 

years centered upon developing appropriate analytic tools for “recovering the agency” of 

enslaved persons—a self-conscious attempt at correcting longstanding habits of treating 

“slaves” as inert and unthinking objects to whom various things happen.68 In a slightly 

strange contrast, the Augustinian conversation, both in its focus on other questions and in 

its attempt to avoid “anachronistic” moral judgments, functionally erases the agency of 

                                                
67 Chris L. de Wet, The Unbound God: Slavery and the Formation of Early Christian Thought (New 
York: Routledge, 2018), 7-8; see Illaria L. E. Ramelli, Social Justice and the Legitimacy of Slavery: 
The Role of Philosophical Asceticism from Ancient Judaism to Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2016), esp. “Introduction,” 1-25. Ramelli’s account is valuable, though her 
treatment of Augustine suffers from occasional misunderstandings, or at least, imprecision 
regarding key features of Augustine’s thought. For instance, she attributes to Augustine the 
view that “slaves deserve to be slaves due to their own sins (which, at least in the case of a 
person born a slave, is hard to explain, especially if one, like Augustine, rejects the pre-
existence of souls)” (Ramelli, 155), but this is to misconceive the penal nature of slavery as 
pertaining to an individual’s “own sins,” rather than to the fallen condition of humanity as 
such. I concur with Boniface Ramsey’s editorial notes to The City of God, book XIX: 
“Augustine does not intend to say that a particular slave’s sinfulness is responsible for the 
fact that he is enslaved but rather that the very existence of slavery is the result of human 
sinfulness in general.” See footnote 48, p. 372 in the New City Press translation. 
68 The literature of the debates on this shift among social historians is immense. For an 
excellent intervention into the project to “recover” enslaved agency, see Walter Johnson, 
“On Agency,” Journal of Social History 37 (2003), 113-124. One key aspect of the problem is 
the conflation of liberal notions of ‘agency’ and universal conceptions of ‘humanity,’ such 
that, “by continuing to frame their works as ‘discoveries’ of Black humanity, indeed, 
historians unwittingly reproduce the incised terms and analytical limits of a field of contest 
(black humanity: for or against) framed by the white-supremacist assumptions which made it 
possible to ask such a question in the first place” (Johnson, 114).   
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masters.69 The question of the shape of the master’s agency, of the complex social and 

political formations by which that agency is conditioned, and of its implications for how 

masters construct ethical and theological arguments, remains not unanswered, but unasked.  

The shift in Augustinianism to the middle distance of “socially coded individuals in 

their distinctive roles” has not yet generated a corresponding shift toward considering how 

the relations of mastery and slavery shaped the dynamics of the key social unit—the domus, 

the household. This despite (as I show below) the crucial role the household continues to 

play in Augustinian conceptions of pilgrimage politics, earthly peace, and the specific 

character of the virtues that subtend both during this temporal condition of ambivalence.70 

Nor have Augustinians, in their democratic translation project’s neglect of race, begun to ask 

how that question (how master-slave relations shape the sociality of the household), to the 

extent it can be addressed as a matter of interpreting the historical Augustine, might then 

alter what a contemporary Augustinian vision looks like in our own parallel context. That is: 

in a context in which the moral dynamics of American slave society, as Black radical thought 

from its inception has insisted, did not disappear after abolition, but rather—by way of the 

persistent racialized inequalities of social, legal, economic, and political life—assumed new 

forms. What follows addresses both questions: interpreting Augustine, assessing implications 

for the present. In so doing it troubles the stability of the conceptual distinction above, that 

of the structural from the social, of the “institutional level” of politics from the values, 
                                                

69 For a succinct and lucid response to the well-worn accusation of “anachronism” which is 
so often directed toward critical studies of slavery in ancient contexts, see Chris L. de Wet, 
The Unbound God: Slavery and the Formation of Early Christian Thought (New York: Routledge, 
2016), 6-7.  
70 Indeed, one undertheorized index of the global significance of the household concept for 
Augustine is his suggestion that, if the Roman empire’s “neighbors had been peaceful and 
just,” then there would have been no cause to wage just wars against them, and hence, 
“human affairs would have been happier” as the relation among “the peoples in the world” 
would be modeled after the that between “houses among the citizens in a city.” civ. 5.15. 
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virtues, and habits of moral agents. The institution of slavery, its wide-ranging and haunting 

afterlives, and crucially, one’s position with reference to them, disrupt claims to an unmarked 

univocal “we” of citizenship and thus shape what virtue looks like, what values one holds, 

and what specific possibilities of agency are available in one’s movements on pilgrimage 

during the world.  

One way to begin that work is to note how frequently, in modern Augustinian 

thought, the household constitutes a key instance of that “intermediate” level of social life, 

between individual and state, focus upon which enables pilgrims to imagine and share in 

earthly peace. In staging a comparative dialogue with contemporary critics of liberal 

individualism, Markus proposes that the analogous “category” in Augustine for the 

intermediate level communitarian thinkers call us to focus upon—that in which social bonds 

of filiation are cultivated—is “the household, or extended family, [as] the community in 

which domination has no place; the hierarchy of command and obedience exists for the 

mutual good. Here rule is truly service, and obedience exists for the mutual good.”71 In 

similarly sanguine terms, Rowan Williams’s pathbreaking 1987 essay “Politics and the Soul,” 

Rowan Williams described the order of the household’s hierarchy as a crucial, 

underacknowledged dimension of Augustinian politics. But where Markus subtly removes 

the question of slaves in the household from view, suggesting that the household 

“contrasted radically with slavery,”72 Williams recognizes that in Augustine’s account of the 

                                                
71 Markus, Christianity and the Secular, 58. Likewise, in Jean Bethke Elshtain’s appeal to 
something rather like the middle distance we’ve been speaking of, she attributes to 
Augustine the view that “no single man can create a commonwealth. There is no ur-Founder, 
no great bringer of order. It begins in ties of fellowship, in households, clans, and tribes” 
(Elshtain, Augustine and the Limits of Politics, 97). 
72 Markus, Christianity and the Secular, 58. 
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household’s role in contributing to earthly peace, “the natural order of family life” includes 

“the not-quite-so-natural appendage of the household slaves.”73  

This explicit acknowledgment from Williams that the paterfamilias is also, for 

Augustine, a dominus makes it all the more striking that Williams then proposes that, just to 

the extent that a Christian master possesses “a lively apprehension of the true meaning of 

ordo and of the indivisibility of peace (as [civ.] XIX, 14 explains at length),” his mastery over 

slaves “does not run the risk of slipping over into libido dominandi.”74 To the contrary, 

Williams continues, “so far from being the sphere of bondage and necessity, the household 

has become a ‘laboratory of spirit’, a place for the maturation of souls (the soul of the ruler 

as well as the ruled).”75 The relation between masters and slaves, then, belongs to that “pax 

of the household [which] is to be ‘referred’ ad pacem civicam,” writes Williams. What this 

entails is that a key aspect of the peregrinatio politics we have been tracking, earthly peace, 

encompasses multiple levels of what Augustine calls “properly ordered concord, with respect 

to command and obedience”: body submits to soul, wives to husbands, children to parents, 

slaves to masters, and citizens to the “law of the city” (lege civitatis).76 It is precisely on this 

basis that Williams arrives at the insight that helped launched a thousand civic Augustinian 

ships: pace Hannah Arendt’s famous critique, Augustine’s critique of Roman politics does not 

lead to a withdrawal from public life; to the contrary, “the member of the city of God is 

                                                
73 Williams, “Politics and the Soul: Reading the City of God,” in On Augustine (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2016), 119. Citations heretofore are to the slightly-revised 2016 version. 
74 Williams, “Politics,” 119. I note that Williams is speaking of the connection of imperare to 
consulere here, and to the extent that imperare pertains to the relation of master to slave, it is 
fittingly called, as I do here unreservedly, mastery. Williams avoids the terms master and 
mastery throughout this section. Also, I return to the question of the libido dominandi in the 
next chapter’s treatment of virtue, humilitas, and the vexed question of the inner dispositions 
of pagan and Christian masters. 
75 Williams, “Politics,” 119. 
76 civ. 19.16. 
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committed ex professo to exercising power when called upon to do so….[by] continuing in a 

practice of nurturing souls already learned in more limited settings.”77 Those more limited 

settings, unmistakably, include first, the soul’s “nurturing” sovereignty over his body, and 

second, the master’s “nurturing” sovereignty over his house. Thus, it should be stated 

explicitly here: in the ‘iconic’ roadside scene above, it is not simply that ‘pilgrims’ can turn 

out to be masters. It is that pilgrim politics, as a framework for the Christian use of temporal 

goods, centrally involves the work of what Williams calls ‘nurturing’ mastery, and it is this 

aspect—the nurturing, teaching, caring element of being a master—which begins to 

distinguish the Christian master from other masters, and so brings the object of my inquiry 

into view.78  

What surfaces nowhere in Markus or Williams is what the available historical 

scholarship of late antiquity and Augustine himself in the very same passage bear witness to, 

namely, the central problem confronting this glowing picture of the Christian household’s 

contribution to earthly peace: enslaved persons, in each historical instance in which we find 

them, retained agency in the midst of the conditions of domination, and that agency surfaces 

in the historical record primarily in myriad forms of resistance, disobedience, flight, and 

criminality. Or in short, it surfaces in the form of their performing—if not articulating—a 

rejection, in ways small or large, mundane or dramatic, of the position assigned to them for 

the sake of earthly peace. And in so doing, they threaten, for Augustine, “the tranquility of 

order,” since “order is the arrangement of things equal and unequal that assigns to each its 

                                                
77 Williams, “Politics,” 124-5. 
78 This is not to suggest that the enslaved, in Augustine’s thought, cannot be pilgrims too. 
They most explicitly can, and indeed, it is their temporal orientation toward seeking the 
fragments of earthly peace as they long for God as their eternal peace, which joins them into 
a band of pilgrims with their enslavers. I return to this at length in what immediately follows 
here. 
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due place.”79 Evidently declining what Williams described as a proposal for the “maturation” 

of their souls, withholding the contribution of their obedience to the building of earthly 

peace, enslaved persons of Augustine’s day—as in our own more recent past—instead 

shirked, stole, fought, and fled.80  

Augustine was well aware of this.81 After offering the intriguing notion that it is a 

“greater obligation” for fathers to “put up with being masters,” than for slaves to “put up 

with being slaves,” he indicates a key problem of slavery which has not yet penetrated 

modern Augustinianism’s discussion of the household: “If anyone in the household disrupts 

domestic peace by his disobedience, he is corrected by word or blow or some other just and 

legitimate kind of punishment.”82 Likewise, “it is entirely just that a slave should pay the 

penalty of years in shackles when he has provoked his master with no more than a passing 

word or struck him with a blow that is over in a second.”83 And in the more practical context 

of a sermon, when asked “Shall discipline sleep?” Augustine clarifies: “That’s not what I’m 

saying…if you see your slave living badly, what other punishment will you curb him with, if 

                                                
79 civ. 19.13. It is perhaps suggestive that this definition, which achieved classic status in the 
tradition and was mobilized by Thomas Aquinas (Summa Theologiae II-II, q. 29, a. 1), appears 
so infrequently in contemporary Augustinian retrievals. Instead, for instance, Deede Johnson 
perpetually refers to “earthly peace and justice” even though Augustine rarely uses the two 
terms together.  
80 Harper, p. 253-4. In service to an extended metaphor on the proper storage of one’s 
“treasure,” Augustine uses the omnipresent worry among masters of thieving slaves to 
illustrate a theological point: “So you trust in God, but do not believe him? ‘I trust in Christ, 
that what I left at home will be safe, and no one will break in or steal it.’…You will be much 
safer if you believe Christ, and put your money where he advised you to put it. Do you trust 
your slave, yet feel suspicious of your Master?” En. Ps. 38.12. 
81 Cf. In Johannis Evangelium tractatus 41.4: “The slave of a man who is oppressed by the harsh 
domination of his master seeks respite in flight…Sometimes men flee to the church, and 
lawless as they are, wishing to be without a master, but not without their sins, generally give 
us a lot of trouble.” 
82 civ. 19.16. 
83 civ. 21.11. 



   

  
87 

not the lash? Use it: do. God allows it. In fact he is angered if you don’t.”84 Indeed, “the 

whip was the icon of mastery,” according to historian Kyle Harper,85 but within the master’s 

house, writes Augustine, this lashing is “for the benefit” of the enslaved persons themselves, 

to bring them “back into line with the peace from which [they] had broken away.”86 

Notwithstanding this instance of what Peter Garnsey calls “the beneficial thesis”—a 

common trope in the discourse of masters across various contexts: proper mastery benefits 

the slave—we know enslaved persons continued to “break away” from their owners, 

whether pagan or Christian, from the abundant presence in the historical record of fugitive 

flight.87 Part of how we know this is the existence of widely-discussed slave collars dating to 

the fourth century, thick iron rings locked onto the neck, often bearing Christian 

iconography and inscriptions such as: “I am the slave of the archdeacon Felix. Hold me so 

that I do not flee.”88  

Two related points must be inserted here. First, fugitive flight was not a single thing, 

but a range of disobedient actions, a range of ways of being not at home, being elsewhere, 

indeed, being, as Augustine termed it, “out of alignment” with the peace of the household. 

Flight “came in different styles,” as Kyle Harper writes, “along a full spectrum from true 

escape to temporary asylum.”89 What is especially pertinent for our purposes is a suggestive 

detail of Roman juridical thought. According to W. W. Buckland’s still-classic study of 

Roman slave law, the definition of fugitivus is straightforward enough: “He is one who has 

                                                
84 En. Ps. 102.14(CC40:1464–5), as quoted in Harper, p. 230.  
85 Harper, p. 288. 
86 civ. 19.16. 
87 Garnsey, 214. 
88 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 9; see also Harper, 257ff.  
89 Harper, 260. 
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run away from his master, intending not to return.”90 What is ordinarily meant by servus 

fugitivus is that the person in question is “in flight at the present moment.” But an ambiguity 

is introduced by the fact that, at the point of sale, one of the regular warranties exacted is a 

pledge on the part of the seller, not only that the person is not currently a fugitivus (obviously, 

for how then would the sale take place?), but further, that he or she is not “fugax.” What is 

fugax? To be fugax is to be “given to running away—which is itself a punishable offense.” 

That is, to be fugax is to bear the “tendency to flight,” to be “in the habit of running away,” 

or to be “inclined to run away.” It is closely related, Buckland further notes, to being deemed 

erro, “given to wandering about.”91 In other words, to be a fugitive was not simply a matter 

of committing an individual crime—the theft of self. Instead it was a matter of being 

fugacious, of being errant. It was a “habit,” a “tendency,” an “inclination,” and in this sense, 

fugitivity surfaces, even in the problematic archive of the masters’ own law, as something 

rather like a counter-formation in waywardness, an alternative “middle-distance” set of 

habits, values, and desires, a social life calibrated to other aims, to an elsewhere and 

otherwise in the woods beyond the master’s house.92  

Second, although there are many significant points of discontinuity between the 

slavery of Augustine’s day and the slavery whose afterlife we inhabit today, it is this 

omnipresence of fugitivity as an option for the enslaved and as an ever-present threat to the 

master class that forms, according to major contemporary historians of both antiquity and 

modernity, one of the strongest and most promising points of comparative view with New 
                                                

90 W. W. Buckland, The Roman Law of Slavery: The Condition of the Slave in Private Law from 
Augustus to Justinian (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1908), 267.  
91 Buckland, 45, 55. 
92 When I speak of ‘waywardness,’ I am thinking of course, of Saidiya Hartman, Wayward 
Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Social Upheaval (New York: Norton, 2019). My 
use of ‘otherwise’ is directly indebted to Ashon T. Crawley, Black Pentecostal Breath: The 
Aesthetics of Possibility (New York: Fordham University Press, 2017), 2.  
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World slavery.93 For our purposes, this means that tracing the parallel moral dynamics of the 

present is especially important at this juncture for my project (while noting relevant 

discontinuities), just as conceptions of “citizenship,” “the city,” and the public/private 

distinction are deemed to “travel” in Augustinian democratic translation. As Neil Roberts 

argues persuasively in his study of modern slavery, “the analytical juxtaposition of slavery 

ancient and modern…is not a formula for conflating the historical circumstance of 

eras…[Rather] peering deeper into ancient and modern slave societies, thinkers, and 

revolutions discloses experiences of flight that excavate common submerged discursive 

knowledges.”94 The encounter between those shared discursive knowledges, together with 

their implications not just for Augustinianism, but for the critical study of race and religion 

in the present, form the central purpose of this study.  

And so the ubiquity of flight, or flight as being fugax—an alternative practice of 

elsewhere, presents itself as an implicit question in Augustinian thought which demands 

encounter with Black fugitive ethical imaginaries, like the following from James Cone: “The 

prevalence of flight, theft, arson, and other forms of resistance meant that the slave and 

master did not share the same ethical perspective.”95 Indeed as though speaking directly of 

Augustine’s reliance upon the moral evaluative regime of the good slave vs. bad slave 

framework (see above, ch. 1), Cone continues: “Owners thought that ‘good’ slaves were 

those who were obedient and diligent in the masters’ interest, while the ‘bad’ ones stole, 

malingered, or ran away.”96 Yet Cone makes clear, to say this is not to suggest Black people 

                                                
93 See Bradley, “Resisting Slavery at Rome, 370-2. 
94 Roberts, Freedom as Marronage, 28. 
95 James Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1972), 25. 
96 Compare yet another example of this “good slave / bad slave” framework in Augustine: 
“Put the question to yourself: what kind of slave do you regard as worthy of your love? 
Perhaps you have a good-looking slave, very tall and well-built, but he is a thief, a bad 
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rejected the moral life. “Rather they formulated a new law and a new morality that reflected 

the requirements of black existence…To make ethical judgments in this context required that 

slaves ‘take the law into their own hands.’”97 To note that fugitive ethical lives emerge from 

the spaces of mastery is not to propose too quickly that pilgrim politics attempt to align its 

‘movement’ with the fugitive. Rather, in glimpsing fugitive movement, I am suggesting it 

becomes possible for pilgrims who inherit the afterlife of mastery to more adequately 

recognize themselves as masters, and thus to ask what this—the racialization of pilgrimage—

means for their pilgrimage imaginings. 

This reckoning with the racialization of pilgrimage presents a direct point of conflict 

with the contemporary Augustinian model of earthly peace as a response to “cultural 

difference,” a model which presumes that life during these times demands living in accord 

with “the laws of the city,” rather than taking “law into their own hands.” It complicates—

and as I will argue at length in chapter 4, transforms—what it means to be made ambivalent by 

temporality. Among contemporary Augustinians, ambivalence means for Mathewes (and 

Bretherton who cites him approvingly), refusing the “anxious grasping after control” for the 

sake of “a relaxed playfulness.”98 This may be the sort of ethical injunction which makes 

sense, or even is needed for those inclined to positions of dominance, but it is hard not to 

notice the contrast emerging at the site of the hands: between “taking the law into their own 

hands” in Cone, and having the privilege to playfully let go of “grasping” in Mathewes. This 
                                                                                                                                            

character, deceitful. And you have another slave, perhaps, who is short, disfigured in the face, 
repulsive in color, but he is faithful, thrifty, and sober. Think about it: which of the two do 
you rate more highly? If you consult your bodily eyes, the handsome, dishonest fellow will 
come out on top; if you go by what the eyes of your heart tell you, the ugly but faithful slave 
wins.” En. Ps. 33(2).15. 
97 Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues, 26. 
98 Chuck Mathewes, “Faith, Hope, and Agony: Christian Political Participation Beyond 
Liberalism,” The Annual of the Society of Christian Ethics 21 (2001): 140, as cited in Bretherton, 
Christianity and Contemporary Politics, 82. 
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does not on the front end settle the issue, only begins to suggest the extent to which many 

Augustinian projects have not yet recognized themselves as contextual theologies, 

constrained by their limited relevance. Similarly, Paul Griffiths’ proposal for ambivalence as 

generating an elegant and world-weary “quietism” seems only a possibility for some.99  

Others sought out—and indeed, are yet seeking out—“a new style of earthly 

freedom.”100 To view that style of fugitive imaginings as not only restricted to specific acts of 

“resistance” in the way that term has been historically used (with its often masculinist 

trappings), but rather as encompassing the full middle-distance range of being fugax—inclined 

to flight—is to open our conceptions of agency to the forms of care which “nourish the latent 

text of the fugitive,” to invoke Saidiya Hartman, highlighting a broader range of possibilities 

for what life with God looks like during the world.101  

And so with these modern reckonings in mind, we might now be attuned differently 

to this: appearing alongside the band of pilgrims in the iconic roadside scene of Confessions 7 

above, and throughout Augustine’s writings, is another mode of movement through the 

world. This way of moving doesn’t symbolize faithful Christian life for Augustine, but 

precisely its refusal. When fugitives appear in Augustine’s text, they bring into view a 

different kind of social subject, and with it a set of concerns which may help us see certain 

implications of the Augustinian model of citizenship-as-pilgrimage more clearly. My hope is 

to attend to the contrast between pilgrim and fugitive slave in a way that recalibrates the 

significance of the three coordinates above—temporality, earth peace, virtue—displays their 

                                                
99 Griffiths, “Secularity and the saeculum,” 53ff. 
100 Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues, 28. 
101 For this point on resistance, I am indebted to the work of Kevin Quashie, The Sovereignty of 
Quiet: Beyond Resistance in Black Culture (Rutgers, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2012). Saidiya 
Hartman, “The Belly of the World: A Note on Black Women’s Labors,” Souls 18 (2016), 171. 



   

  
92 

being entangled in the formation process of the master, and presses them into a critical and 

constructive encounter with fugitive possibilities.  

The peregrinus faced real danger and misery—risk, hunger, thirst. And yet, when we 

picture this iconic scene—pilgrims on the road, fugitives hidden in the woods—it clarifies 

that the model of pilgrimage still presumes relatively free, uncontested movement through 

the world empire built. As Stewart-Kroeker points out, in Augustine’s image system, the 

road the pilgrim travels is explicitly an imperial road.102 This movement along the road is a 

fitting symbol of the way Christians do not enjoy the goods of temporal order for their own 

sake, but rather, use them in a new way, referring them to their higher good. And yet, what 

does it mean when a different social subject emerges in the text, the fugitive who cannot walk 

the road in the same way, who cannot ‘use’ the limited goods which the imperial road 

represents—earthly peace, political stability, a modicum of order? One whose movement, 

instead, is by its very nature deemed antithetical to that peace, a threat to that stability, an 

emblem of disorder to be captured?  

At issue in this question is whether, in relying upon what Peter Brown above called 

the “favorable conditions” empire provides, pilgrims also thereby rely upon the pursuit, 

capture, and punishment of that other social subject to make their journey. Normative 

challenges emerge, I suggest, when the pilgrim’s use of earthly peace rests upon the 

subjugation of these other social subjects, those external to the category of the citizen. Put 

simply, it matters that for those ‘other’ subjects, their social position complicates the very 

possibility of a “common good” shared with the political order as it currently exists, since 

                                                
102 Stewart-Kroeker, 68-9. Cf. Civ. Dei. X.32 on “the royal road which alone leads to a 
kingdom that does not totter on a temporal summit but stands fast on an eternal foundation.”  
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that order is premised upon their own subjugation, their willingness to consent to 

“alignment” with the position assigned to them by the peace of the household and the city.  

The strength of the peregrinatio image, as I have argued above, is that it models a 

relation of Christians to a political order in which their eternal good and its temporal goods 

are neither identical to one another, nor fundamentally opposed. This ambivalence opens the 

possibility of a common good, of limited but real virtue ethics, and of citizenship itself. But 

what about those who find the temporal goods of that order fundamentally opposed to their 

eternal good? This antagonism is what the position of the fugitive slave indexes. If, in 

Augustine’s account the peregrinus is threatened by those below or outside the social world, 

the bands of fugitive deserters, what limits does this framework place upon speaking to or 

about those agents in motion who are threatened by the structures of the social world itself? 

How does this framework speak in the present to previously colonized African migrants 

trying to cross into Europe across the Mediterranean, often left to drown, or of Black and 

brown peoples living life amidst the violence of policing and prisons in American cities? 

Does their existence more closely resemble the model of the peregrinus, or of the fugitive 

slave? These subjects are confronted not with the general problem of cultural pluralism, but 

with the need to imagine other modes of ethical life amidst and against specific ghosts of a 

logic of organizing political and social life—race—distinctive in its global histories of racial 

enclosure: the slave ship, the plantation, the prison, the ghetto, and beyond. In the spaces of 

Augustine’s fugitive slaves, we see the closest thing to a parallel to this contemporary 

situation, our situation. If race is not to be subjected, once again, to strategic acts of 

disavowal, then what it presents to Augustinian thought cannot be treated merely as an issue 

of different cultures or religious communities existing in pluralism, but rather grasped as the 

ongoing antagonism between agents who are rejecting their place in the “household” of 
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white supremacy and those agents who placed them there for the sake of “earthly peace” in 

the first place. Fugitivity indexes, but is not exhausted by, the disorder generated by that 

rejection and refusal.103 I return to the specific contours of these fugitive modes of ethical 

life in Part 4 below, but first need to clarify that the purpose of doing so is not solely to posit 

an additional perspective as an alternative to be tacked onto the Augustinian one. Rather, it 

is to show how the problems I have been tracking here thus far, the problems of doing 

Augustinian ethics without attention to the master’s house, generates problems internal to 

Augustine’s own thought. Moreover, we must resist the temptation to move too quickly 

toward fugitive possibilities, rather than tarrying inside the problem of the master. 

In the passage we have returned to again and again, civ. 19.17, Augustine posits “a 

multilingual band of pilgrims” who move through the world “not caring about any diversity 

in the customs, laws and institutions whereby they severally make provision for the 

achievement and the maintenance of earthly peace.” It indeed would be anachronistic if the 

purpose of this chapter were simply to fault Augustine for failing to recognize slavery as 

presenting a set of “customs, laws, and institutions” which “should” be rejected,” or at least 

of which one ought not say, “the heavenly city does not repeal or abolish any of them.” But 

more to the point, to cast moral judgment on Augustine for getting an isolated moral issue 

“wrong” would be simply uninteresting. What is interesting, in my view, is to trace the 

implications of the fact that precisely because of how ubiquitous slavery was in Augustine’s 

day, the range of relevant inquiries buried beneath the heading “slavery” are in fact not an 

                                                
103 “This fugitive movement is stolen life, and its relation to law is reducible neither to simple 
interdiction nor bare transgression.” Fred Moten, “The Case of Blackness,” Criticism 50 
(2008), 179. 
 



   

  
95 

isolated issue. And therefore they inevitably shape how he developed the very concepts 

which Augustinians wish to retrieve.  

In the next section, I want to trace the root of those implications to their source, 

namely, the problem of the master, that is, the specific position of moral reasoning from 

which one is compelled to accept, that is, to recognize the legitimacy of, the central premise 

of the “law” of earthly peace as it is constituted in a slave society. What is this central 

premise? It is not an accidental property of a given slavery system, but rather, what makes 

slavery, definitionally, slavery: 

The essential characteristic of slavery, distinguishing it from all other human 
relationships, is the commodification of the human being, the reduction of 
the human body to a piece of property. In late antiquity the experience of 
slavery was diverse, because circumstances and masters and slaves were 
diverse. But the essential core of the slave experience, shared by slaves of all 
stripes, was the fact that the slave was human property. The slave was the 
one whose body had a price, who might someday know what it was like to sit 
on the auction block and watch “the bidder lifting his finger.”104  
 

What does it mean when one of the central features of that law and society “which the 

heavenly city does not repeal or abolish” is the necessary legal fiction of a human person 

who is also a thing, a chattel? The issue of how to frame, address, and resolve the conflicts 

and contradictions which arise when a person is classified, ambiguously, as both subject and 

object, agent and thing, person and property—that is the juridical, moral, and practical issue 

which the master’s intellectual resources must address.105 The problem of the Christian 

                                                
104 Harper, 35. 
105 For one small example, Jennifer Glancy notes: “The appearance of slave bodies in census 
returns is a curiosity that underscores the ambivalent legal status of slaves: classified as things, 
classified as persons.” A certain household records in its census declaration that it holds 
“‘Elpis…aged 26, having a scar on the left shin, and half of a slave Sarapammon born in the 
house of Isis also called Memphis, 20 years old, whose other half belongs to Kroniaine and 
Taorsis in the Syrian quarter.’ Counted as a person, Sarapammon merits inclusion in the 
census. Counted as a thing, Sarapammon appears as jointly owned property.” Glancy, Slavery 
in Early Christianity, 11. 
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master is the question of what specific theological modes of reasoning were called upon to 

stabilize the contradictions of that fiction. (The vision of ‘nurturing’ sovereignty referred to 

above, with its rightly ordered desire, in distinction from the libido dominandi, constitutes one 

example of just such theological reasoning.) It is for that reason that the next section 

undertakes something of a journey in rereading Augustine’s Exposition of Psalm 124, showing 

how it does this sort of work by displaying its role in a certain neglected reception history of 

Augustine in American slavery. This reception history prompts an occasion for probing the 

limits of the standard Augustinian modes of interpretation, and exploring how alternative 

tools drawn from the resources of Black thought help us drill deeper into the structures of 

reasoning which the position of the master performs.  

Part 3.  
On Augustine’s Exposition of Psalm 124, Its Reception History, and the Problem of 
the Christian Master  
 

In 1864, John Henry Hopkins, Episcopal Bishop of Vermont,106 published a widely-

read defense of the Southern slave system entitled: A Scriptural, Ecclesiastical and Historical 

View of Slavery, from the Days of the Patriarch Abraham to the Nineteenth Century. At a key moment 

in this sweeping narrative, Hopkins finds in St. Augustine, whom he calls “prince of the 

fathers,” ample support for his pro-slavery position. He reproduces familiar passages from 

the City of God, then concludes with what he calls “one interesting extract more” to complete 

Augustine’s “testimony”: “Behold,” reads Augustine’s exposition of Psalm 124, “he [Christ] 

does not make free men [out] of servants, but he makes good servants [out] of bad servants.”107 In 

                                                
106 John Henry Hopkins III, “John Henry Hopkins, First Bishop of Vermont” in Historical 
Magazine of the Episcopal Church VI, no. 2 (June 1937), 187. 
107 John Henry Hopkins, A Scriptural, Ecclesiastical and Historical View of Slavery, from the Days of 
the Patriarch Abraham to the Nineteenth Century: Addressed to The Rt. Rev. Alonzo Potter, D.D., 
Bishop of the Protestant Episcopal Church, in the Diocese of Pennsylvania, p. 102 (italics original). On 
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this moment of profound political and cultural upheaval, Hopkins finds comfort in 

Augustine’s reassurance that one can indeed be at once a pilgrim and a master.  

There remain untold receptions histories of texts like this one, and with them 

unexamined problems. As I noted in chapter 1, two neglected problems confront the 

Augustinian translation project, and revisiting Augustine’s Exposition of Psalm 124 provides 

one especially clear way of bringing those problems into view in the context of the moral 

contrast between the pilgrim and the fugitive I’ve been discussing here. The first problem, 

we recall, is the abiding presence of slavery in Augustine’s writings—not only as a social 

institution he defends, but as a extended, organizing metaphor in Augustine’s thought. Here 

I’ll show again how the line between “actual” and “symbolic” slavery is not as easy to 

disentangle as has been previously assumed. Instead, both show Augustine’s subtle 

alignment with the moral and intellectual standpoint of the master class, even as he criticizes, 

reworks, and Christianizes that standpoint. The second problem is the fact that this 

alignment—what I term the problem of the Christian master—has certain parallels with the 

present, given that the contemporary scene into which Augustinians ‘translate’ his insights is 

itself the afterlife of a slave society, the afterlife of the political order John Henry Hopkins defends 

here with Augustine’s Psalm 124 sermon.  

First I want to sketch how Augustine’s exposition of Psalm 124 invites three 

characteristic reading strategies among students of Augustine, while suggesting that these 

approaches, in the end, do not help us press into these two problems which must be 

addressed. Then, in accordance with the methodology introduced in chapter 1, I’ll 

demonstrate how one resource which does help us read the text toward these deeper 

                                                                                                                                            
the ambiguity of the pronoun in the line from Psalm 124, John Rist also believes that it 
refers to “Christ” (not Paul) (Rist, Ancient Thought Baptized, 2).  
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problems is the field of Black studies, in this case the thought of Hortense Spillers, as her 

critical practice discloses what I will term the problem of the “master’s Christ” in Augustine. 

With that, I turn now directly to my extended reading of this text. 

“As things are at present,” Augustine says in this homiletical exposition of Psalm 124, 

“the just are rather hard pressed, and the unjust sometimes have dominion over them.” It 

won’t be that way forever, he says, but it “holds under the present dispensation.” As though 

he hears his congregants wondering silently quibus modis?—“In what ways do we find this 

[dominion] happening”?—he continues: “I will give one example of this situation, from 

which you can extend the principle to every case. The most obvious example of the 

authority of one human being over another is one we encounter every day: that of a master’s 

power over his slave.”108 In other words: Do you want to know what politics in these times 

is like? Augustine asks. Look at the body in chains. Look at its owner, bearing lawful 

authority over a chattel that lives and thinks.  

For modern readers, the statement is striking for the way it seems to consider utterly 

normal an institution now condemned. Here Augustine neither argues ‘for’ slavery nor 

defends it from attack. He simply presumes it as a fundamental part of the world. But if that 

presumption stops the modern reader in her tracks, no less arresting is the apparent 

humanism of the statement which immediately follows: “There are masters, and there are 

also slaves,” Augustine continues, “these are two different names; but if you remember that 

both are human beings, there is a name common to both.” In a lexical appeal to the shared 

category of the human, this second statement advances a theological point concerning the 

image of God as present in both master and slave.  

                                                
108 Augustine, En Ps. 124. 
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In terms of the interpretations they seem to invite, these two statements on slavery 

may be read, with only a little simplification, as representative of two broad sensibilities in 

modern Augustinian reception. Take the first statement—binding politics to slavery—as 

representing a familiar portrait of Augustine: he is grim and pessimistic, we’re told, he is 

“otherworldly” about the significance of politics. This surely is the sort of text that prompts 

David Bentley Hart to bemoan Augustine’s “darker, colder, more brutal vision of the fallen 

world,” John Rawls to call him “one of the two dark minds in Western thought,” Hannah 

Arendt to charge him with making “a desert out of the world,” draining force and energy 

and meaning from public life. It’s a reputation so durable that some argue it originated with 

Julian—Augustine’s own contemporary.109  

Take the second statement—the one linking master and slave to the shared name 

‘human’ or the shared identification with the image of God—to stand in for the type of 

surprising, complex insights in Augustine’s thought which allow a more recent wave of his 

modern interpreters to insist that ‘pessimism’ and ‘otherworldliness’ hardly exhaust what 

Augustine has to say about politics. Indeed, though the last twenty years have witnessed a 

particularly striking Augustinian renaissance, as suggested in the terrain mapped out in Part 1, 

earlier writers challenged the dour and dreary caricature of Augustine, too.  

Eight years before Hannah Arendt’s doctoral dissertation on Augustine, the apparent 

“humanism” implied in statements like the second one above captured the wartime 

imagination of English political thinker J. N. Figgis. His still-cited 1921 book Political Aspects 

of S. Augustine’s City of God was seminal in the twentieth-century recovery of Augustine for 

modern politics, and in it, he advances a bold claim: “No one before or since [Augustine] 
                                                

109 David Bentley Hart, Atheist Delusions: The Christian Revolution and Its Fashionable Enemies 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 177. Other citations from Michael Lamb, 
Commonwealth of Hope, 2. See Garry Wills, Saint Augustine: A Life, 129. 
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taught more plainly the solidarity of man.” 110  By “solidarity of man,” Figgis means 

Augustine’s frequent assertion that proximus homini est omnis homo [‘every man is a neighbor’], 

an assertion which displays, according to Figgis, the seeds of a “humane, social, cultured 

ideal,” a latent “humanism” grounded in what Figgis calls “the fundamental likeness between 

man and man.”111 Christianity’s rise to moral and intellectual authority in the Western world, 

seen most decisively in Augustine, led to the emergence in world history of what Figgis 

alternately calls “a notion,” “a belief,” and “a sentiment”: humanism. “All people are 

neighbors to one another,” writes Augustine. “Ask nature. Is a person unknown to you? He 

is a human being. Is he an enemy? He is a human being. Is he a foe? He is a human 

being.”112  Figgis chalks up for this ‘notion’ momentous triumphs indeed: “Despite many 

inconsistencies, that sentiment remained unchanged. It helped to produce the French 

Revolution; it ended the slave-trade, and ultimately slavery.”113  

Figgis’s rhetoric is notably ambitious. But he is far from alone in proposing that 

moral values in Augustine, like early Christianity itself, denaturalized the slave system, 

softened relations between master and slave over time, and in this way, despite the absence 

of ‘outward’ resistance, ultimately undermined the basis of the pagan Roman slave system 

‘from within.’ Contemporary Augustinian Eric Gregory stands broadly in this tradition when 

he finds in Augustine a “deeply humanitarian ethic,” “a cultural and intellectual 

watershed.”114 In another text, as we have seen, he acknowledges what he calls Augustine’s 

                                                
110 Figgis, Political Aspects, 43. 
111 Figgis, Will to Freedom, 293. 
112 Sermo Denis 16.1, as cited in Gregory, Politics and the Order of Love, 356. 
113 Figgis, Will to Freedom, 294-5.  
114 Cf. Eric Gregory: In the context of an essay on domination, he writes: “The Christian 
rhetoric of love was an intellectual and cultural watershed. I think it is not hyperbole to think 
that if Augustine had not begun this reevaluation of classical philosophy and its world, we 
would live in a very different moral and political universe. He furnished a deeply 



   

  
101 

“often neglected moral criticisms of slavery,” further concedes “Augustine was no 

abolitionist,” but then appeals to Augustine’s rejection of natural slavery, among other things, 

in order to relativize the force of that concession.115 “It is not hyperbole to think,” Gregory 

writes, “that if Augustine had not begun this reevaluation of classical philosophy and its 

world, we would live in a very different moral and political universe.”116  

As variations upon the classic “amelioration thesis,” such claims are as ubiquitous as 

they are difficult to prove. That thesis—according to which Christianity’s moral culture 

softens master/slave relations—is now widely rejected among historians, notes Kyle Harper, 

who has written extensively about slavery in late Roman antiquity, but it was, he says, “the 

basis for a long-lived if superficial optimism about slavery in the Christian era, among 

ancient Christians and modern historians alike.”117 Indeed, Augustine himself had written: 

“You teach slaves to be faithful to their masters from a love of duty rather than from the 

necessity imposed on them by their status. You make masters more benign toward their 

slaves out of regard for the one God who is Master of both, and you dispose them to look 

after their interests rather than keep them down by force.”118  

Harper points out that the amelioration thesis has now “quietly faded from 

respectability” among historians while, perhaps more importantly, noting that it was never 

even clear what sort of evidence could prove such a thesis.119 After all, Augustine’s appeal to 

the shared category of the human, so celebrated by Figgis, appears just as easily in another 

sermon discussing the beating of slaves: if you are a Christian, Augustine suggests, then 
                                                                                                                                            

humanitarian ethic premised on concern for the suffering of creatures who bear the image of 
God” (Gregory, “Sympathy and Domination,” 37).  
115 Gregory, Politics and the Order of Love, 54.  
116 Gregory, “Sympathy and Domination,” 37. 
117 Harper, 209ff. 
118 De moribus ecclesiae catholicae 1.30.63, as quoted in Garnsey, 7. 
119 Harper, 210. 
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when you beat your slave, you do so not out of hatred but mercy: “you show pity precisely at 

the moment when you appear to be inflicting punishment.”120 Whether this adjustment of 

the master’s heart was celebrated by the person being whipped as “improving” the 

relationship is, of course, not with certainty possible to determine. The pervasiveness of 

flight surveyed above injects doubt.  

Here I want to suggest that when it comes to grappling with the significance of 

slavery in Augustine’s thought for today, we are best served neither by dismissing him as a 

pessimist, nor by resisting those dismissals by highlighting competing, surprisingly “humanist” 

or liberal strands of his thought and life (always with disclaimers to fend off charges of 

anachronism), nor still by a historicist debunking of theological naïveté. Each of these three 

approaches has enriched the conversation. But as valuable as each is, they have not yet 

enabled us to dig deeper into the problem of the master—the deep structural issue of 

reasoning while accepting the central legal fiction of slavery. This is the challenge which 

meets us in the lines which come next in Augustine’s sermon.   

These lines are worth quoting at some length, not only because they provide the 

context for what John Henry Hopkins found so useful in Augustine amidst the US Civil War, 

but because they show how literal and symbolic slavery in Augustine’s thought cannot be 

neatly disentangled. In this passage, both are drawn together inside the master’s house as, at 

once, a material arrangement of social life and a conceptual space for naming who God is, 

what politics is, what this present age is like. After citing Paul’s words to enslaved persons in 

Ephesians 6, Augustine expounds them as follows:  

[God] is the true and eternal slavemaster [dominus], whereas those others are 
masters only for a time. While you are walking in the way, living in this 
present life, Christ does not want to make you proud. Perhaps it happened 
                                                

120 New Sermon (Mainz 54) Ch. 4, lines 91-125, as quoted in Garnsey, 225. 
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that you, having become a Christian, found yourself subject to a human 
master. That is as it should be…he has not made slaves free, but turned bad 
slaves into good slaves.  
 
What a debt of gratitude rich people owe to Christ for bringing peace to their 
households! If in such a house there were an unbelieving slave and Christ 
were to convert him, he would not say to him, ‘Leave your master, for now 
you have come to know him who is your true master…’ No, that is not what 
Christ has said; rather he commands, ‘Do your duty as his slave.’121  
 

A passage like this complicates the common suggestion that certain theological insights in 

Augustine “might have” pressed him to reconsider his stance on slavery in a different era, 

since here, to the contrary, his discourse on slavery works quite seamlessly with precisely 

those insights—the model of pilgrimage, the totus Christus, the theme of pride and humility. 

In other words, the slavery discourse seems to work well with the very resources political 

Augustinians aim to recover, the same conceptual terrain we surveyed in Part 1. And so, 

what the previous three reading strategies—the pessimist Augustine, the civic Augustine, the 

historicist Augustine—haven’t quite brought into view is the constructive ethical questions 

which emerge at this site, as the very voice of Jesus is brought inside and echoes through the 

walls of the master’s house. Most inquiries have tended to ask whether Christian sensibilities 

challenged Roman slavery; but whether the answer is yes or no, the inverse question is often 

left unasked: how did slaveholder sensibilities—more precisely, the position of the master—

shape the grammar of Christian political thought? What effects emerge when the voice of 

Christ comes to pilgrims through the grammar of masters and slaves?  

                                                
121 Augustine, En Ps. 124.7. Although texts like the City of God and the Confessions are more 
well-known to modern readers, it’s worth remembering that Augustine’s Expositions of the 
Psalms, as one scholar point out, “dominat[ed] the interpretation of the Psalms in the West 
for more than a thousand years” (Augustine Through the Ages: An Encyclopedia, 290). 
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I am less interested, then, in identifying the possible “social consequences” of 

Augustine’s thought upon the slave system, whether good or bad,122 still less in anachronistic 

moral judgments of Augustine’s character. I am more interested in unfolding the moral 

significance of what emerges in this sermon, that is, in how life in the master’s household 

has shaped Augustine’s Christology, and thus, the significance of his political theology for 

readers who inhabit the afterlife of slavery and confront its racialized legacies in the present. 

To get at that, I think we need subtler, stronger analytic tools for grasping the logic of 

slavery itself, and for that in turn, I suggest we look to the immense resources of the African 

American intellectual tradition, particularly womanism and Black feminism, which arose 

from fugitive spaces and have long excavated the position of the master. 

 As one step in that direction, we might notice that when Christ’s voice emerges in 

Augustine’s sermon, it emerges in the subjunctive mood—the grammatical mood expressing 

wishes, doubts, possibilities. If there were an unbelieving slave in the master’s house, 

Augustine says, and if Christ were to convert him, and if that person wanted to leave, Christ 

would not tell him to become a fugitive; Christ instead would tell him, do your duty as his 

slave.123 This subjunctive mood implies something about the logic of mastery itself, I suggest, 

                                                
122 One recent essay which takes this approach is Joseph E. Capizzi, “From Slave to Friend: 
John 15, Philemon, and Slavery in Augustine,” in Sacred Scripture and Secular Struggles, ed. 
David V. Meconi, 235-249 (Leiden: Brill, 2015).  
123 It is all the more striking that here Augustine explicitly stages an instance of Christ 
“speaking” given that, as Rowan Williams notes (drawing from the work of many others), 
“in the Enarrations…the Psalms represent the unifying of the divine and the human voice in 
Christ.” In other words, for Augustine’s Enarrations, the Psalmist is already speaking in the 
voice of Christ, so that to explicitly invoke what Christ would say may be usefully read as an 
intensifying of the Christological significance of the statements issued here to masters and 
slaves. Further, it is all the more striking that for Augustine’s hermeneutics of the Psalms, 
“Jesus speaks in the voice of the suffering Christian” according to Williams, since in this 
passage (En. Ps. 124), I am arguing that Jesus’s voice is essentially the voice of the master 
camouflaged in the voice of the slave. See Rowan Williams, “Augustine as Interpreter of the 
Psalms,” On Augustine, 27. 
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something Hortense Spillers examines in her classic essay “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An 

American Grammar Book.” What Spillers notices from reading the legal codes of US slavery 

is that in order to sustain slavery’s underlying and fundamental contradiction—the 

“transforming [of] personality into property,” of person into thing—the legal code itself has to 

make recourse to the subjunctive mood.  In a sentence from the law like, “Slaves shall be reputed and 

considered real estate,” Spillers notices that “reputed and considered [function] as predicate 

adjectives that invite attention because they denote a contrivance, not an intransitive ‘is,’…The 

mood here—the ‘shall be’—is pointedly subjunctive, or the situation devoutly to be 

wished.”124  

What this insight from Spillers helps us see in the present context is twofold: first, if 

the subjunctive expresses wishes, doubts, possibilities, then when the subjunctive Christ of 

Augustine’s sermon appears, we may wish to ask: whose wishes are being expressed here? 

Whose anxieties, whose desires? Given that this Jesus denounces fugitive resistance as sinful, 

given that the explicit aim is to secure earthly peace for the master’s house, the answer to 

that question is clear enough—it is the master’s desires shaping who Christ is and what his 

voice sounds like. Second, what Spillers suggests is that the master’s subjunctive—his wishes 
                                                

124 Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe,” 235. I anticipate objections here from readers 
who believe the semantic and syntactical dynamics Spillers identifies cannot retain any 
intellectual force when applied elsewhere, in this case, to Augustine, and in response I offer 
two points: first, there certainly are features of her analysis specific to the modern context, 
but this aspect pertains to the central definitional feature of slavery itself—the contradictions 
which must be resolved as a result of slavery’s central premise, the transformation of person 
into property—apart from which slavery is not slavery at all; thus, such an objection would 
need to go beyond simply reminding us that Augustine’s slavery was in some sense 
“different” from what Spillers is analyzing, and instead identify some specific feature which, 
when considered properly, would materially alter the account offered here; Second, it is 
worth simply pausing over the fact that categories of analysis drawn from other domains of 
modern thought—whether philosophical, psychoanalytic, anthropological, etc.—are 
regularly employed to illumine ancient thinkers, but there seems to be something abut Black 
thought, and especially Black feminist thought, that is often assumed bound to context in a 
special way, insufficiently rigorous and expansive to do intellectual work more broadly. 
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and doubts, his desires and anxieties—is linked to a prior, underlying linguistic act: the 

transformation of person into property, that is, the enslaving logic of slavery itself. And so it 

is not only that the master’s Christ is a fantasy, but that it is a fantasy in response to slavery’s own 

wobbly construct—the regarding of person as property.125 It is the very unresolved antinomy of the 

chattel fiction, its unresolved and unresolvable act of self-deception, which calls into being 

the master’s illusory Christ. We might say, building from Saidiya Hartman’s term “scenes of 

subjection,” that the master’s house is a scene of subjunction, in which even the voice of God 

must be filtered through the self-deceptions the master needs to sustain his position as 

master. And this means, to the extent that a way of living has been built up around this 

position, the master is fundamentally unable to recognize, or at least, unable to truthfully 

acknowledge the very conditions of his own life. His own house is to him opaque. And thus, 

it is worth considering the deep structures underlying how, in Augustine’s thought, the 

master’s house—with its distinctive desires and anxieties and self-deceptions—gets built into 

the very grammar of Christian thought and the pilgrim’s politics.  

Thus, as Chapter 1 has already argued, Augustine’s slave “metaphors” reflect not the 

perspective of enslaved persons themselves—about which the sources tell us very little, but 

can only infer based on various acts of small resistance and occasional revolts—but only to 

the culture of the masters themselves. To acknowledge this is to acknowledge that the “slave” 

here is fundamentally an index of the mind of the master. Its referent is to the master’s own 

desires, wishes, reflections, meditations, not to that of the slave. And because the relation 
                                                

125 Lest this be misunderstood along the lines of those inclined to insert an entirely 
preposterous “just” in front of “construct”—those who say things like “race is just a social 
construct”—we should remember that slavery’s wobbly construct is, as Fred Moten reminds 
us, indeed a “necessarily fictional, but materially brutal, standpoint.” To call it a construct is 
not to call it less than real (Fred Moten, “Blackness and Nothingness (Mysticism in the 
Flesh),” South Atlantic Quarterly 112 (2013): 738-740).  
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between the two is always premised upon force, domination, antagonism, these metaphors 

built from the perspective of the master are a way of taking the master’s side against the slave. 

These, I want to suggest, are best understood as fictions in the master’s imagination, not 

unrelated to social reality, but a deceptive re-encoding of, and masking of social reality. What 

does it mean that Augustine’s slave discourse does something similar in valorizing the ideal 

of the good slave and denouncing the fugitive slave? 

This question points to the reality at the heart of the intellectual life in a slave society 

lies a vexing dilemma: The body of the enslaved person at once clarifies and confounds the 

categories of the master’s thought. Or put differently: the master cannot afford to stop 

talking about what the slave’s body means, on the stages of its theatres, in its philosophy and 

theology, in its political and social life, and at the same time, the master cannot afford to 

know the slave at all. On one hand, the body of the enslaved facilitates reflection upon 

various classic theological dilemmas: the nature of the passions, the intractability of the will, 

or, notably, the sort of relation humanity bears to God or the gods—a relation of total 

authority on the part of the master, total dependence on the part of the slave, and total 

devotion flowing from the latter to the former. Here the figure of the slave’s body lends 

clarity, making notoriously obscure relations—god to the self, the body to the soul—a little 

more transparent. These ‘figurative’ slave bodies, as we have seen, are ubiquitous in 

Augustine, but are also ubiquitous throughout western thought, highly variegated in purpose 

and meaning, and truly ancient—at least as old as Plato’s Phaedo: “we men are one of the 

chattels [ktemata] of the gods.”126  

On the other hand, the slave’s body also confounds—mixes up, scrambles, confuses, 

threatens the coherence of—the categories of the master’s thought. “As to most chattels,” 
                                                

126 Plato, Phaedo 62b-c, as quoted in Peter Garnsey, p. 16. 
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writes Plato in Laws, “it is easy enough both to see what they should be and to acquire them; 

but slaves present all kinds of difficulties. The reason is that our language about them is 

partly right and partly wrong; for the language we use both contradicts and agrees with our 

practical experience of them.”127 Some of ‘our’ language builds from the axiomatic truth that 

“one ought to own slaves that are as docile and good as possible,” indeed, that sometimes 

slaves have “proved themselves better in every form of excellence [arête, virtue] than 

brothers or sons” in protecting their masters’ interest. The ideal slave forms a very model of 

virtue. But “the opposite kind of language,” which Plato finds in no less a figure than Homer, 

considers virtue contrary to the very “soul of a slave,” which must instead be dealt with “like 

brute beasts,” marked by fundamental untrustworthiness. That kind of language, it seems to 

Plato, accords better with our “actual” or “practical” experience of slaves, which teaches us 

“the slave is no easy chattel.” How many “evils” result from slavery, Plato writes, from 

revolts in Messenia, to “crimes of all sorts” by the Corsairs, to the intriguing fact of the evils 

that seem to occur inevitably whenever slaves are kept “who speak the same tongue.” Call 

these, then, “actual” slave bodies—the sort which can appear on the surface of the masters’ 

speech only as bad slaves, stubborn and intransigent and revolting slaves, criminal slaves, 

slaves who band together in groups in the woods. These too are ubiquitous throughout the 

texts of Augustine and of western political thought, but they provide problems, not solutions. 

These are not a prism or a window through which to look at other problems. These resist 

reason. They are opaque.128   

                                                
127 Plato, Laws, book 6, lines 776b–c.  
128 My use of opacity here is directly indebted to the work of Charles Long. See Significations: 
Signs, Symbols and Images in the Interpretation of Religion (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1986), esp. 
in the essay “Freedom, Otherness, and Religion: Theologies Opaque.” 
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What’s striking here, in comparison to Augustine, is what Plato tacitly admits: the 

actual actions of enslaved bodies exert a kind of pressure back upon the master’s language, 

upon his ability to find in them a model either of goodness or dissolution, of virtue or vice. 

An unspoken break opens up, between the transparent slave and the opaque slave, the slave 

of the master’s imagination and the slave of his experience. At issue, then, is this instability 

of the master’s thought at the site of this disjuncture, this break. It runs aground on the 

slave’s fugitive motion. The figurative slave body, idealized for whatever conceptual purpose, 

exists inside the space of the master’s thought. This slave tells us more about how the master 

thinks than it does about the slave as an ‘actual’ agent acting in the world. This disjuncture, 

the aporia between the figurative body of the slave and the ‘actual’ body of the slave, is best 

seen as merely the surfacing at the level of text what Hortense Spillers already pointed to in 

highlighting the subjunctive mod: the underlying structural contradiction inherent in slavery 

itself—the transmutation of human into chattel, person into property, what Aimé Césaire 

calls “thingification,” what Bill Brown calls slavery’s “ontological scandal.”129 

At the heart of intellectual life in any genuine slave society—Augustine’s late 

antiquity, our slave-haunted global modernity—lies this underlying irresolution. 130  Its 

existence does not arise from contingent features of a particular time or place. It is not, in 

this sense, a “historical” problem, but a conceptual one. This irresolution is slavery’s logical 

center, the structure of thought which makes slavery slavery and around which all else turns: 

the collapse of the distinction between person and property—human and thing. This 

                                                
129 Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 1972), 42; Bill Brown, Other Things (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 249. 
130 “Slave society” is an influential concept associated with Moses Finley, distinguishing the 
great many societies who had slaves from the few “slave societies,” which possess not only 
large numbers of slaves but a system of economic life ordered around slavery, together with 
a culture in which slavery is a significant aspect. See Harper, 37ff. 
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collapse and its effects form the titular “problem of slavery” in the eminent historian David 

Brion Davis’s series of works. The notion of human property, or what Americans at the time 

called “property in man,” was theorized in James W. C. Pennington’s fugitive slave narrative, 

The Fugitive Blacksmith (1850), as “the chattel principle”:  “the being of slavery, its soul and 

body, lives and moves in the chattel principle, the property principle, the bill of sale 

principle; the cart-whip, starvation, and nakedness, are its inevitable consequences.” In what 

could be taken as a condensed version of the critical portion of my entire argument, he 

writes:  

This case [his narrative] presents the legitimate working of the great chattel 
principle. It is no accidental result—it is the fruit of the tree. You cannot 
constitute slavery without the chattel principle—and with the chattel 
principle you cannot save it from these results. Talk not then about kind and 
Christian masters. They are not masters of the system. The system is master 
of them…131  

 
In short, the chattel principle means that the act of enslavement, that is, the symbolic 

and legal and physical act of regard, in which, the master regards the slave as chattel, 

unleashes a set of contradictory demands: the master needs the person to be a thing (and so, 

not a person in the way that he, the master, is a person) and the master needs the person to 

be a person, with the unique faculties thereof, memory, speech, intelligence, and so on. 

(Otherwise, why not simply have an animal or a machine do it — it is no coincidence that 

slaves are so often likened to animals and machines). This is to make no claim about the 

subjective inner state of the individual slaveholder. As Pennington says, it does not matter 

whether the masters are “kind and Christian.” It is a claim about the logical structure of the 

chattel relation itself. The chattel principle, in this way, unleashes a cleavage between “the 

                                                
131 James W. C. Pennington, The Fugitive Blacksmith (London: Gilpin, 1850). See also Walter 
Johnson, Soul By Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University, 1999).  
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slave” as regarded chattel by the master, and the enslaved person as she actually exists. (This 

is not identical, but isomorphic with the factors which generate Du Bois’s famous double 

consciousness.)132 The slave holder cannot afford to acknowledge the latter. He nevertheless 

may, indeed, at some level surely does believe in the existence of the latter. But the structural 

position of the master binds him from acknowledging it, that is, from formally recognizing the 

non-thinghood, the personhood of the slave.133  

At issue is the very center of the dilemma of doing ethics in the afterlife of slavery: 

“In a post-slave society where the historical victory of the enslaved stratum was incomplete,” 

writes Black Studies luminary Cedric Robinson, “the question of the humanity of the 

enslaved people would linger.”134 In other words, the chattel principle with its traumatic 

effects lingers. He identifies two consequences from this lingering, this haunting question, 

both of which hold together to animate my project as a whole. First is the fact of the 

slaveholder’s bind, the problem of the master: “We now ‘know’ what the master class 
                                                

132 “Blacks, the colored races, caught up into this net of the imaginary and symbolic 
consciousness of the West, rendered mute through the words of military, economic, and 
intellectual power, assimilated as if by osmosis structures of this consciousness of oppression. 
This is the source of the doubleness of consciousness made famous by W. E. B. Du Bois. 
But even in these symbolic structures there remained the inexhaustibility of the opaqueness of this symbol for 
those who constituted the ‘things’ upon which the significations of the West deployed its meanings” (Long, 
Significations, 204). In some sense, what I have put on display is the way that, from its earliest 
formative moments, the emerging Latin Christian theological tradition put in place a set of 
interpretive habits by internalizing slave metaphors from the side of the master, namely, a set 
of habits which invoked the meanings of “bodies” under one’s control, oblivious—
criminally so—to the ways the persons “caught” in the net of those meanings remained 
opaque, fugitive, elsewhere.  
133 This superficially resembles the problem of ‘recognition’ in Hegel’s master/slave dialectic, 
but I want to suggest what it poses is a different dilemma. The difference is that, in Hegel’s 
scheme, ‘the slave’ reciprocates the master’s struggle for recognition, such that the conflict is 
driven by the slave’s longing for standing, for occupying the position of the recognized. What 
happens when the enslaved moves elsewhere and in excess of this desire for standing? This 
open question is indexed in the movement of the fugitive and in the outlaw spaces of the 
woods beyond the roadside. 
134 Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill, 
NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 125. 
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certainly knew but for so long publicly denied only to be confronted with the truth in its 

nightmares, its sexual fantasies, and rotting social consciousness: the enslaved were human 

beings.”135 In the racialized aftermath of a slave society, the slaveholder’s bind lingers too—

his disavowals rooted in an affective distaste, his subjunctive Christ in various guises, his 

silences, his turning away from the questions posed by race, and thus his self-imposed 

blindness concerned the conditions of his own life. But second, Robinson underscores that 

the effort of historians to restore the human status of enslaved actors is not satisfactory. The 

point is not simply to “include” the enslaved in a preexisting framework of ‘the human.’136 

Rather, “the more authentic question was not whether the slaves (and the ex-slaves and their 

descendants) were human. It was, rather, just what sort of people they were…and could 

be.”137 It is this open question which Black radical thought negotiates: not the inclusion of 

Black “subjects” within preexisting categories of thought, but the destabilizing, unmaking, 

and remaking of conceptual frameworks—citizenship, democracy, civic virtue, and more—

through the specificities of the Black intellectual tradition.  

In complex and interesting ways, then, the texts from Black religious and political 

thought surveyed in Part 4 below are premised on a different act than inclusion or 

recognition: the slave in flight, the fugitive, the one who is indifferent to, or at least not 

invested in, the master’s recognition. With this act, “the slave” and the agent moving 

beneath that term are separated. A break opens up. And the space that opens means that 

“the slave” who has formed the object of the master’s desire, the scene and screen in which 

the master thinks about himself, is revealed to be a phantom, a ghost. The chattel principle 

means the master is structurally positioned inside his own opaque position, inside his own 
                                                

135 Robinson, Black Marxism, p. 125. 
136 Cf. Walter Johnson, “On Agency,” full citation above. 
137 Robinson, Black Marxism, 125 (italics and ellipsis original). 
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forgetting, his own unknowing, his own scene of subjunction.138  To imagine oneself a 

master means nothing more than this: to embrace a social position which is finally 

inscrutable to itself. A position which has routed its own identity through the slave’s, and the 

slave’s through the fiction of the chattel principle, and for this structural reason, rather than 

any particular moral deficiency, cannot afford to see itself clearly. And this means, that just to the 

extent that a household has been built up around this position, the master is fundamentally 

unable to recognize, or at least, unable to truthfully acknowledge the very conditions of his 

own life. At some level, the master knows this, and has always known this, and thus is prone 

to alternating bouts of anxiety and melancholy: anxiety when the slave is here, melancholia 

when the slave is gone.139 This wobbliness to the master’s thought, its internally-ensured 

instability, foundering on its own incoherence, is explored with great depth and clarity in the 

opening to Cedric Robinson’s Forgeries of Memory and Meaning: “…because the regimes are 

cultural artifices, which catalog only fragments of the real, they inevitably generate fugitive, 

unaccounted-for elements of reality” (xiii). This notion of the “unaccounted-for” is a precise 

articulation of what Plato admits above and what I am suggesting must be unfolded within 

Augustine. It is the Black intellectual tradition which has analyzed this instability most 

effectively, in key part because it has always known—unlike for instance, Foucault’s circular 

theory of power—that the ‘object’ on which the master’s power operates precedes the capture 

                                                
138 On this point, my thinking is indebted to Hortense Spillers, who tracks this specific 
dynamic—the opacity which racial thinking imposes on both the dominant and the 
subjugated—in a profound and searching excavation of the “tragic mulatto/a figure” in 
American culture: “The fictions and realities of domination are not only opaque (not 
everywhere and at once visible) to the subject (and narrated) community, but also remain 
evasive, in their authentic character as raw and violent assertion, to the dominant (and 
narrating) community” (emphases original). See “Notes on an Alternative Model—
Neither/Nor” in Black, White, and In Color (310). 
139 Cf. Ann Cheng, The Melancholy of Race (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
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of power, and in fact, calls that project of capture into being, and thus, does not resist it so 

much as is resisted by it.140 

Part 4.  
Fugitive possibilities in the afterlife of slavery 
  

The work worth doing, I have suggested, is not to condemn or vilify Augustine, but 

to encounter his conceptual world in a way that pushes pilgrims who are masters toward 

confrontations with our own houses, so to speak, to reckon with our forms of thought and 

life as legacies of mastery, particularly those of us who—by way of intersecting vectors of 

power: whiteness, class, education, and so on—inhabit the afterlife of the master’s position 

in the present. What would it mean for us to find in Augustine, illumined by Black thought, 

an occasion for confronting our own self-deceptions about the conditions and 

contradictions of our lives? 

It is tempting, I think, for a theological ethics sensitive to the concerns thus raised, to 

try to make a striking move in the wake of the master’s Christ: from the subjunctive to the 

indicative. To say something like: that Christianity was entangled with the master’s fantasy, 

but real Christianity is on the side of the enslaved person’s reality, and thus we can save 

Christianity from itself. But it is, in a sense, too early and too late for that. Too early in that, 

really, we do not yet know what a political order fully beyond the one John Henry Hopkins 

defended might look like. Black thinkers long before Afro-Pessimism alerted us to the way 

the racial order of slavery survives its abolition, haunting the present scene. And it is too late 

in that there is too much blood already on the ground, too many silences and lost traumas in 

the archive, too many drowned in the sea, too many violated wombs, too many families torn 

                                                
140 Citations and elaborations and revisions needed here. This is obviously a tendentious 
statement with multiple claims that, upon revisions, will need to be worked through more 
carefully. 
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apart. It will not work simply to claim, from the privilege of the present, that ‘true’ 

Christianity, ‘is’ on the side of the slave, with the certainty of the indicative mood.  

Perhaps the move to make is to acknowledge a quieter, more impossible task. Here 

something like a counter-subjunctive might emerge, the one Saidiya Hartman signals when 

she writes of her own work: “Is it possible to exceed or negotiate the constitutive limits of 

the archive? By advancing a series of speculative arguments and exploiting the capacities of the 

subjunctive…in fashioning a narrative…I intended both to tell an impossible story and to 

amplify the impossibility of its telling.”141 The notion of modes of belonging otherwise, to 

borrow language from Ashon Crawley, even of forms of faith and practice otherwise, 

perhaps these call us not to abandon the archives we’ve inherited, but rather to take them up 

toward these impossibilities, in fugitive flight toward a world that does not yet exist.142 What 

if the move is not from subjunctive to indicative, but from the subjunctive to the counter-

subjunctive mode, learning to fantasize differently, what Moten calls “fantasy in the hold,” 

what Robin D. G. Kelley calls “freedom dreams”?143 Hence, the would-be pilgrim citizen 

must discern which subjunctively expressed set of possibilities—which middle-distance 

values, wishes, doubts, desires—will form her movement through this world: the longing to 

restore order, to retain the slave within the proper alignment of the household and city? Or 

the longing to imagine alternatives, to take flight, to reconceive intimacies beneath the 

master’s gaze? 

I have not argued that Augustine is simply “baptizing” the Roman household with a 

Christian seal of endorsement; to the contrary, my point is that this household is neither 

                                                
141 Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” 11. 
142 Ashon T. Crawley, Black Pentecostal Breath: The Aesthetics of Possibility (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2017), 2.   
143 Moten, “Blackness and Nothingness,” 744. 
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resisted nor repeated, but rather, it is recalibrated in the terms of an emerging Christian vision 

of political order. But this recalibration has retained the project of mastery. We know this 

because it hasn’t bothered to ask about, and indeed, couldn’t bear to know, the perspective 

of the enslaved about what the master’s house is and is about and how it relates to the new 

social space of God in Christ. The master’s house is a shorthand for the symbolic structure, 

the old symbolic architecture, which Augustine goes on inhabiting but in a new way, thus 

coming to enjoy it for its own sake, rather than setting off, restlessly, in search of a 

homeland that does not yet exist. The master’s house is indeed a house: a dwelling place, a 

scene of restored comfort and safety. For Augustinian thought, the house continues to plays 

this role, as I suggested in the discussion of Rowan Williams’ classic essay above. What 

Augustinians want out of Augustine is built into the concrete foundation, the door jambs, 

the framing, the sheet rock, of this house of the master. There is no question that nonwhite 

Christianities, or what Charles Long calls “theologies opaque,” have fled this house.144 These 

enact a fugitive Christ, rather than the subjunctive Christ who is the master’s good son now 

in the ‘form of the slave,’ as I turn to examine in the next chapter. The question is whether 

white Augustinians will preserve this house, make it ever kinder, ever gentler, ever more self-

deceived. Or whether they will open it to acts of Black reconstruction, fundamental 

transformation.  

In an extended way, I am interested in the problems which this symbolic form, the 

master’s house—and with it, the subjunctive Christ of the master—generates for those who 

would look to Augustine for normative resources. And yet, my inquiry, and the critical tools 

it brings to the analysis is, in a certain sense, subjunctive too. If James Cone is right, if God 

is Black, what would this mean for the Christ of the Augustinians? That is, if God has 
                                                

144 Long, Significations, 204. 
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fundamentally revealed Godself in the Exodus event of liberating the slaves of Israel from 

the masters of Egypt, and in the Christ event of “taking the form of the slave,” and in 

Mary’s proclamation that the messiah would “set the captives free,” and in that messiah’s 

execution in the paradigmatic manner of the rebellious slave, if all that is the case, then 

would does this mean for the symbolic space of the master’s house? Of course, Augustinians 

may simply wish to say God is not black. God is not on the side of the slaves, but beyond 

such sides altogether. This option is available, indeed, it is the default position. But if 

Augustinians wish to contend with the world as we have it, haunted by slavery’s afterlife, 

then they may wish to explore alternatives.  

I have argued that, when accepted by the pilgrim, the evaluative regime of “good” 

slaves and “bad” slaves—even as an ambivalent frame for pursuing earthly peace in the 

city—places the pilgrim at odds with other kinds of social subjects, those whose very 

position in society constrains their ability to share in any of its goods, and wittingly or no, 

aligns the pilgrim with the interests of the masters. The responsible historian must remain 

skeptical as to whether enslaved persons ever internalized this evaluative view of the moral 

life as their own. We can never know this for sure, insofar as the historical evidence provides 

only the most fleeting, indirect, and opaque points of access to the viewpoint of enslaved 

persons. But we do know slaves resisted: fled, stole, lied, stopped work, and occasionally, 

physically confronted their masters, sometimes to the point of revolt. This drives us back to 

the ‘iconic’ Confessions scene of the road leading from summit to homeland through the 

woods, but this time, in whatever limited ways we can, we must seek out the vantage from 

the woods, not the road.  

Accessing any sense of that vantage is no easy task. And yet given the near-total 

absence of enslaved perspectives preserved from antiquity, late ancient historians 
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increasingly turn to do comparative work with New World slavery, carefully marking its 

disjunctures as well as its often striking continuities.145 This comparative sensibility is already 

familiar to political Augustinians, who have long contended that Augustine’s best insights 

can be translated, mutatis mutandis, into parallel dilemmas of modern political life. In this 

chapter, I have argued that if pilgrimage and citizenship are Augustinian concepts which 

travel, so too are the unresolved dilemmas of the iconic roadside scene, posed by the 

unheard vantage of the fugitive. In conclusion, then, I want to make brief suggestive 

comments in this direction, first by building from one of the most lucid theorizations of 

black fugitivity, Neil Robert’s recent Freedom as Marronage, then by proposing two avenues for 

further Augustinian inquiry.  

Bringing together historical and normative camps of political theory, Roberts builds 

political concepts from the maroon communities which sprang up from Brazil to Haiti to 

Venezuela to the US: marronage names the phenomenon of fugitive slaves in flight from the 

plantation system into the surrounding woods, hills, and mountains, who from there, in the 

shadows of colonial empire, reconstructed political life otherwise. Once in a discussion of 

City of God, I listened as a senior Augustine scholar suggested one simply cannot think 

politically from the vantage of the subjugated, since precisely as the subjugated, they do not 

construct political order. This apparent impossibility is precisely what Roberts enacts, 

bringing his theoretical elaborations on marronage into wide-ranging constructive dialogue 

with theorists from Rousseau to Hannah Arendt to Philip Pettit. As we try to reconstruct the 

vantage of the fugitive along the road, one especially promising insight worth flagging is the 

technical distinction Roberts draws between what he terms “sovereign marronage” and 

                                                
145 Here again, it is vital to continue to track with Long’s words about the opacity of oppressed 
persons in their experience, ever mindful of the tendency to make them again “transparent.”  
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“sociogenic marronage.” Simplifying for our purposes here, sovereign marronage names 

freedom struggles which culminate in a reproduction of the very order of sovereignty from 

which maroons took flight.  

By contrast, sociogenic marronage is an enactment of freed social life which does not 

simply mimic the sovereign world, nor make a bid for inclusion within it, nor merely stand in 

a “negative” or deconstructive relation to politics. Rather, sociogenic marronage has been 

poetically conjured by Caribbean thinkers in the image of the Sea: the space of Middle 

Passage and the slave trade reemerges as the source of life, where a new sociality, a new 

ecology of relation is born. And this image of the sea converges, surprisingly, with one of 

Augustine’s own images, indeed, the only ‘positive’ image of fugitivity in his texts I’ve yet 

found: when Augustine reads Exodus, as Israel crosses the sea in flight from her masters, 

Augustine sees a moving image of baptism: a new community emerges from the waters. 

(Sermon 4, 9). Yet unlike the examples above, here he doesn’t blur the lines between the 

metaphorical and literal: he doesn’t tell slaves to take flight and do likewise. Pressing 

Augustine’ logic beyond himself, what would it mean to rethink baptism in this way, as 

initiation into the ancient and fugitive movements of God’s people? Second, Stewart-

Kroeker highlights the fact that the beauty of Christ looks to the world like ugliness and 

deformity.146 This key Augustinian insight prompts a question by analogy at the roadside 

scene: what if Christ’s obedience to the God of Exodus can only look to the world like 

disobedience to masters, only sound like a rustling in the woods?  

In the iconic roadside scene I have been examining in this chapter, as Sarah-Stewart 

Kroeker points out, in addition to the figures of pilgrims and fugitives, it is significant that 

the scene “evokes the imperial Roman road system,” and thus is “a kind of imperial 
                                                

146 Stewart-Kroeker, 88. 
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discourse.” And yet, because ultimately Christ himself is figured as this royal road, 

“Augustine also subverts the very terms of imperial dominance, for Christ’s is the way of 

humility.” 147  The next chapter takes up the limits and possibilities of this enduring 

Augustinian hope—that the humility of Christ is subversive, that it enables pilgrims to walk 

the old road in a new way. 

                                                
147 Stewart-Kroeker, 68-9. 



     

Chapter 3 
 
The Form of  the Slave :  
Chris t  and the Pol i t i c s  o f  Humil i ty  
 
 
“The way is first humility, second humility, third humility…If you ask and as often as 
you ask about the rules of the Christian religion, I would answer only, ‘Humility.’” 
AUGUSTINE, ep. 118.22 
 
“In that order of peace which prevails among men when some are placed under 
others, humility is as profitable to those who serve as pride is harmful to those who 
rule…” 
AUGUSTINE, civ. 19.15 
 
 
Introduction  
Humility in Augustine and Augustinianism  
 

In Book 7 of the Confessiones, Augustine states that the Platonic books gave him a 

great deal of knowledge—about time, materiality, and knowledge itself—but there is one 

thing they did not give him: “the form of the slave.” “In reading the Platonic books,” he 

writes, “I found expressed in different words, and in a variety of ways, that the Son, ‘being in 

the form of the Father did not think it theft to be equal with God’…But that ‘he took on 

himself the form of a slave’…that these books do not have.”1 The forma Dei of Philippians 

2:6, they gave him; the forma servi of verse 7, they lacked. Why is the form of the slave so 

crucial for Augustine, such that he finds in it a synecdoche for all that was missing from 

Platonic wisdom? In short, the slave form of Christ is where God has most decisively 

“shown humanity the way of humility” (conf. 7.9.13). For Augustine, the via humilitatis sets us 

                                                
1 conf. 7.9.14. Unless otherwise noted, the version quoted is Henry Chadwick’s translation. 
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free from bondage to superbia, pride, the supreme and supremely self-defeating vice of 

humankind.  

According to the Augustinus-Lexikon, the words humilitas and humilis appear more than 

2,400 times in Augustine’s writings.2 Humility is central to the Confessions’s treatment of the 

limits of Neoplatonic wisdom, De Trinitate’s account of the incarnate mission of the Son, and 

the City of God’s critique of the Roman desire for domination. Calls for humility pervade his 

sermons as ubiquitously as its antonym—superbia, pride—appears in polemical descriptions 

of foes in each major controversy. Little surprise, then, that humility also plays such a central 

role in the ongoing revival of political Augustinianism as a virtue that enables a distinctly 

Christian form of participation in public life.  

In the previous pages, I’ve examined how this political Augustinian project has 

neglected to grapple with the central place of slavery in Augustine’s thought, not only as a 

social institution he occasionally defends, but as a wide-ranging symbolic resource, as a set of 

metaphors that animates his articulation of sin, virtue, desire, God—the very conceptual 

resources Augustinians wish to recover for the present. The previous chapter mapped out 

three rough coordinates of peregrinatio politics, with one of them being the shift from the 

institutional-structural level of postwar Augustinian debates to the ‘middle-distance’ level of 

more recent civic Augustinian debates, which have turned to focus primarily upon the 

virtues, habits, and values of citizens in pluralist societies. There I began to show how 

attending to the presence of slavery in Augustine’s world and the afterlife of slavery in our 

own confounds a neat distinction between these two levels. The structural level of slavery 
                                                

2 Cornelius Mayer, ‘Humilitas’, in Augustinus-Lexikon, ed. Cornelius Mayer et al., 5 vols. (Basel, 
1986), 3.443–56 (438, 450). As cited in Katrin Ettenhuber, Donne’s Augustine: Renaissance 
Cultures of Interpretation  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 109, f. 14.  
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and one’s social position within the ‘earthly peace’ the institution provides cannot but shape 

precisely how one conceives goodness and badness, virtues and vices. In this chapter, I am 

interested in the concept of humility as one such virtue—indeed the central one for 

Augustine without which the others are impossible—and in particular, in Augustine’s 

preoccupation with the forma servi, the form of the slave concept he draws from Philippians 

2:5-11. 3 The form of the slave is a crucial site of Augustine’s articulation of humility and its 

closely related theme, obedience.4 In Lewis Ayres’s Augustine and the Trinity, he notes that in 

the text of Philippians 2, and especially in the words the “form of the slave,” Augustine has 

found not only an exegetical tool, but “a comprehensive conception of what it means to read 

scriptural accounts of Christ at this moment in the life of faith.”5 Ayres calls this Augustine’s 

“Panzer text,” a kind of “tank” he trundles onto the battlefield of doctrinal struggle, mowing 

down all heterodox positions in its path.6  

My purpose in this chapter is neither to give an overview of Augustinian humility in 

general, nor to provide a “pure” intellectual reconstruction of how this Panzer text functions 

throughout Augustine’s thought. Instead, I am interested in what we may call the politics of 

humility, and so also,  in how Augustine’s Panzer text finds a symbolic home for humility in 

the figure of the enslaved body—a figure that takes on particular significance in Augustine’s 

christology. Although humility plays a key role in modern political Augustinianism, it 
                                                

3 “It is not that there are no other commandments that should be mentioned [besides 
humility], but unless humility precedes and accompanies and follows upon all our good 
actions and is set before us to gaze upon, set alongside for us to cling to, and set over us to 
crush us down, pride tears the whole benefit from our own hand…” ep. 118.22. 
4 The centrality of obedience to Augustine’s ethics, especially conceptions of justice, has 
generally been underappreciated and undertheorized. “In human beings and in every rational 
creature,” writes Augustine, “obedience is the source and the perfection of all justice. So true 
is this that obedience is singled out as the major difference between” Adam and Christ. En. 
Ps. 71.6.  
5 Lewis Ayres, Augustine and the Trinity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 146.  
6 Ayres, 144. 
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functions there with little reference to the way Augustine himself talked about it: namely, in 

and through the symbolic resources of a slave system that remained utterly central to Roman 

life in Augustine’s time.7 How should modern Augustinians—who themselves inhabit a 

racialized afterlife of slavery in the present—assess the normative significance of this slave 

christology which lies at the heart of Augustine’s vision of humility as both a religious and 

civic virtue? Based on the preceding, one might expect this project to advance a broadly 

‘Nietzschean’ critique of Augustinian humility as mere “slave morality,” but for at least three 

reasons, this is not the case.  

First and most basically, I follow Jennifer Glancy in casting doubt upon whether the 

virtues associated with so-called slave morality—humility, industry, patience, etc.—should 

not rather be treated as “slaveholder morality,” that is, as the “moral values that slaveholders 

extolled for slaves.” 8  This indicates the overarching orientation of this project to the 

problem of the master. Second, granting the first point, it is easy enough to find places 

where Augustine, like all those broadly aligned with the slaveholder-generated Roman codes 

of acceptable moral behavior, exhorts slaves to be humble. In the previous chapter’s 

extended discussion of the master’s Christ in En. Ps. 124.7 for instance, Augustine reminds 

enslaved persons, “Christ does not want to make you proud.” But to focus on this alone—

the exhortation to enslaved persons to be humble—would be to risk reducing Augustine’s 

thought to mere ideological utility, as though his theological and political innovations are, in 

                                                
7  Kyle Harper concludes his massive study of slavery during Augustine’s era with a 
restatement of this central point: “The inhabitants of the Roman world insisted on the 
centrality of slavery in sexual rules, in habits of violence, in the economy of honor, in the 
material realm of production, in the legal order. In the mind of the preacher whose words 
have so often served as our guide, the world was inconceivable without slavery. The 
household and the city, the rich and the poor, the urban and the rural: slavery was implicated in 
every aspect of social life” (Harper, 509) (emphasis mine). 
8 Jennifer Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 132. 
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the end, simply epiphenomenal to an underlying commitment to preserving a certain social 

arrangement. R. W. Dyson’s account comes rather close to this approach when he explains 

Augustine’s views on slavery by appealing to Augustine’s supposed “conservative habit of 

mind,” the purpose of which is simply “to defend and justify the arrangements that we find 

in this world, notwithstanding the flawed and unworthy character of those arrangements.”9  

But this is not my argument, nor do I find much explanatory power in a quasi-

psychologizing appeal to “moderation and conservatism [as] typical of his general attitude to 

the arrangements by which earthly life is regulated.”10 While I have demonstrated that indeed 

the position of the master shapes Augustine’s moral and political thought, it is not my 

argument that Augustine is simply ‘baptizing’ or ‘sacralizing’ the Roman ethic of mastery. To 

the contrary, my argument is that in his rigorous theological work, he is transforming it, 

recalibrating it within the terms of an emerging conception of Christian political order, at a 

particularly unstable moment in which it is far from clear that such a conception will win the 

day.11  

And so, third, my argument in what follows does not focus on the humility which is 

proper to enslaved persons, as that sort of humility reflects, in a fairly straightforward and 

therefore not particularly interesting way, the standard framework of slaveholder morality. 

Put in the terms of the epigraph from civ. 19 above, I focus not on the first clause but the 

                                                
9 R. W. Dyson, St. Augustine of Hippo: The Christian Transformation of Political Philosophy (London: 
Continuum, 2005), 90.  
10 Dyson, 110. 
11 Charles Mathewes notes a relevant, common misperception: “[Augustine’s] magisterial De 
civitate Dei is commonly read as a ‘Charter of Christendom’ for an era safely converted to the 
church and in which wise bishops counsel pious emperors; but recent historical research, 
and the recently rediscovered Divjak letters, depict a setting far more superficially, partially, 
and provisionally Christian than this, suggesting that Augustine’s massive work was more an 
attempt to attain some small influence with an imperial administration largely indifferent to 
the squealing of bishops” (Mathewes, Evil and the Augustinian Tradition, 62n5). 
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second: not on the fact that, within the order of earthly peace which pilgrims value, 

“humility is…profitable to those who serve,” but on the fact that “pride is harmful to those 

who rule.”12 My argument thus concerns exclusively the significance and the character of the 

humility Augustine proposes for masters—and by extension, of that humility which gets 

transferred, in the Augustinian “democratic translation” project, into virtue for Christian 

citizens in democratic orders, whose humility is enlisted to foster earthly peace amidst 

pluralism and subvert the “pride” of modern liberalism. More specifically: my argument is (a) 

that the humilitas of Christ in the “form of the slave” must be grasped as the central site of an 

Augustinian transformation of the project of Roman mastery, and (b) that contrary to much 

Christian hope for the “subversive” possibilities of Augustine’s critique of superbia, the 

humble Christian master is best understood as offering a critique, but not an overcoming of, 

or a moving beyond the project of mastery. Counter-intuitively, I will argue that humility is 

better understood as itself providing the distinctly Christian mode of exercising mastery. In 

this way, I aim to respond to what I anticipate as one of the strongest overall objections to 

the project: how can Augustinianism display “the problem of the Christian master” when 

Augustine railed incessantly against pride, extolled humility, and decried the libido dominandi 

which “enslaves” those who long to be masters of others?13 

This chapter advances my extended response to this question in four parts. Part 1 

surveys the central role of Augustine’s account of humility in modern political 

Augustinianism, with particular focus on the way humility is thought to undermine, subvert, 

or offer an alternative to the “pride” of modern secular liberalism. Part 2 tracks the slave 

christology of Augustine’s “Panzer text” (Philippians 2), looking first at De trinitate books 1 

                                                
12 civ. 19.15. 
13 civ. 1, preface. 
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and 2, suggesting that this symbolic use of slavery—and the moral significance of that use—

is clarified when read alongside a key passage in Tractates on the Gospel of John. I then examine 

how this slave christology functions in two of the “new” Dolbeau sermons which display a 

feature of Augustine’s slavery discourse that has received little scholarly attention, namely, 

the image of the master’s house as a domus with a three-layered hierarchy: at level one is the 

dominus (the master), level two the servus (the slave), and level three a servus vicarius, that is, a 

slave who belongs to the slave of position two as part of his peculium. I’ll suggest that 

humility for Augustine has much to do with inhabiting position two in that hierarchy—the 

one who, precisely insofar as he is a good and faithful slave to his Dominus, is now fit to be a 

master of others. Tracking these symbolic forms, I argue, while drawing from Black studies’ 

critique of slavery in a neglected passage of Orlando Patterson’s legendary Slavery and Social 

Death, enables us to allow that Augustinian humility is a critique and “subversion” of 

masculinist Roman ideals of mastery, as modern Augustinians often claim (and celebrate).14 

But it also presses us to consider that precisely in this critique Augustine risks reproducing 

humility itself as a new, distinctly Christian style of mastery over the bodies of slaves and 

others. Part 3 displays the significance of that claim by considering the problem of the 

Christian master in several key reception histories from the modern racial world. In Part 4 of 

this chapter, I’ll make a case that the underlying issue in proposing humility for masters is 

that it is an attempted “reconciliation” project of the splitting of the human flesh into master 

and slave, one which is ultimately incoherent, and thus instead prompts a return to the 

question of the vulnerability of human flesh itself in Black ethical thought.  

 
                                                

14 Orlando Patterson, Slavery as Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2018).  
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Part 1 
Humility in Contemporary Augustinian Political Thought 

It is not surprising that appeals to humility pervade contemporary Augustinian 

thought, in view of how indisputably common humilitas and humilis are within Augustine’s 

writings and how central a role humility as a concept plays in his epistemological, theological, 

moral, and political thought. My aim here is to sketch three basic ways this humility 

discourse most often functions in political Augustinianism’s response to the ethical 

conditions of liberal modernity: (a) with respect to liberal modernity’s secularity, Augustinians 

invoke humility as a check to the “pride” of western societies’ attempt to organize social and 

political life around the human and humanism without reference to God; (b) with respect to 

liberal modernity’s plurality, Augustinians invoke humility as a resource for heavenly citizens 

to live peaceably among their neighbors; and (c) with respect to modern critiques of 

Augustine, Augustine’s invocation of humility and his critique of the libido dominandi often 

serve to fend off various reductive moral judgments against Augustine himself. Here, as in 

earlier chapters, we will note certain instances of ‘disavowal’ of the conditions of racial 

modernity.  

1.a.  August inian humil i ty  against  secular pr ide 

 At the heart of this strand of Augustinian humility discourse is a framework 

according to which the contrast between Christian belief and its absence just is the 

distinction between humility and pride.15 We see this framework expressed concisely in 

Charles Norris Cochrane’s famous Yale lectures on “Augustine and the Problem of Power”: 

“To acknowledge God in this sense is…the first demand of Christian faith; the point of 

                                                
15 Stewart-Kroeker, p. 33-35. 
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divergence between Christian humility and secular pride.”16 Thus, the absence of belief 

glimpsed in Augustine’s polemics against paganism transfers neatly to the absence of 

institutionally-legitimated belief at the heart of modern secularity. In a striking and elegant 

revisionist history of modern pride, Julia E. Cooper begins by noting the likeliest source of 

the enduring Christian value of humility: “Augustine offers what is arguably the canonical 

account of humility’s meaning and value.”17 This canonical account did not remain locked in 

antiquity. Rather, Cooper is interested in showing that by “the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, many thinkers adopted Augustine’s Christian humility/pagan pride antithesis as 

the authoritative framework for understanding humility…As Augustine establishes the terms 

of the debate, humility provides the litmus test separating Christianity from paganism.”18 

This line of demarcation would prove not only crucial to “the continued prestige of 

Augustinian ethics in the seventeenth century,”19 but also useful for the renaissance of 

Augustinian ethics at the end of the twentieth. Indeed, Augustine’s radical critique of Roman 

pride and concomitant valorization of Christian humility has proved an irresistible resource 

for modern Christian critiques of secular pride under liberalism.  

A particularly striking iteration of both the appeal to Augustinian humility against 

secular pride and the implicit disavowal of race is in Oliver O’Donovan’s Desire of Nations, 

which we’ve discussed above. There O’Donovan not only claims that it is the role of the 

church to teach the state how to be humble—“to instruct it in the ways of the humble 

state”20—but also proposes that it is the loss of distinctly religious humility that is to blame 

                                                
16 Recently republished in Charles Norris Cochrane, Augustine and the Problem of Power: The 
Essays and Lectures of Charles Norris Cochrane, ed. David Beer (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2017), 92. 
17 Julia E. Cooper, Secular Powers: Humility in Modern Political Thought, 1.  
18 Cooper, Secular Powers: Humility in Modern Political Thought, 23 
19 Cooper, Secular Powers: Humility in Modern Political Thought, 27. 
20 O’Donovan, Desire, p. 219. 
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for our collective hesitancy about the detection and punishment of crime, a loss of trust in 

the God who will have mercy on whom he will have mercy:  

Christian liberalism taught judges to look over their shoulders when they 
pronounced on fellow-sinners’ crimes…Ex-Christian liberalism inherited all 
the hesitancy; but, no longer grounded in religious humility, it became moral 
insecurity. From this springs the haunted unease with which the West views 
its own agents of law, an unease which cries out unmistakably from the 
incessant flow of police dramas that flicker across our television screens. We 
have made the detection and punishment of major crime more efficient than 
any other society, yet we believe in it less. When we punish we feel we have 
betrayed somebody.21  

 
For O’Donovan, the “haunted unease” western society feels toward its punishment of crime 

has nothing much to do either with the European histories of producing criminality through 

regimes of reason and unreason, as in Foucault’s famous genealogy, nor with the specifically 

antiblack continuity of slave ship, plantation, and prison.22 Rather, it is the loss of “religious 

humility” which leads us to “feel we have betrayed somebody,” though O’Donovan leaves 

unasked the issue of whom in particular “we” might have betrayed. Here it should be 

mentioned too that this is not, as is so often suggested in certain quarters, a simple matter of 

US versus UK difference, where the latter’s social differences supposedly center only upon 

class not race. To the contrary, to take just one measure, according to a recent study of 

punishment in the punishment of crime in the UK, “black people were five times more likely 

to be stopped and searched than their white counterparts…black men and women are 

incarcerated in the British prison system at five and nearly nine times, respectively, over the 

                                                
21 O’Donovan, Desire, 278. 
22 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New 
York: Vintage, 1995). On the latter, see as one starting point the classic essay, Angela Y. 
Davis, “From the Prison of Slavery, to the Slavery of Prison: Frederick Douglass and the 
Convict Lease System,” in The Angela Davis Reader, ed. Joy James (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 
1998), 74-95. A more recent treatment of the relevant issues is Khalil Gibran Muhammad, 
The Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern Urban America (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2010).  
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proportion of blacks in the British population.”23 Perhaps this condition, a ghostly afterlife 

of Atlantic slavery, at once acknowledged and erased, a double movement of disavowal, 

lingers inside what O’Donovan has called the west’s “haunted unease.”24 

1.b.  August inian humil i ty  for  l iberal  democrat i c  engagement with plural i sm 

A second and more recent strand of Augustinian humility avers that a pluralistic 

society calls for a deeper awareness of our epistemic and moral limits. Scholars in this strand 

claim that Augustine’s rich sensitivity to our time-bound embodied existence provides 

important resources for meeting this crucial liberal need. Charles Mathewes stands in this 

tradition in suggesting Augustine provides in humility “a provisional tolerance of 

difference.”25 Similarly, in The Republic of Grace, Mathewes makes the case for humility’s role 

in the democratic order: 

Citizens wield sovereignty and grant the right to exercise it to certain elected 
officials (and their authorized deputies), but in doing so that granting should 
carry with it the citizens’ own humility, their wariness of their own 
presumption in the exercise of power; and it should also communicate the 
citizens earnest desire that sovereignty be exercised always with an eye to 
human fallibility, with a will to allow humans to correct their mistakes, and 
with a hesitancy to pronounce absolute judgments and execute complete 
justice—in short, with mercy.26  

 
Here too we see the focus mentioned above, not upon a humility designed to help the 

disempowered accept their lowly station, but to the contrary, humility as a check on 

“presumption in the exercise of power,” particularly in a setting in which mistakes are 

inevitable amidst cultural difference. “In the humility of hope,” Mathewes writes elsewhere, 

                                                
23 See Mark Christian, “African Diaspora Connections and Gilroy’s Denial” in Racial Structure 
and Radical Politics in the African Diaspora, vol. 3, ed. James L. Conyers, Jr. (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2009), 48. 
24 O’Donovan, Desire, 278. 
25 Mathewes, Evil in the Augustinian Tradition, 142. 
26 Mathewes, Republic of Grace, 167. 
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“we know our place as the common human place of finite and fallible understanding.”27 Yet 

this does not lead to a false modesty toward one’s own claims. Rather, it opens the 

possibility of genuine cross-cultural and cross-religious dialogue insofar as “confidence and 

humility go hand in hand, as one has both confidence in the truth of one’s claims, and 

humility about one’s understanding of those same claims, even as one is making them.”28 

Similarly, Gerald W. Schlabach argues that Augustinian humility provides a middle path for 

Christians to engage in robust debate in the public square, navigating between the Charybdis 

of moral relativism and the Scylla of moral imperialism.29 Deborah Wallace Ruddy moves in 

a similar direction in highlighting the fact that, although humility “goes against deeply 

imbedded impulse[s] in our culture,” which often finds in it “a fawning deference to those in 

power,” Augustinian humility can instead “enrich democratic education and public 

discourse,” and indeed “is crucial to the renewal and revitalization of education and public 

discourse which will advance a true democracy.”30 

Paul Weitham’s important essay “Toward an Augustinian Liberalism” develops a 

dialogue with political theorist Judith Shklar’s notion of “ordinary vices,” proposing that 

pride constitutes precisely one such vice for secular liberalism, and accordingly, an 

Augustinian perspective can—despite Augustinian detractors of liberalism and liberal 

                                                
27 Mathewes, “Pluralism, Otherness, and the Augustinian Tradition,” 102. 
28 Mathewes, “Pluralism, Otherness, and the Augustinian Tradition,” 102. 
29 Gerald W. Schlabach, “Augustine’s Hermeneutic of Humility: An Alternative to Moral 
Imperialism and Moral Relativism” The Journal of Religious Ethics 22.2 (1994), 299-330. 
30 Deborah Wallace Ruddy, “Christian Humility and Democratic Citizenry: St. Augustine and 
Jacques Maritain,” in Reassessing the Liberal State: Reading Maritain's Man and the State, ed. 
Timothy Fuller and John P. Hittinger (American Maritain Association, 2001), 209-210, 223, 
227. Cf. Mark Button, “‘A Monkish Kind of Virtue?’ For and Against Humility,” Political 
Theory 33 (2005), who writes: “Democratic humility may be one of the most important 
qualities for late-modern societies marked by ethical and political pluralism” (Button, 841). 
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detractors of Augustinianism—in fact enhance liberal citizenship.31 It should not surprise us, 

based on the preceding, that Weitham also frames this Augustinian-enhanced liberalism 

through an appeal to John Rawls’ “fact of pluralism” and explicitly limits the relevance of his 

arguments to “maturely pluralistic democratic societies.” He warns that “Augustinians in 

societies with histories of minority repression…may have good reason to be liberals, but 

they do not have the reasons to which I shall appeal.”32 In other words, he will not be saying 

anything of relevance to such societies. It is unclear by what analytic criteria Weitham has 

determined which societies in the modern west qualify as being free of “histories of minority 

repression,” but evidently these not only exist (!), but exist in sufficient numbers to merit 

Weitham’s exclusive attention.33 If modern life begins with slavery, to harken back to Toni 

Morrison’s axiom and the founding arguments of Black radical thought, then it would seem 

Weitham’s claim addresses itself to a near-empty set. It displays too, as I have argued in the 

previous chapter, that the haunting afterlife of mastery has helped render to him opaque the 

conditions of his own life and thought.  

1.c .  August inian humil i ty  as de fense o f  August ine himse l f  

 Finally, we can identify the implicit appeal to Augustinian humility in statements 

defending Augustine against his modern detractors, as for instance, with the defense offered 

by Eric Gregory which I have discussed at length above: “It would be ironically prideful to 

blame Augustine or any other premodern author for limited historical horizons of social and 

                                                
31 Paul Weitham, “Toward an Augustinian Liberalism,” Faith and Philosophy 8 (1991): 461-480, 
469; Judith N. Shklar, Ordinary Vices (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1984).  
32 Weitham, 464. 
33 A good place to begin reconsidering the limits of Rawls’ framework and the implicit appeal 
to “ideal theory” Weitham makes here is Charles W. Mills, “‘Ideal Theory’ as Ideology” in 
Black Rights / White Wrongs: The Critique of Racial Liberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2017), pp. 72-90. 
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economic reform, most especially in relation to his often neglected moral criticisms of 

slavery.”34 The “irony” of such a critique of Augustine presumably derives from the fact that 

one accuses Augustine of being prideful for his failures on slavery, when it is in fact one’s 

own lack of humility which comes to the fore in one’s anachronistic judgment, resulting from 

one’s failure to grasp Augustine within his own rich theological and political context.  

Moving along broadly similar lines of critique, Robert Dodaro defends Augustine 

against the charges brought by William Connolly’s The Augustinian Imperative by proposing 

that Augustine’s disparagement of alternative (non-Christian) sources of civic virtue is not 

merely “religious chauvinism” and self-centered pride, but to the contrary, is itself a critique 

of “a hidden, insidious form of pride.”35 If it does not appear this way initially, this is due not 

to Augustine but to “modern ears.”36 Augustinian reversals of this sort are at their best when 

they lead modern readers into a deeper encounter with Augustine’s theological brilliance on 

its own terms (and not just for how it can be translated into the terms of political theory), 

and few have done this as successfully as Dodaro’s Christ and the Just Society, which likewise 

finds in the Christian humility-pagan pride contrast a central feature of Augustine’s political 

thought:  

Cicero thus regards glory both as the source of personal motivation for 
Rome’s ‘best citizens’ and as the key element in the political discourse which 
urges Romans to virtuous public service. Augustine, instead, holds that 
humility, not glory, is the foundation of statesmanship and political discourse 
in a truly just society. Augustine’s preference for humility…is rooted in the 
example of Christ, the divine Word who assumed human nature in the 
incarnation.37 
                                                

34 Eric Gregory, Politics and the Order of Love: An Augustinian Ethic of Democratic Citizenship 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), p. 54. 
35 Robert Dodaro, “Augustine’s Secular City” in Augustine and His Critics: Essays in Honour of 
Gerald Bonner, ed. Robert Dodaro and George Lawless (London: Routledge, 2000), 244, 247. 
36 Dodaro, “Augustine’s Secular City,” 247. 
37 Robert Dodaro, Christ and the Just Society in the Thought of Saint Augustine (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 183. 
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Here Dodaro underscores the way that, in Augustine’s thought, the contrastive device of 

pagan pride and Christian humility maps precisely onto Augustine’s contrast of Rome’s “best 

citizens” and Augustine’s own ideal “statesman,” Christ himself. But more, Dodaro here and 

throughout his illumining study consistently drives us to connect the virtue of humility 

explicitly to “the example of Christ” and the theological question of the incarnation. Hence, 

as I turn to Part 2’s examination of how the master’s house—the symbolic and material 

space of slavery—shapes the Augustinian humility discourse, I begin with the proper 

Christological grammar Augustine develops in de Trinitate through the “form of the slave” 

before moving to consider how humility and the slave form function in his homiletical, 

moral, and political writings. 

 
Part 2. 
On the forma serv i  and non rapinam:  Augustine’s slave christology  
 

In De Trinitate books 1 and 2, Augustine’s central concern is to display the theological 

and scriptural basis for speaking of Christ as a single subject in two natures: divine and 

human. He wants to do this while maintaining the absolute equality of Father and Son 

(against any impulses of ontological subordinationism) and preserving the immutability of the 

Word in taking on flesh. As with similar treatments in Ambrose’s De fide, and Hilary of 

Poitiers’ De trinitate, a key problem Augustine must address is the existence of scriptural texts 

which seem to say the exact opposite. In particular, all three authors of this emerging Latin 

Christian theological tradition need to stave off the apparent subordinationist force of 1 

Corinthians 15:28, which speaks of Christ being “subjected to God the Father.” Augustine 
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clearly learns much from both authors, even while much of what he does here is, as Lewis 

Ayres says, “peculiarly his.”38 

Thus, Augustine finds in Philippians 2 an exegetical and theological regula for reading 

such passages as upholding Nicene orthodoxy, whereby Christ is absolutely equal to the 

Father according to his divine nature, less than the Father according to his human nature. 

This is precisely the genius of the terms forma Dei and the forma servi, form of God and form 

of the slave. These provide a conceptual distinction internal to the scriptural witness itself which 

enables Augustine now to refer all passages that seem to refer to Christ’s inferiority to the 

Father to the form of the slave. So when Christ says in John’s gospel, “the Father is greater 

than I,” Augustine argues, Christ is speaking in forma servi—according to his human nature. 

When Christ says in the same book, “the Father and I are one,” he is speaking in forma Dei—

according to his divine nature. Augustine multiplies this with many scriptural examples, 

especially in Book 2. This enables him to maintain the equality of Father and Son: for to be in 

forma servi is to take on “the likeness of man” (similitudinem hominum), while yet being in full 

equality with the Father in forma Dei. And this distinction between assuming the form of the 

slave, and being in the form of God is likewise crucial. This is what enables Augustine to 

preserve a way of speaking not only of the Son’s equality with the Father, but also his 

immutability. Unlike Hilary of Poitiers, who argues in his De Trinitate that in taking on the 

slave form, Christ sets aside the form of God, Augustine firmly maintains that Christ retains 

both. In taking on the slave form, Christ remains in the form of God too.39  

But the “form of the slave” is not the only part of the Panzer text which draws upon 

slavery imagery. Within the context of Augustine’s corpus, a subtler use lies in the phrase: 

                                                
38 Lewis Ayres, Augustine and the Trinity, 169.  
39 Hilary of Poitiers, De Trinitate, ed. E.P. Meijering (Leiden: Brill, 1982).   
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“non rapinam” — as in, for Christ, equality with God was “not a thing to be grasped.” This 

will form a massively influential strand not only of theological reflection, but of a certain 

intertextual strategy of reading. It is intertextual in that, both in Augustine’s De Trinitate 1-2, 

and most explicitly in Tractates on the Gospel of John 17.16, Augustine reads Philippians 2’s “non 

rapinam” in relation to Isaiah 14 and Genesis 3. There, in a manner that will be picked up by 

many later theologians,40 Augustine connects the fact that Christ does not “grasp” at equality 

with God in an act of “robbery” with the fact that Satan tries to do exactly that: in Isaiah 14, 

he says he will be like the Most High, and this for Augustine is his attempted theft, his 

prideful attempt to illegally seize equality with God. Likewise, Augustine continues, in Genesis 

3, in reaching out and grabbing the fruit of the tree, a prideful Adam and Eve attempt to 

‘rob,’ to steal for themselves this same equal status with God.  

What emerges here, in the John homilies, is Augustine expanding the grammar of the 

Philippians 2 slave christology into a comprehensive account of salvation history, reaching from 

angelic fall to human fall to incarnation and beyond. With this, Augustine goes further than 

Ambrose, Hilary, and even Pope Leo, who each developed influential slave christologies. 

And with this, Augustine reads Christ’s non rapinam as precisely the overcoming of the robbery 

attempted by man and Satan, while also looking forward to the Eucharistic table, in which 

now, we who are gathered do not reach out and ‘grasp’ the fruit of paradise. Rather it is 

handed to us, by Christ. We receive it in humility and obedience.  

It is important to attend carefully to how the slave symbolics are working here. 

Christ has taken the form of the slave — human nature. To be human is to be like a slave. In 

Kyle Harper’s massive study Slavery in the Late Roman World, 275-425, he notes that theft was 

                                                
40 Most notably in Peter Lombard’s Sentences which would shape generations of medieval 
thinkers. 
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an omnipresent reality of master-slave relations, at least according to the written record left 

by masters. It is a crucial part of the household drama of slavery that slaves are always trying 

to steal things, “to assert control over the fruits of their labor,” and especially to steal 

themselves by running away. Pilfering slaves were trope figures in popular plays and literary 

works, but they were also the subject of sermons. Harper references one sermon by John 

Chrysostom that exhorts the virtues of asceticism by proclaiming that the one who rids 

himself of possessions rids himself also of the fear of the thieving slave.41 Indeed Augustine 

himself tells the wealthy members of his congregation: “What sort of riches are they that 

have you in dread of a robber, that have you in dread of your slave, in case he should kill you, 

grab them all, and run away?”42 Hence, we can clarify the implicit work non rapinam is doing 

in this context: both Man and Devil are like the greedy, thieving slaves, who are ungratefully 

trying to take what belongs, by right, to the Son of God, namely, equality with God. Hence, 

the rightful Son, who naturally is equal with God, must take on the form of the slave, in order 

to show what a ‘good slave’ looks like.  

Later in the same passage, Augustine thus makes much of the fact that “the Jews” 

(unlike the Arians!) recognized that Christ was “making himself equal to God.” However, 

their one mistake was that Christ was not “making” himself equal. That’s what uppity slaves 

try to do—grasp, steal, try to take hold of what is not theirs by right. As the natural son of 

God, Christ was already equal. He was being in the Form of God (esse se aequalem Deo). And 

so we have here the son/slave distinction which is crucial to understanding what’s going on 

in Augustine’s and indeed all of Western christology. He is maintaining precisely what 

Athanasius, following Origen and for that matter Paul, upheld: that if we (humans) are to be 

                                                
41 Harper, 254.  
42 s. 113.4. 
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called ‘sons,’ it must be specified as a sonship by adoption. Christ, by contrast, is a son in his 

very nature. We, as creatures, are by nature slaves of God. So the upshot: the master-slave 

symbolics here introduce the key category of sonship, in what we might call, for lack of a 

better term, a deeply ‘conservative’ key: the property of the Father and the Son has been 

attempted stolen by the thieving slaves, that is, Man and the Devil. Christ comes to display 

what a good, obedient slave looks like.  

The tr ipart i t e  s tructure o f  the master ’ s  house :  Humil i ty  as the middle-ground of  
mastery  
 

At this juncture, it’s worth flagging how often we risk anachronism when speaking 

about slavery in Roman antiquity. In particular, many modern thinkers—perhaps under the 

influence of Hegel’s famous dialectic—are prone to imagine master/slave relations as a 

personal struggle between Lord and Bondsman, two individuals abstracted from any wider 

organization of social life. But not so with Augustine. To understand the slave form of 

Christ, we need to understand that Augustine thinks about master/slave relations within the 

structure of a domus, or the household conceived as a lived social reality. Thus, in this section, 

I want to suggest that of particular importance is Augustine’s specific use of a three-layered 

slave hierarchy within the household. Two of the “new” Dolbeau sermons display most 

explicitly how humility is developed spatially within this tripartite structure.  

 In the sermon now labeled Sermon 159B, dated to the year 404, Augustine reflects at 

length on a line from Psalm 118: “It is good for me that you have humbled me, so that I may 

learn your justifications.”43 In elaborating what this means, Augustine invites his hearers to 

“take a look at this point in everyday life” by introducing the image of a master beating his 

slave not in anger, but as an act of mercy. That image for God’s chastisement is common 
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enough, but what follows is more distinctive to Augustine. Imagine a household, Augustine 

says, in which there is “one man who has a slave and also has a master, as it frequently 

happens that property-owning slaves have slaves themselves. Pay careful attention; he has a 

slave, he has a master; he’s subject to one, in command of the other; he is over his slave, 

under his master…he is secure in his possession of his slave, provided he doesn’t offend his 

master.”44 So we have a three-layered hierarchy: position (1) the Absolute Master (paterfamilias, 

or dominus), ruling over position (2) the Slave (servus), who in turn rules over position (3) his 

own slave (servus vicarius). Augustine seizes upon this configuration of the master’s house and 

then weaves it seamlessly into a picture of the cosmos itself: 

So if three men, though they are all equally human, are related by some social 
arrangement of this life in such a way that one of them is lord and master 
only, another is slave only, while the third is both slave of the master and 
master of the slave, don’t you think the whole creation would be both more 
readily and more distinctively arranged on those lines—the nature and 
substance of mind placed under God, the nature of material bodies as a 
whole placed under mind?45 
 
In the context of this argument in Sermon159B, Augustine uses this structure to 

conceptualize humility as man’s proper recognition of his own “middle” position within the 

order of the cosmos: in being made in the image of God, he stands under God as slave; in 

bearing this image as a rational creature within the material world, he stands over all the rest 

of creation as its master. It is difficult to overstate the extent to which this threefold 

structure permeates Augustine’s thought: the master’s house, with its three levels of 

hierarchical authority, is a cosmology for Augustine. It provides a framework encompassing 

reality itself: God the dominus occupies level 1 and is above all; humankind occupies level 2 as 

the bearer of God’s image through having a rational soul in distinction from all the rest of 

                                                
44 s. 159B.5. 
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creation, and so is beneath God and above all the created order; and the remainder of the 

created order, lacking a rational soul and so free will, stands in level 3 of the cosmology of 

the master’s house.  

With this framework established, Augustine can now reminds his hearers that “the 

first sin of man was pride”—where pride means Adam’s grasping after equal status with 

God, or in other words, attempted robbery in trying to lay hold of position one, of 

unqualified mastery. And so it was that in paradise, Augustine continues, man was placed 

“under a certain commandment…which was imposed upon him [to] show him this: 

…humility was always to be held onto [because] all things were under him, but over him was 

the one who made all things.”46  

The point, therefore, is that here Augustine envisions humility not as a position of 

unqualified lowliness, but rather as the virtue proper to being ordered properly at the middle, 

the center—the one who both rules and is ruled, one who, like figure 2 in the tripartite 

hierarchy, is a master who can command others precisely insofar as he is also a slave who obeys. Position 

two can only be inhabited by the person of humility. Or rather, what it means to be humble is 

being defined, in this context, precisely as inhabiting figure two, the position of being 

mastered by the dominus in obedience, and so ruling over the rest of creation as servus vicarius 

in an act of obedient mastery.  

In the Confessiones, we see a perfect illustration of how the tripartite structure can 

function subtly without being explicitly named as such: “I was superior to these external 

objects but inferior to you, and you are my true joy if I submit to you, and you have made 

subject to me what you created to be lower than me. This was the correct mean, the middle 

ground in which I would find health, that I should remain ‘in your image’, and in serving you 
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be master of my body (et tibi serviens dominarer corpori). But when in my arrogance [superbe] I 

rose against you and ran up against the Master [dominum]…even those inferior things came 

on top of me and pressed me down…This grew out of my wound, for ‘you have humbled 

the proud like a wounded man’ (Ps. 88:11).”47 This is precisely the logic of the servus vicarius 

being used by the dominus to punish the servus, the one in the ‘middle ground’ who is both 

master and slave. 

In Orlando Patterson’s massive global comparative study of slavery, he finds “the 

servus vicarius (slave of a slave) was a universal occurrence. I know of no slave society in 

which slaves who could afford them were denied the purchase of other slaves.”48 This 

universality becomes less astonishing when we recognize the tripartite hierarchy as no 

Roman cultural peculiarity, but as a twofold consequence of the logic of slavery itself. First, 

“slaves were the extension of a man’s person and honor,” and so “there could be few greater 

testimonies to a man’s power than the fact that even his slaves possessed slaves.”49 But more 

importantly, if slavery is always an internally unstable site of struggle, in which the will of the 

enslaved must ever be contained within the structure of master-slave relations, then “nothing 

more confirmed the loyal slaves’ acceptance of the condition of slavery and their own 

enslavement to the master than their willingness to own slaves themselves. The servus 

vicarius was the best way of making it clear to all that slavery was part of the natural order of 

things.”50 When the naturalness of this threefold hierarchy becomes written for Augustine 

into the very fabric of creation, and when this shape of the created order animates how 

Augustine envisions the moral life, as I will show below, it becomes less plausible to suggest, 

                                                
47 conf. 7.7.11. 
48 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, p. 184. 
49 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, 184. 
50 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, 184. 
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as so many Augustinians have done, that Augustine denaturalized the slave system, rendering 

it merely “a contingent and unnecessary form of relation.”51 

A crucially important text for displaying this is found in another Dolbeau sermon, 

now numbered 359B, which was preached the same year—404. Here Augustine employs this 

tripartite hierarchy of the master’s house again in a discussion of humility and obedience, 

while making explicit appeal to the slave Christology of Philippians 2. The context is a 

particular “disturbance” that occurred the day before among the laity, some kind of rumpus 

that forced Augustine to abandon the pulpit before finishing his sermon and provide the 

congregation a remedial lesson in obedience.  

To that end Augustine again brings his hearers back into the Genesis scene of the 

garden, where he again invokes slavery imagery to clarify the purpose of the divine 

prohibition: “because among all the good things put in paradise,” Augustine says, 

“obedience was better still, God slapped a prohibition order on one of them, or else by not 

forbidding anything he might have ceased to be master.”52 In this way, Adam’s sin is again 

framed as a prideful act of disobedience, as a bad slave lacking the humility to submit to his 
                                                

51 Luke Bretherton, Resurrecting Democracy: Faith, Citizenship, and the Politics of a Common Life 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 106. It should be noted that of all the 
political Augustinians discussed here, Bretherton is most seriously engaged in the problems 
posed to citizenship by the legacies of modern racial slavery. (Bretherton, Resurrecting 
Democracy, 252-57; Bretherton, “Exorcising Demoracy: The Theopolitical Challenge of Black 
Power,” Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 38 (2018): 3-24). Yet questions remain. After 
drawing a historical analogy between the centrality of slavery to ancient life and the centrality 
of capitalism to our own, Bretherton then proposes there is “radical hope” in “seek[ing] the 
metanoia or conversion of capitalism: that is, its reconfiguration from within by redirecting its 
discursive and structural apparatus to different, God-given ends” (Bretherton, Resurrecting 
Democracy, 106). Doesn’t this make the posited analogy to slavery odd? Is slavery to be merely 
“redirected,” even “converted” to God’s purposes? In the face of slavery, would “inventive 
tinkering” be an appropriate response? (Bretherton, Resurrecting Democracy, 107). I cannot take 
up this debate here, but elsewhere will argue instead for the response of “abolition 
democracy” in the tradition of W. E. B. Du Bois, Angela Davis, and more recently in figures 
like Mariame Kaba and, differently, Fred Moten.  
52 s. 359B.7. 
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master’s commands: that, Augustine says, was “the first ruin of mankind.” Into that scene of 

ruin, then, Augustine rolls out the Panzer text once more: “Adam was for us the author and 

model of disobedience,” he says, “Christ of obedience. And how is Christ the model of 

obedience? Though he is equal to the Father, he says he is the slave of the Father…Since he 

was in the form of God, he did not think it robbery to be equal to God (Phil 2:6). For Christ…equality 

is not robbery, but nature. The one for whom it was robbery stood up and fell; the one for 

whom it was nature stayed on his feet even as he stooped down.”53 Augustine goes on to 

repeat the climax of the Panzer text: That Christ “humbled himself, becoming obedient to 

the death.” If Christ himself is willing to take the form of the slave, to be humble and 

obedient, Augustine says, how can you be disobedient to the Bishops of his Church?  

It is this sort of exhortation that occasionally leads modern critics to accuse 

Augustine of “slave morality,” that is, of trying to make virtue out of mere subservience.54 

But what’s more interesting for my purposes is how, in what comes next, Augustine makes it 

clear that humility is not for slaves alone, but is itself the surest basis of mastery. He 

anticipates that someone from the crowd will try to turn the logic of humility against him: 

“‘But look here,’ someone will say; ‘my bishop should follow my Lord’s example, and serve 

me as my slave.’ I’m telling [you]—let those get the point who can—if [your Bishop] wasn’t 

serving you as your slave, he wouldn’t be giving you orders. You see, the one who gives useful orders 

is serving you, serving you by watching over you… even the one who in that text made 

himself a [slave]…certainly gave orders to his disciples.”55 The point is: In discussing the 

theme of humility and obedience here, and in invoking Christ in the form of the slave, 

Augustine is interested in articulating the authority of being located at the center, in position 
                                                

53 s. 359B. 
54 Gregory anticipates this charge and defends against it. See Politics and the Order of Love, p. 46. 
55 s. 359B. 
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2: the figure who is, at once, fit to obey and command, to stand in the position of ruler and 

ruled. Or more precisely: one who has submitted to the ultimate Dominus in humility, and 

therefore, by that humility is fit to be the master of others. 

This in turn helps us make better sense then of the precision with which Augustine 

famously excoriates the libido dominandi of the earthly city. The problem is certainly not 

simply the fact that earthly cities like the Roman empire practice slavery, as Augustine 

regarded this divinely-ordained and inevitable. Nor is it strictly that they are interested in 

occupying the position of the master rather than the slave—who wouldn’t? The problem is 

that in their own prideful rebellion against God, their own true master, they fall down, in a 

deeper sense, to position three of the hierarchy: “even though whole peoples are its slaves, 

[the earthly city] is itself under the dominion of its very lust for domination.”56 The problem 

with the libido dominandi, in short, is that by disordering the soul’s relation to its Dominus, by 

instead desiring badly, especially desiring material power for its own sake, the lust for 

mastery ensures that one will fail in the task of being a master. Humility is precisely the answer to 

this dilemma.  

As Augustine writes in De Vera Religione, this disordered love is how the human heart 

“is made restless and wretched, as it longs to lay hold of the things it is held by.”57 But when 

one is drawn into God’s rest, and only then, the heart “masters” such things: “it will not be 

held by them but will hold them down.” The yoke of Christ is light, Augustine reminds us, 

and the payoff for accepting it is extraordinary: “Those then who are subjected to this yoke 

have everything else subjected to them.” This everything is immediately expounded as follows: 

“if they are willing to be sons of God, seeing that he gave them the right to become sons of 

                                                
56 civ. 1, preface. 
57 De Vera Religione 35.65. 
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God,” then “they will be the masters of…the friends of the world.”58 Within the master’s 

house that is the whole creation, those who embrace their role in subjection to their dominus, 

those who thereby become “good” slaves after the pattern of the master’s son who took the 

“form of the slave” to show them how, these become fit to be the masters of the level below, 

the servi vicarii, the bad slaves who remain malformed and prideful and disobedient. 

This tripartite structure, the master’s house as a cosmological structure, thus also 

helps makes sense of the ‘slave Christology’ of Philippians 2 as a picture of formation, ascent, 

and salvation—and in so doing, it helps us sketch a conjecture of why and how this image 

would be so beautiful—so compelling for a late Roman audience. There is a Master, and there is an 

elite slave who became ‘elite’ because he was the ‘good slave’ who obeys, and there are slaves 

at the bottom (who are there often because of disobedience, because they are ‘wicked 

slaves’). Christ is the one who is, by nature, the Son of the Paterfamilias, the one who is 

therefore a child of the master. He does not grasp at his father’s authority (auctoritas) because 

he already has it, by virtue of his being Son by nature (esse se aequalem deo). But because 

mankind has tried to seize equality with God by robbery, we are the wicked slaves, the slaves 

who in reaching up to the top of the hierarchy in pride have now fallen all the way to bottom, 

to position 3. Christ thus takes on the form of the slave, in order to show us how to be good 

slaves in humility and obedience. But more crucially: insofar as we come to learn this 

humility from him, insofar as we learn to be slaves or be adopted as sons, we also join him in 

the second position of the tripartite hierarchy, so that we—or at least some of us, the 

Bishops for example—are now fit to master others.  

Of course, there are many other symbol systems in Augustine, and this one, like all 

others is elastic, polymorphic, and complex. But at least in this strand of texts, in the 
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cosmological structure of the master’s house, Christians are not imaged as freed slaves—

perhaps unsurprisingly, as manumission was at times an ambiguous, not always attractive 

option.59 Rather, Christians take on the status of elite slaves in the domus of God, managerial 

slaves in the cosmos of the master’s house, and thus, are those whose obedience qualifies 

them to be the masters of others. This is not an arrogant mastery, not the libido dominandi, 

but mastery as a mode of love, mastery as benevolent care—what Williams called “nurturing” 

sovereignty. For modern Augustinians who wish to claim that Augustine challenges, 

undermines, or subverts Roman mastery, it is worth considering whether these texts in 

Augustine, somewhat troublingly, instead suggest the reproduction of the slavemaster’s 

position in a new form, suggest that humility itself—subjection to God—is the mode of a 

new and distinctly Christian mode of mastery.60  

If it sounds like I’m putting together what is only implicit, Augustine explicitly puts 

this hierarchy to work in Mainz sermon 5.61 Here, Augustine is preaching to a Carthage 

congregation who has just become unruly during his previous sermon. Basically, they have 

been found disobedient. In this sermon he retells the story of Christ’s triumphal entry on a 

donkey, using this tripartite structure. In the extended metaphor, there are three characters: 

Christ, the disciples he sends to go get the donkey, and the donkey itself. The threefold 

                                                
59  Harper writes: “Manumission was an important incentive, but like the spectrum of 
punishments and rewards, its use as a motivational technique was camouflaged in ambiguous 
and moralized terms.” Given that it “was dangled as the reward for a long period of 
obedient service,” its somewhat ambiguous valence in the cultural imaginary seems to have 
resulted, in part, from the apparent possibility of “broken promises and betrayals,” as well as 
from the strategic, self-serving habit among masters of manumitting slaves in their old age, 
after decades of body-breaking service, precisely at the moment at which they no longer 
could provide labor and instead would require care. See Harper, 242. 
60 A fully revised version of this chapter will discuss this in relation to the slavery language in 
civ. 14 on humility, pride, and crucially, death as punishment for sinful rebellion. 
61 See the discussion in Garnsey, p. 233 and resolve any discrepancies in citations and 
translations. 
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structure is in place. The significance of the metaphor is this: Christ is like Christ, the 

disciples are like the Bishops in the ecclesiastical hierarchy, and “you are the donkey”! That is, 

the laity is the donkey of the story, who needs to obey the Bishops, precisely so that they can 

be brought to meet the Lord. Explicitly invoking the tripartite hierarchy of the master’s 

house, Augustine says to them, “Listen, slave, if your bishop were not one who obeys as a 

slave, he would not be fit to command you as slaves.”62 The bishop is precisely the one who 

is fit to master other slaves, because of his humility—because he has become obedient to the 

Master. The overall frame to keep in mind, is how this shows that the slave christology is not 

‘mere metaphor,’ easily excised. It instead authorizes particular political and social practices, 

arrangements of bodies, space and power. The humility of the slave form of Christ must be 

grasped in connection to the slave form of order. The true human and the true order go 

hand in hand. This becomes especially visible by turning to Augustinian reception histories 

in modernity.  

Part 3 
The Enduring Problem of the Christian Master: Cotton Mather’s Dream 

 Tucked away in a footnote of Eric Gregory’s Politics and the Order of Love, with which 

we have been in dialogue throughout this project, we find the following point of contact 

with the history of Christian mastery: “Some scholars, adapting Perry Miller’s famous 

description of ‘the Augustinian strain of piety’ in colonial New England, have argued that 

Augustinian theology was a formative background for the emergence of American liberal 

democracy.”63 A key exemplar of Miller’s “Augustinian strain of piety” is found in Cotton 

                                                
62 Garnsey cites this as New Sermon Mainz 5, ch. 11, lines 236-76. Resolve citation and 
translation. [It’s s. 359B.10 in WSA.] 
63 Gregory, Politics and the Order of Love, p. 57 f50. He cites Barry Alan Shain, The Myth of 
American Individualism: The Protestant Origins of American Political Thought (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1994), and Graham Walker, “Virtue and the Constitution.”  
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Mather—famed Puritan minister and theologian of the early eighteenth century. Rick 

Kennedy’s biography does not merely find in Mather the ‘Augustinian piety’ Perry identified 

a generation earlier—one focused on divine sovereignty and human sinfulness, reflecting a 

familiar, relatively uncomplicated “Augustine” toward which many Augustine scholars today 

would no doubt feel ambivalent. 64  Instead, Kennedy identifies a deeper form of 

Augustinianism in Mather’s sense of “entanglement” in the messiness and complexity of 

earthly political life, one which underscores the mixed nature of the two cities during this 

temporal dispensation, and thus harkens back to the first coordinate of peregrinatio politics I 

identified in chapter 2. It is on this basis that I find in Cotton Mather an illuminating site of 

Augustinian reception, all the more given how Mather’s life as a Christian slaveholder came 

to be remembered by his religious biographers as an icon of religious humility.65 

One key episode in Mather’s life provides a window into the relation of humility to 

the enduring problem of the Christian master and its consequences in racial modernity. On 

the evening of Friday, December 13, 1706, Mather retired to his study on Hanover Street, 

pen in hand, to reflect on the day’s chief event—an unexpected gift from his Boston 

congregation. “Some Gentlemen of our Church,” he writes in his diary, “purchased for me, a 
                                                

64 Rick Kennedy, The First American Evangelical: A Short Life of Cotton Mather (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2015), 60. For a recent, extended meditation both on the limits and possibilities 
of Perry’s notion, see W. Clark Gilpin, “The Augustinian Strain of Piety: Theology and 
Autobiography in American History,” in Augustine Our Contemporary: Examining the Self in Past 
and Present, eds. Willemien Otten and Susan E. Schreiner (Notre Dame, Indiana: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 2018), 233-47. 
65 In one of the earliest such biographies (1744), for instance, David Jennings produces the 
power of Mather as a narrative model of virtue by juxtaposing his achievements with his 
humility. That is, the telling of Mather’s numerous achievements (literally giving the numbers 
of books written, sermons preached, vigils kept) in the narrative is followed immediately by 
citing Mather’s own self-censures for ongoing sinfulness and sloth despite these 
achievements: “Notwithstanding his amazing Diligence…and the many valuable Services 
with which he filled up every year, and every Day, his Humility has filled his Diary with 
continual Censures upon himself, and his Defects.” Jennings, An Abridgement of the Life of the 
Late Reverend and Very Learned Dr. Cotton Mather (Oswald and Brackstone, 1744), 26. 
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very likely Slave; a young Man, who is of a promising Aspect and Temper.” At once Mather 

christens him “Onesimus.” The old name disappears into the silence of the archive. The new 

one evokes the Apostle Paul’s letter to Philemon. It locates the enslaved man’s life, as well as 

Mather’s own, within the contours of an ancient Augustinian hope: the distinctly Christian 

possibilities of intimacy between master and slave, of a rightly ordered love between them, 

rooted in care rather than command, in humility rather than domination. Onesimus ancient 

and Onesimus modern—for all their many and important differences—are alike transformed 

by the speech of the Christian master, welcomed anew as “beloved brother” into the space 

of two social realities merging carefully together: the master’s house and the household of 

God. Neither reducible to the other, the two nevertheless join—the former a partial and 

imperfect echo of the latter—in a single and lasting theological vision of immense power and 

clarity. “It seems to be,” Mather writes, “a mighty Smile of Heaven upon my Family.”66 

 The voice and actions of first-century “Onesimus” are mostly lost. No historical 

evidence has been found that would inform us whether or not this ancient “Onesimus” 

accepted Paul or his master’s view of him, his situation, or the meaning of Christian faith. In 

the case of the modern “Onesimus,” the record suggests he did not. In charting what 

happened to the modern “Onesimus,” I aim to draw Augustine’s ethic of humility into a 

confrontation with the figure of the white Christian master—introduced here in the person 

of Cotton Mather—as an overlooked theological problem. I contend that the relevance of 

this figure as a problem for Christian ethics has not abated, despite the formal abolition of 

slavery throughout the Atlantic world, but rather, in subtler and more intractable forms, 

persists. 

                                                
66 Diary of Cotton Mather, 1709-1724, vol. VIII (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 
1812), 272. 
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In the diary entry discussed above, Mather articulates two desires which subtly 

correspond to two social realities: first, “I wanted a good Servant at the expence of between 

forty and fifty Pounds,”67 and second, a few lines later, “I resolved with the Help of the Lord 

that I would…make him a Servant of Christ.” Servitude here is not univocal: The first 

slavery is ‘literal,’ the second ‘metaphorical.’ The first displays Mather’s desire for a particular 

way of organizing a life together: the well-ordered household, possible only through the 

labor of “good” servants; the second, Mather’s longing to find in that configuration of 

community—the master’s house—a space of Christian education as well, of training in 

virtue, of formation into the Christian way of life. “There are several Points,” he writes, 

“relating to the Instruction and Management of my Servant Onesimus, which I would now 

more than ever prosecute. He shall be sure to read every Day. From thence I will have him 

go on to Writing. He shall be frequently Catechised.”68  In that ingenious phrasing—

“Instruction and Management”—the master’s pedagogy comes into view. The master’s ‘and’ 

subtly weaves together his two tasks: catechizing the convert into faith and educating the 

slave into profitable and orderly servitude.  

What sort of moral agent is fit to accomplish this dual work of mastery and teaching, 

who can suture home to school, belonging to becoming? Standing at the juncture is the 

figure whose neglected significance—whose conflicting desires and latent afterlives—

occupies my attention throughout this project: the figure of the Christian master. The 

master’s meaning and identity, as Orlando Patterson notes, marks a point of contact between 

two definitions of “master” in the Oxford dictionary: “a man having control” and “one 

                                                
67 The congregants somehow understood this, Mather insists with a hint of defensiveness, 
“without any Application of mine to them for such a Thing.” 
68 Diary of Cotton Mather, 1709-1724,. 272. 
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qualified to teach.” 69  What interests me in Mather’s diary—for the purposes of this 

chapter—is not so much a “shift” from one meaning to the other, nor only its 

accompanying concealment: slavery’s brutality hidden beneath benevolent household order.70 

That way of framing the issues at stake is important. But what I hope Mather’s diary can 

illustrate for my purposes is neither a disjunctive shift in meaning, nor a contradiction 

between reality and falsehood, but to the contrary, the disturbing coherence of an ancient and 

lingering Christian theological vision centered on the master’s humility: his willingness to 

learn, be formed, be subjected to Christ, and on these grounds, his fitness to teach, form, and 

subject others. I am interested precisely in its absence of contradiction or disjuncture, and its 

presence—in clarity, power, lucidity—as a social imaginary: the master’s house as imperfect 

echo of the household of God, providing a conceptual and symbolic space in which 

Mather’s, that is, the master’s, two desires may coincide: (a) his desire to stand in the position 

of mastery, securing social and political order by relations of sovereign control over what 

surrounds him, human and animal bodies, trees and fields, the built environment of an 

emerging household-cum-plantation structure; and (b) his desire to occupy this position not 

by mere force, not by willful self-assertion, but through a subtler and therefore stronger set 

of attachments, those bonds of legitimacy and indeed affection possible only to the position 

of the pastor-teacher, that one whose humble obedience before the ‘true’ Master alone 

qualifies him to impose order elsewhere. Given the convergence of these two desires, as 

Orlando Patterson says, “Who…would not want to be a master?”71  

                                                
69 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, 334. 
70 Nor still is my concern reducible to, though it does involve, some early traces of certain 
dynamics on full display in the antebellum “slaveholding paternalism” of the South, as in the 
work of Eugene D. Genovese and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese.  
71 Patterson, p. 334. 
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Mather’s desire for a “a good Servant” rests inescapably on the material reality of 

slavery—the logic of personhood reduced to the status of commodity, to forty or fifty 

pounds “expence”—while his desire for “a Servant of Christ” rests on slavery as figurative 

reality, its capacity to signify Christian communion as a spiritual household of teaching and 

learning, in which all of us, our distinct social roles notwithstanding, become formed into the 

humble and obedient slaves of a faithful master, God.  

This dream, the careful, seamless theological convergence of the master’s house and 

the household of God, of two desires, of two slaveries and two masteries, this Mather would 

develop most powerfully in The Negro Christianized (1706), a treatise he distributed 

throughout New England, with plans to send copies to the Caribbean just months before 

the gift of Onesimus.72 Unlike later Southern sensibilities, Mather actively sought to educate 

the new, enslaved member of his household and further to promote this education as an 

expanding hemispheric project. Even, or especially in the space of Onesimus’s grief upon 

the death of his son, Mather finds an opportunity to teach: “My Servant has newly buried his 

Son; (Onesimus his Onesimulus). Lett me make this an Occasion of inculcating the 

Admonitions of Piety upon him.”73 

In the wake these soaring hopes of Christian intimacy, perhaps unsurprisingly, the 

reader of Mather’s diaries finds only the slow unraveling of both desires. The life of 

Onesimus, or rather, its fragments filtered through the master’s eyes, displays the failure of 

Mather’s dream. The first trace of this failure appears in the entry dated December 9, 1711: 

“I must keep a strict Eye on my Servant Onesimus; especially with regard unto his Company. 

                                                
72 Cotton Mather, The Negro Christianized: An Essay to Excite and Assist that Good Work, The 
Instruction of Negro Servants in Christianity (Boston: B. Green, 1706) 
73 Diary of Cotton Mather, 1709-1724, vol. VIII (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 
1812?), p. 342. 
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But I must particularly endeavor to bring him unto Repentance, for some Actions of a 

thievish Aspect. Herein I must endeavor that there be no old Theft of his unrepented of, 

and left without Restitution.” No entry implies Onesimus would come to repentance. To the 

contrary, matters grew worse. “My Servant Onesimus, proves wicked, and grows useless, 

Froward, Immorigerous. My Disposing of him, and my Supplying of my Family with a better 

Servant in his Room, requires much Caution, much Prayer, much Humiliation before the 

Lord. Repenting of what may have offended Him, in, the Case of my Servants, I would wait 

on Him, for his Mercy.” Again, Mather appeals to his own need to be humbled before his 

Master, to occupy level 2 in the order of the master’s house, in hopes that his servant might 

gain obedience as well.  

Instead, Onesimus sought only to get away, purchasing his freedom shortly 

thereafter, with Mather conditionally and somewhat begrudgingly granting it. (As though 

noting a minor detail, Mather relegates this freedom to a footnote.74) Not by fugitive flight, 

but in legal manumission, Onesimus goes elsewhere, seeks out the woods, and abandons 

Mather’s humble dreams of household formation in virtue. Later, it would emerge that 

Onesimus’s medical knowledge, gleaned from African sources, provided the basis for 

Mather’s push for smallpox inoculation, saving thousands of Bostonian lives.75 But the 

absence of Onesimus in the household would remain present to Mather as both melancholia 

and warning, indeed would come to haunt Mather’s writings: “The uninstructed Negroes 

about your houses, appear like so many Ghosts and Spectres. You may, without being Fanciful, 

imagine that like so many Murdered Ghosts, they look very Ghastly upon you, and summon 
                                                

74 Diary of Cotton Mather, 1709-1724, 363. 
75 See Steven J. Niven, “Onesimus,” in African American Lives, eds. Henry Louis Gates Jr. and 
Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 640-1; Kathryn S. 
Yoo, “Strangers in the House of God: Cotton Mather, Onesimus, and an Experiment in 
Christian Slaveholding,” Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society 117 (2007): 143-175.  
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you to answer before the Tribunal of God…”76 It is the dream of the master, it is Mather’s 

dream, it is Augustine’s dream, that the promise of social intimacy which is implicit in 

Christian social life, implicit in the vision of Christ’s body with its many members, can be 

compatible with master/slave relations. If only the education of desire by the humility of 

Christ, the well-ordered desire which just is virtue comes to pass, the contours of peace can 

emerge at the seams of each level of the threefold hierarchy. Onesimus abandons the 

master’s house and leaves behind this ancient Augustinian hope.77 

                                                
76 Mather, The Negro Christianized, 10. 
77 In later revisions of this manuscript, here I wish to insert a section dealing with the 
reproductions of this Augustinian tripartite structure of mastery beyond “the religious.” That 
is, I want to view its legacies in the imaginative frameworks of modernity’s emerging secular 
humanism, whereby various agents will come to stand in position 1 of the cosmology, 
without changing the structure of the master’s house itself. These agents include, for 
instance, a certain hegemonic conception of scientific reason, a naturalized-biological 
evolutionary ‘providence,’ a Hegelian force of Absolute Spirit realizing itself in and as history, 
and finally, the impenetrable forces of the invisible hand—the global market. In each case, 
the agency of “the human,” an overrepresentation of Western Man, is narrated inside these 
latently-Augustinian frames at position 2: the one able and willing to submit to what 
occupies position 1, and therefore capable of ruling what remains below in position 3: the 
indigenous and African peoples of the world, the animals and waters and lands.  

The wide-ranging theoretical and historical interventions of Sylvia Wynter provide 
key resources for these dense and admittedly ambitious arguments. One starting point her 
work suggests, given the tripartite cosmological hierarchy I’ve tracked here, is the turn from 
medieval to modern at the juncture of an emerging Renaissance humanism, represented for 
her in the following statement from Pico della Mirandola’s often-cited Oration on the Dignity of 
Man: “Now the highest Father, God the master-builder, . . . took up man . . . and placing 
him at the midpoint of the world . . . spoke to him as follows: ‘We have given to thee, Adam, 
no fixed seat, no form of thy very own, no gift peculiarly thine, that thou mayest feel as thine 
own, have as thine own, possess as thine own the seat, the form, the gifts which thou thyself 
shalt desire. A limited nature in other creatures is confined within the laws written down by 
Us. In conformity with thy free judgment, in whose hands I have placed thee, thou art 
confined by no bounds; and thou wilt fix limits of nature for thyself. . . . Neither heavenly 
nor earthly, neither mortal nor immortal have We made thee. Thou, like a judge appointed 
for being honorable art the molder and maker of thyself; thou mayest sculpt thyself into 
whatever shape thou dost prefer. Thou canst grow downward into the lower natures which 
are brutes. Thou canst again grow upward from thy soul’s reason into the higher natures 
which are divine.” This imaginative cosmology at the birth of the global colonial world 
positions Western Man at “the midpoint of the world,” the hinge of the universe, linking and 
thereby also dividing divinity from beasts, higher reason from sensate nature, and therefore 
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Part 4 
Ethics in the Afterlife of Slavery: Humility, Vulnerability, and the Splitting of the 
Flesh 
 
 What to do, then, with humility amidst slavery’s afterlife? Can it be recovered, 

retrieved, or transformed? I have advanced a somewhat counter-intuitive argument that the 

virtue of humility in Augustine, not despite, but precisely as a thoroughgoing critique of 

Roman lust for domination, presents a transformed, distinctly Christian mode of mastery. 

This builds from the previous chapter’s discussion of the way the ‘middle distance’ of 

Augustinian ethical life—attention to the virtues, habits, values—cannot be neatly separated 

from the structural and the institutional, insofar as the master’s house so clearly shapes both. 

I am not invested in arguing that humility should be either recovered or discarded. Instead I 

am interested in what set of issues, within a conjuncture of social arrangements organized by 

racial domination, lies inside of or beneath the question of humility. What is the master’s 

humility for? What does it do, and what does it foreclose? For this, again, my approach will 

be to take apart and reread a neglected text from Augustine through conversation with 

modern Black studies. 

 In a sermon preached in 403, Augustine takes up themes of wealth and poverty, 

humility and pride, and having noted that he did not choose the reading for the day, 

eventually he finds himself discussing the words Jesus speaks to a rich man in Luke 18:22: 

                                                                                                                                            
fit to rule over an emerging colonial scene. See Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality of 
Being/Power/Truth/Freedom Towards the Human, After Man, Its Overrepresentation—
An Argument,” CR: The New Centennial Review 3, No. 3 (Fall 2003), 259-60, 276-83. Notably, 
Charles Taylor’s more widely influential account of the turn from medieval to modern, 
Sources of the Self, also invokes Mirandola’s statement as a key moment in the story, yet lacks 
the analytic resources, or perhaps the interest needed, to grasp the emerging racial and 
colonial order of Man vis-à-vis his sub-human others. See Sources of the Self: The Making of the 
Modern Identity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 199-200. 
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“If you wish to be perfect, go, sell everything you have, give to the poor, and you shall have 

treasures in heaven.” After a lengthy discussion of various questions around riches, 

Augustine addresses the realities of the Christian master in relation to slavery, and 

commends to the rich man who commands a household a particular kind of humility:  

Let him consider, if he were stripped of all those exterior trappings, what sort 
of rich man he could be, because he’s flesh and blood, because he belongs 
equally with his slave to that mass which derives from Adam and Eve. But as 
a rich man he cannot engage in such reflections; you will have difficulty in 
stripping him of all his trappings. Nor is it desirable that he should be 
stripped of them; what’s desired is that he should throw them away. So it’s 
difficult to persuade him of what he really is in himself, surrounded by all 
these things. Let him turn his thoughts to what he was like in his mother’s 
womb, naked once upon a time and helpless, just like that poor man. A 
different lot awaited him when he was born, and the lot that awaited him will 
remain his here, just as he didn’t bring it with him. When the rich man lets 
his thoughts run on those lines, he is inwardly poor in spirit (Mt 5:3), that is, he 
blows pride out of his system, he takes himself down a few pegs. And if he presents a stern 
and frightening face to those who must be subject to his control, his heart is still humble 
under the eye of God, and he knows with what kind of conscience he beats his 
breast.78 
 

Here, Augustine encourages the rich man not to sell everything he has, but to imagine a world 

in which he has disposed himself of all his wealth, stripped himself “of all his trappings” so 

that he can visualize himself “naked” and “helpless”—“just like that poor man.”  By way of 

these imaginative labors, the rich man might bring his pride into subjection so that he might 

rule over his slaves while remaining humble before God. Augustine continues:  

It’s all too easy for the rich man to say, ‘You bad slave!’ It sounds as if he has 
haughty ideas about himself, and yet if he didn’t say it, perhaps he would be 
failing to keep control of his household. Frequently, I mean to say, he 
controls it more by harsh and frightening words than by savage beatings. He 
says this, compelled to say it, no doubt, by the need to be in control of his 
household; don’t let him say it inwardly, don’t let him say it in his heart, don’t 
let him say it in the eyes and ears of God. He mustn’t think he’s better, just 
because he’s rich; let him reflect on the frailty of his flesh, once he has put 
off his clothes.79 
                                                

78 s. 114B (emphasis mine) 
79 s. 114B 
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In other words—the call to humility centers upon an inward reality, even as outwardly it 

must not be allowed to inhibit the master’s grasp on his household. He is “compelled” to be 

harsh in his words and with his hands. But “in his heart,” he can be humble. 

But Augustine is not naïve. In the next two paragraphs, he keenly acknowledges the 

danger with this being an inward reality, since “every rich man” would be quick to answer, 

“God knows I don’t have haughty ideas about myself; and if I happen to shout, and say 

something harsh, God knows my conscience, that I say that sort of thing from my need to 

exercise control, not because I consider myself a cut above other people, as though being 

richer automatically made me more important.” Still, Augustine reasons that the rich man is 

at “liberty to say this,” adding, “only God can observe whether he’s telling the truth.” He 

does not ask whether it is possible for the master to be humble—or what the value of 

humility is—while existing in a relationship explicitly predicated on “control.” The structure of 

the relation itself is not thought to pose any necessary barrier to the master’s humility. Nor is 

the possibility raised of a form of sociality not predicated on sovereign control. Unimaginable here 

is that possibility which marronage raised and raises throughout the Americas in Neil 

Roberts’s theorization. Unimaginable is the possibility that humility, by stabilizing the 

unstable relation between the outward demands and inward dynamics of mastery, blocks the 

path to imagining worlds of relation otherwise, and instead locks ethical life inside the 

dictates of the position of the master. 

Most importantly, this sermon clearly illustrates the break that occurs in the master’s 

self understanding as a result of the fiction of the chattel principle. Here, Augustine explicitly 

acknowledges that ‘the rich man’ (the slavemaster) finds himself split between two 

conceptions of himself which cannot sit easily with one another: his understanding of 
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himself as the master who must control his household through fear, and his sense of himself 

as “flesh and blood,” as “belong[ing] equally with his slave to that mass which derives from 

Adam and Eve.”80 Note the work that humility does here. Augustine acknowledges this 

decisive split between the master qua master and the master qua human being, then aims to 

resolve it by way of humility. Humility, on this account, is thus a sort of reconciliation project: 

a reconciliation of the outward demands of Christian mastery (control, fear, violence) with 

the inward demands of Christian mastery (humility, peace, salvation). This reconciliation 

project proves perennially attractive for Christian masters, as it later proved attractive to 

readers like Alonso de Sandoval—a Jesuit missionary to Columbia who incorporates the 

teachings of Augustine as he advises his fellow missionaries in their efforts to govern and 

evangelize African slaves. As though invoking the sermon above, Sandoval writes: “masters 

should not take pleasure in ordering others but should try to improve themselves first and 

then rule over others, without losing either their humility or their authority. They can have a 

commanding outward appearance but still stay humble inside…Everyone must carry out 

God’s laws by treating their fellow human beings with respect.”81 

This hope for retaining both humility and control, of course, is the master’s dream, 

Cotton Mather’s dream, which the fugitive leaves behind. As James Cone argues “There can 

be no reconciliation for masters, as long as they are masters…there can be no 

communication between masters and slaves until masters no longer exist as masters…”82 And 

this is, in part, because as W. E. B. Du Bois argued, it is not as though the deception at work, 

the symbolic and material transformation of a man into a master, has worked on those it was 

                                                
80 s. 114B 
81 Alonso de Sandoval, Treatise on Slavery: Selections from De Instauranda Aethiopum Salute, 
trans. Nicole von Germeten (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing, 2008), 76.  
82 James Cone (video recording).  
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designed to subjugate: “We whose shame, humiliation, and deep insult [the white master’s] 

aggrandizement so often involved were never deceived. We looked at him clearly, with world-

old eyes, and saw simply a human thing, weak and pitiable and cruel, even as we are and 

were.”83 In other words, those who suffer the violence of Mather’s dream, Sandoval’s dream, 

Augustine’s dream, see and have always seen “clearly, with world-old eyes” what Augustine 

glimpsed partially when he called the master to picture himself “once he has put off his 

clothes” for the night, in the frailty of his own naked flesh.84 Indeed, “I see these souls 

undressed and from the back and side,” writes Du Bois, “I see the working of their entrails. I 

know their thoughts and they know that I know.”85 The splitting the master wants from this 

flesh, his attempted overcoming of what he shares with the “mass that derives from Adam 

and Eve”—that is, the flesh in all its frailty—this splitting is what Du Bois recognizes as a 

“phantasy” of devastating consequences. But “these super-men and world-mastering demi-

gods listened…to no low tongues of ours, even when we pointed silently to their feet of 

clay.”86 Until the masters can listen to this, look down and see their feet of clay, and alter not 

their inner disposition but the immense and irreversible violence by which they establish 

their standing as masters, there can be no reconciliation, Cone says. No reconciliation 

between would-be masters and slaves, and no reconciliation even between the masters and 

themselves, broken in two by the failures of fantasy.  

From this vantage, we can better understand how unthinkable the fugitive slave is 

within the categories set by the master’s thought: the fugitive intervenes in this conversation 

the master has with himself. For if the good master is willing to be humble, willing to “share” 
                                                

83 W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Souls of White Folk,” in Darkwater: Voices From Within the Veil 
(New York: Washington Square Press, 2004), 25. 
84 s. 114B. 
85 Du Bois, “The Souls of White Folk,” 21. 
86 Du Bois, “The Souls of White Folk,” 25. 
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while maintaining the terms of the relationship (explicitly: fear and control), and the slave still 

runs off anyway, then what does that say about the master’s self-understanding? The object of 

his care, his generosity, has run off. Can he still be a master in this situation? No. And so the 

fugitivity of the fugitive keeps the master, even or especially the good humble master, lying 

awake at night when he undresses for bed, fragile flesh that he nevertheless is. And from this 

vantage, that of the master qua master (in distinction from  the master qua flesh and blood), 

we see the need for Augustine’s subjunctive Christ in the “form of the slave” to come to us 

in the night, to call masters to humility and slaves to obedience, and so to reassure us in our 

self-deceptions concerning who we are and what we have done. 

In this chapter, I have developed further the portrait of the Christian master by 

expanding how the grammar of slavery and the position of the master shapes the 

Augustinian account of the form of the slave christology and its most resonant Augustinian 

virtue, humility, as both are drawn inside the structures of the master’s house. In particular, 

by attending to Augustine’s theological use of the tripartite hierarchy of the Roman 

household—with the dominus at position one, the servus at position two, and the servus vicarius 

at position three—we have gained new insight into how humility functions to position the 

faithful Christian pilgrim at position two, fit to master those in position three because willing 

to obey the one who is true dominus over all. By briefly attending to certain reception 

histories in modern Christian life, we have also begun to glimpse the way the contours of 

this hope for a Christian household of coherence and stability through mastery persists over 

time, resurfacing subtly but unmistakably in the figure of a Christian master like Cotton 

Mather. Understanding the extent to which the three layers of the master’s house shape 

Augustine’s thought is crucial as we turn to the next chapter on temporality in Augustine, 

which explores how Augustine’s account of the origins of slavery in the saeculum is 
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intelligible only by recognizing again the work of this tripartite cosmology, in which the 

cosmos is like a Roman household with God above rational creatures and rational creatures 

above irrational creatures, providing the structure of governance by which divine providence 

remains sovereign over the world.  



     

 

Chapter 4 

The Time of  Slavery :   
On Saeculum, Providence ,  and Patience  

 

 

“The ghost of Augustine wanders among us. We are suddenly more aware than before that 
action—political action, say—is not merely historical in the familiar contextual senses. It 
takes place in time, is temporal, temporalizes, and is therefore always vulnerable to 
contingency and conflict…We are suddenly more aware than before of just how much, and 
how uncannily, fictive models of time shape our experience of the past in the present and 
our expectations for the future.” 
 

DAVID SCOTT, Omens of Adversity: Tragedy, Time, Memory, Justice1 
 
 
“…Nor does [God] submit to this temporal order, as though its slave; rather he rules 
over it as its Lord and directs it as its Master.”  
 

AUGUSTINE, civ. IV.33 

 

In one of the few extended comments on Augustine’s thought in contemporary 

Black Studies, David Scott invokes Augustine’s searing meditations on temporality. It is not 

merely that political life takes place in time, but that something about doing politics 

temporalizes: it makes and unmakes our experience of the passage of time, alters how we 

remember the past (or how and why we forget it), and sets conditions for what we anticipate 

as possible and impossible in the future. Politics is responsive to and generative of collective 

times imagined, times lived—it cracks open futures, pasts, and presents to ongoing 

negotiation and contestation. Scott underscores this politics of temporality as especially 

“vulnerable to contingency and conflict,” to interminable irresolution, and in this way, he 
                                                

1 David Scott, Omens of Adversity: Tragedy, Time, Memory, Justice (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2014), 28. 
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echoes the distinctly Augustinian sensibility of ambivalence during the world, the 

ambivalence I identified in chapter two as marking a key coordinate of political 

Augustinianism. In this chapter, I turn to examine in greater detail how for Augustine, as 

Scott writes, “fictive models of time shape our experience,” that is, not simply how we 

imagine time, but how imagined temporalities inhabit us, how they foreclose or open lines of 

theological and ethical inquiry, and thus how they constrain or enable forms of life.  

At issue specifically is how the Augustinian ‘fictive model’ of the present time—

saeculum, and especially what he calls: in hoc saeculo, “in this age”—shapes his narration of 

where slavery comes from, what it’s for, and how it shapes agency, human and divine. But it 

is not the case that Augustine has a pre-formed account of saeculum, which he then simply 

applies to his narration of the origins of slavery. Nor that slavery’s origins simply provide 

one event among others in the story of the present age. For Augustine the relation between 

the two—the temporality of saeculum and the existence of slavery—is more intimate than 

that.  

The saeculum, writes Paul Griffiths, is “constituted exhaustively by the set of events 

that begins with the creation out of nothing of the cosmos as a beautifully ordered whole (civ. 

Dei 11.3-6) and ends with the last judgment.”2 It is at once “beautiful, ordered,” Griffiths 

continues, and it is “disordered and thereby ugly: that disorder and ugliness came into being 

with the fall,” and from that point on, “the story is one of increasing and spreading decay 

and violence.” Interestingly, on Griffiths’ account, the fall is identical with the emergence of 

“systemic violence,” and here for Augustine—though Griffiths does not mention it—slavery 

enters the plot.  

                                                
2 Griffiths, “Secularity and the saeculum,” 34. 
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Two statements on slavery from De civitate Dei thus provide our initial frame for what 

follows. In Book XIX, Augustine makes clear that there was no slavery of man to man in the 

beginning: “By nature, then, as God first created man, no one is a slave either to man or to 

sin.”3 And in Book IV, Augustine makes clear that there will be no more slavery in the age to 

come: “full happiness will come only in the life where no one will be a slave any longer.”  

No slaves in the beginning, then, and no slaves in the end. Only now. And so, what 

is it about this now, this post-fall present in the saeculum which provides the conditions of 

possibility for slavery’s emergence? Indeed, which makes slavery not only emerge, and not 

only be found endemic, but also attain the status of being divinely “ordained,” in Augustine’s 

view, “by precisely the same law which commands that the natural order is to be preserved 

and forbids it to be disturbed”?4 And finally, how might attending to the intimacy of slavery 

and saeculum intervene in the endless debate among Augustinians concerning the task of 

doing ethics in a ‘secular’ age?  

I have noted above that when slavery in Augustine’s corpus is discussed by 

Augustinians at length, it is almost always directed to a discussion of the character of 

political authority in Book 19 of the City of God—especially the question of whether 

Augustine thinks the particular form of hierarchical subordination such authority introduces 

into the created order is “natural” or “unnatural.” Interpreters have been preoccupied not 

primarily with the question of slavery in its own right, but with how Augustine’s apparent 

tendency to equate all political authority with slavery shapes any genuinely Augustinian 
                                                

3 civ. 19.15. Of course, what Augustine means by “nature” here is infamously difficult to 
determine. As R. A. Markus writes, “The looseness of his conception of ‘nature’ is too 
notorious to require comment.” See Saeculum, 209. Cf. Gervase Corcoran, O.S.A., Saint 
Augustine on Slavery (Rome: Institutum Patristicum ‘Augustinianum,’ 1985), 79-80, as well as C. 
Boyer, “La notion de nature chez saint Augustin,” Doctor Communis 8 (1955), 65-75. 
4 civ. 19.15. Further, Augustine states elsewhere that within the present ordering of things, 
owning slaves is a human right. See In. Jo. ev. tr. 6, 25. 
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account of the origins of politics itself. I have aimed, in this project, to suggest the extent to 

which slavery, both in its symbolic resources and its material realities, permeates Augustine 

and Augustinianism far beyond this narrow set of questions. By instead attending to the 

appearance of masters and slaves in Augustine’s treatment of wide-ranging topics of ongoing 

interest to Augustinians—pilgrimage, humility, virtue, agency, etc.—I have attempted to 

make Augustine, and perhaps ourselves, somewhat stranger than Augustinians have allowed 

him and us to be, foremost by showing some of us more clearly to ourselves in the figure of 

the master. The alignment of much Christian thought with the vantage, interests, and self-

deceptions of the master class, I have suggested, neither originated in Augustine nor 

disappears after him, but in him is a window into an enduring problem whose contours we 

can begin to trace by attending to various reception histories of Augustinian thought and 

practice. With these pieces in place, I can now turn at the end to the place most Augustinians 

have wanted to begin, namely, Augustine’s account of slavery’s origins in Book 19. This is 

especially important to attend to for two reasons.  

First, the habit among Augustinians, as John Rist emphasizes in his perceptive 

reading, is to grant that the “strongest point” in Augustine’s defense of the institution of 

slavery is his keen sense for how profoundly inevitable slavery or slave-like domination is 

under the present conditions of fallenness: “Augustine assumes that even if certain forms of 

slavery, such as he knew in his own society, were to disappear, they would be replaced by 

others. The name might change; perhaps slaves would no longer be called ‘slaves.’ The 

reality would remain unchanged…Slavery in some form is endemic, and there is no point in 

trying to do the impossible and be rid of it.”5 Rist rightly points out that the same as true of 

concupiscence—it cannot, on Augustine’s own account, be eliminated in this life—yet here, 
                                                

5 John Rist, Ancient Thought Baptized, 236. 
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unlike slavery, Augustine insists the struggle against it must be undertaken anyway. Still, the 

anti-perfectionism of Augustine at this point is indeed partly what renders his thought 

perennially compelling, perhaps especially in political eras like ours, in which ‘perfection’ 

seems an especially fanciful notion. Second, it is precisely at this juncture of his belief in 

slavery’s inevitability that modern interpreters, whether his detractors or his defenders, have 

been most tempted to explain Augustine’s views by chalking them up to psychological 

temperament (his ‘conservative cast of mind,’ his ‘anxiety’ toward social disorder), to 

overweening frameworks like ‘pessimism’ and ‘realism’ (which purport to explain much but 

illumine little), or to overdetermined appeals to the totemic power of his historical “context,” 

as when Gervase Corcoran invokes the  “general brutality of the age” to account for what he 

takes to be Augustine’s otherwise embarrassing “silence on cruelty toward slaves.”6   

None of these particularly helps us take Augustine’s views seriously as views—as 

intellectual positions developed in rigorous engagement with his social world. Nor do they 

enable the reckoning I pursue in this chapter, a reckoning with how the temporal sensibility 

of ambivalence still animating contemporary Augustinian politics is imbricated in the 

master’s house, with how this risks reproducing the enduring problem of the Christian 

master, and thus with how this ambivalent temporality might be imagined elsewhere and 

otherwise in conversation with fugitive black thought. To pursue this reckoning, then, we 

must grasp the link identified—between the origins of slavery and the entrance of sin into 

the temporality we inhabit—first in relation to the theological account Augustine develops 

of sin and evil as nonbeing, as the privatio of good creation. Next I show how the contours of 

this grammar of sin emerge in and through the symbolic space of the master’s house. This, 

in turn, prompts the need for particular attention to the concept of God’s providence, the 
                                                

6 Corcoran, 89. 
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fitting category for describing divine agency in hoc saeculo, and to the concepts of human hope, 

patience, and waiting, as the fitting categories for describing human agency in hoc saeculo.7 

Part 1 takes up the way Augustine’s conception of providence under sin provides the 

key site for narrating the role of slavery in God’s plan for a sinful age, drawing the 

connections between providence and the master’s house, especially the threefold 

cosmological structure of the master’s house introduced above. Part 2 turns to the enduring 

problem of the master by way of attending to how this providence discourse aligns 

theological reasoning with the position of the master and functions apologetically in the 

enslavement projects of the new world. And Part 3 then attempts to disrupt, unmake, and 

remobilize key categories drawn from Augustine’s eschatological thought in a constructive 

direction in conversation with contemporary abolitionist democratic projects. 

 

Part 1. Sin, Providence, and the Master’s House  

In Augustine’s telling, the story of slavery’s coming to be makes sense only as an 

event within the coming to be of sin.8 Thorny conceptual issues result, not least since 

naming sin’s coming to ‘be’—that is, offering an account of the origin of evil—demands an 

attempt to isolate with words not one thing among others, but precisely ‘no-thing’ within 

being: the very ‘presence’ of absence, the ‘existence’ of loss. Augustinian grammar pulls evil 

inside inverted commas—little spaces of the less than real. As I have noted throughout, in 

coming to terms with Augustine’s view of slavery, scholars consistently (and rightly) have 

                                                
7 There are, of course, a number of ways of translating terms like saeculum, in hoc saeculo, 
saecularis, and related terms. For a discussion, see Paul J. Griffiths, “Secularity and the 
saeculum,” 33-4. 
8 civ. 19.15. I use the abbreviations found in The Oxford Guide to the Historical Reception of 
Augustine, vol. 1. All references to De civitate Dei are to the Babcock translation (Hyde Park, 
New York: New City Press, 2013), hereafter cited parenthetically. 
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emphasized sin in its intimate linkage with the institution’s origins—a “sign of something 

fundamentally wrong in human relations,” as Rowan Williams noted in a New Statesman 

review essay.9 In short, they emphasize that one cannot make sense of Augustine’s slavery 

discourse without reference to his theological account of a world profoundly damaged, 

malformed by evil.  

But the inverse of this proposition, though rarely considered, may also be true: Just 

as one cannot grasp Augustine’s explanation of slavery without evil, neither can one fully see 

Augustine’s account of evil—and thus, of life under the fallen portion of the saeculum—

without the logic of slavery. Without reference, that is, to slavery considered not only as 

historical event but a set of metaphors permeating Augustine’s corpus—what I have termed 

the symbolic space of the master’s house.10 The master’s house thus serves to clarify, 

stabilize, and resolve crucial aspects of Augustine’s grammar of sin, precisely at the point 

where his other metaphors fail, and so is indispensable for understanding the temporality of 

life during the fallen time of the saeculum. Showing how the master’s house accomplishes 

symbolic work at this site, work which cannot be achieved by other symbolic resources, is 

worth pursuing, in key part, to underscore one of the recurring contentions of the project: 

that ‘excising’ slavery language as simply one metaphor among others in Augustine is 
                                                

9 Rowan Williams, “Patriarchal villains? It’s time to re-think St Paul and St Augustine,” New 
Statesman, 10 November 2015. <http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/religion/2015/11/ 
patriarchal-villains-it-s-time-re-think-st-paul-and-st-augustine>.   
10 An extended instance of “symbolic signification” in Ricoeur’s sense. Following Ricoeur’s 
terminology, I suggest the ubiquity and style of slave language in Augustine occupy a status 
not of ‘allegory’ but ‘symbol’: “Allegory is a rhetorical procedure that can be eliminated once 
it has done its job. Having ascended the ladder, we can then descend it. Allegory is a didactic 
procedure. It facilitates learning, but can be ignored in any directly conceptual approach. In 
contrast, there is no symbolic knowledge except when it is impossible to directly grasp the 
concept and when the direction toward the concept is indirectly indicated by the secondary 
signification of a primary signification.” Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the 
Surplus of Meaning, 55-6. There is definitely more work to be done here, for me as I move 
forward. 
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implausible, and doing so risks obscuring the intimate linkages between Augustine’s 

‘theological’ concepts (evil, materiality, providence) and his ‘political’ concepts (saeculum, 

cities, subjection, authority). That said, the somewhat technical investigation into Augustine’s 

account of sin as privation in the following sections 1.A and 1.B may be tedious for some 

readers, who may wish to skip to 1.C where I make explicit the implications of the account 

for providence and slavery. 

1.A. Darkness v is ib le ,  s i l ence audible :  The log i c  o f  ev i l  as nonbeing  

I presuppose throughout James Wetzel’s definition of what he calls the privatio thesis, 

the  “supposition that evil is an absence, only a shadow of something real, and so not a thing 

of its own kind.”11 Offering neither a summary of all Augustine has to say on evil, nor a 

treatment of the full range of interpretations among contemporary Augustinians, I instead 

begin by unfolding the implications of one particular refrain I’ve noticed recurs in the most 

clear-sighted readings of privatio: the Augustinian grammar of evil is not, in any 

straightforward or unqualified sense, what modern thinkers ideally-typically call a ‘theodicy.’ 

Such approaches in analytic philosophers like Swinburne, Hick, and Plantinga—as Ken 

Surin’s fine survey argues—tend to regard theodicy’s task “very much as an ahistorical and 

individualistic quest for logically stable notions, exact axioms, and rigorous chains of 

deductive inference.”12 My interest here is not in these debates themselves, but in their 

capacity to force a more precise rendering of Augustine’s grammar of sin in relation to the 
                                                

11 James Wetzel, “Augustine on the origin of evil: myth and metaphysics” in Augustine’s City of 
God: A Critical Guide, ed. Wetzel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 168. 
12 Kenneth Surin, Theology and the Problem of Evil, 13. Surin’s work has the further advantage of 
insisting upon the “unique historical specificity of these ancient texts” (i.e., theological 
responses to evil like Augustine’s and Irenaeus’s), a point which bolsters the present essay’s 
attempt to read the privatio thesis within the symbolic world of a late Roman slave society in 
which, as Kyle Harper’s massive study concludes, “slavery pervaded every aspect of social 
thought and practice.” Slavery in the Late Roman World: AD 275 – 425 (Cambridge: 2011), 508-
9.  
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concerns I have introduced above. This grammar, I suggest, resists the name ‘theodicy’ thus 

conceived in two signal respects. By examining these two aspects, my argument establishes a 

window into the privatio thesis which clarifies the logic of Augustine’s widely-discussed 

‘deficient’ causality passage (civ. 12.7), then shows how the ‘seeing darkness’ metaphor 

employed there reaches its limits, limits which only the symbolic resources of slavery 

deployed elsewhere (and discussed in section 1.B) can overcome.  

First, modern theodicy projects of the sort Surin describes do not demand the 

problem of evil be viewed “as a constituent of an all-encompassing theological…reading of 

history,” and certainly not of “a history which is the work of the very God who reveals 

himself in Jesus Christ.” 13  Yet in the anti-Manichaean breakthrough of Augustine’s 

conversion—notwithstanding some obvious help from Plotinus, Porphyry, and Neo-

Platonism broadly—Augustine finds that the logic of what evil ‘is’ remains inseparable from 

how we think the revealed God of Scripture, the creator of Genesis and John 1.14 What this 

inseparability entails, in key part, is that “neither [God nor evil] has a place in the universe,” as 

Rowan Williams notes, “neither is a subject competing with others.”15 This is so because 

whatever is exists strictly by virtue of God’s creative act, God’s bringing forth being from 

nothing and calling it good. And since neither God nor evil can have this act for its source, 

neither may be said to ‘exist’ in the manner in which exists that class of created things we call 

(somewhat imprecisely) the universe. Neither evil nor God is ‘in’ the being of things in that 

way. The two explanations work in tandem: Jettison Augustine’s grammar of God, lose his 

account of evil as well. I note their inseparability here, in key part, to acknowledge that one 

                                                
13 Surin, 13. 
14 conf. 7, especially. 
15 Rowan Williams, “Insubstantial Evil” in Augustine and His Critics, eds. Dodaro and Lawless 
(London: Routledge, 2000), 120. Cf. civ. 12.5. 
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cannot engage privatio’s social logic without thereby raising ‘properly theological’ matters as 

well. More on this below.  

But second, and of more immediate concern: unlike most modern theodicy talk, 

Augustine’s privatio thesis is not an attempt to locate evil within a rationally coherent account 

of the world. It instead offers a grammar—a lexicon and syntax inextricably tied to a 

theological metaphysics of creatio ex nihilo—which not only explains why ‘logically stable 

notions’ of evil can’t be given, but also makes clear that this impossibility is itself the point.  

How so?  

In Book 12 of De civitate Dei, as Augustine aims to clarify how it is that we’ve come 

to speak of two cities or societies at all, “one consisting of the good, the other of the evil,” 

each comprised of angelic and human creatures (12.1), he first needs to get clear on how evil 

entered good creation in the first place. Bad angels could not have rebelled from a difference 

in nature, he reasons, since “the only nature contrary to the nature which supremely is…is a 

nature which has no being at all” (12.2). Bad angels have a good nature then; they cannot be 

evil ‘all the way down,’ for in that case there’d simply be no angel to speak of.16 Whence their 

evil then? Not in nouns, but verbs. On Augustine’s account, evil issues not from a difference 

in nature but a turn in will, a desire to be otherwise than what they are: to be “in their own 

power” apart from God, “as if they were themselves their own good” (12.1). And in that ‘as 

if’—that subjunctive form of life Augustine calls superbia (12.6)—they “fell away from...the 

good which makes blessed” (12.1).  

This explanatory account (not nature but will) only kicks the can back further though, 

as Augustine recognizes: for if “an evil will is the efficient cause of an evil act,” rather than 

                                                
16 Cf. conf. 7.12.18: “all things that are corrupted suffer privation of some good. If they were 
to be deprived of all good, they would not exist at all.”  
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some flaw in the actor’s nature, then we find ourselves “look[ing] for the efficient cause of 

this evil will,” indeed, that of “the very first evil will” (12.6). But how can a good nature 

possibly author an evil will? Whence such an inclination? Or in short: What causes one 

person to hold fast her willing of the good, while another of exactly the same disposition 

turns her will aside to evil? Augustine’s answer is striking: nothing.17 If we “examine the 

matter carefully, nothing comes to mind.” Or most bluntly: “Nothing is the efficient cause 

of an evil will” (12.6).  

Explaining what Augustine means by this gives us the vantage from which to clarify 

how exactly the privatio thesis is working in a manner distinct from modern theodicy: For 

Augustine, evil occupies no position within a logically coherent network of claims. Or more 

precisely, when we name a will ‘evil,’ what we are naming occupies only the ‘position’ of its 

process of departure from that network. It has for an intelligible description solely its 

ongoing attempt to abandon intelligibility, to escape the very domain where reasons are 

given, effects caused.18 Whatever coherence evil retains is retained only in this: its centrifugal 

motion—its outward thrust, away from what supremely is—does not yet ‘succeed.’ That is, 

only insofar as its escape from being remains asymptotic, incomplete, still within creation’s 

pull. Goodness is stubborn as hell—maybe more so, one might hope, in the end.  

And so from this vantage, as Charles Mathewes contends, the privatio argument “is 

not about solving, and hence dissolving, the problem of evil, but rather about bringing into 

                                                
17 For a more detailed summation and analysis of the steps of reasoning by which Augustine 
arrives at this answer, see William S. Babcock, “The Human and the Angelic Fall: Will and 
Moral Agency in Augustine’s City of God” in Augustine: From Rhetor to Theologian, ed. Joanne 
McWilliam (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1992), esp. 135-9.   
18  I follow Rowan Williams in conceiving evil as properly spoken about in temporal 
(‘process’) rather than spatial (‘position’) language. ‘Insubstantial Evil,’ 120. 
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focus the real problem, the absurdity and inexplicability of evil’s reality.”19 The impossibility 

of explication is precisely the point: Bringing evil ‘into focus’—a visual metaphor that gets 

interesting in light of the passage from Augustine discussed below—demands we decline evil 

a home in the order of things, where coherent causes achieve coherent effects. Banished 

thus, ‘evil’ is rather the name we give incoherence itself, the name for acts directed ‘against 

the order of nature’ [contra ordinem naturarum, 12.8], a complex concept which, in this context, 

may be said to denote simply that created realm in which actions and their meanings may be 

shared, cognition made common.20 Evil cannot be explicated within this order, since to do 

so “would tie it back into the explanatory fabric of the cosmos, the violation of which is 

what sin quite literally is.”21 And so it’s not merely that this or that particular evil act is 

disordered; rather, by chasing its own ‘private ends’ (12.1), the evil will attempts to reject, 

abandon, and unmake order as such. In an oft-cited passage, Augustine calls these attempts 

‘defections’ [defectionum]:  

No one, therefore, should look for an efficient cause for an evil will. For it is not an 
efficient but rather a deficient cause, because the evil will itself is not an effect but 
rather a defect. For to defect from what has supreme existence to what has lesser 
existence is itself to begin to have an evil will. And since the causes of such 
defections…are not efficient but rather deficient causes, to want to discover such causes is 
like wanting to see darkness or to hear silence.22  
 
To ‘see’ defection, then, to try to bring it ‘into focus’ is precisely to recognize it as 

opacity, as the resistance to, or perhaps retreat from, the transparency of order. Evil—to 

return to Wetzel’s definition, now with particular attention to the visual—is “only a shadow of 

                                                
19 Charles Mathewes, Evil and the Augustinian Tradition, 77.  
20 “They are not defections toward evil natures but rather are evil precisely because, against 
the order of nature [quia contra ordinem naturarum], they defect from that which has supreme 
existence and defect to that which has lesser existence.” civ. 12.8. 
21 Charles Mathewes, “Augustinian Anthropology: Interior Intimo Meo,” Journal of Religious 
Ethics 27:2 (Summer 1999), 206. 
22 civ. 12.7 (emphasis mine).  
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something real.” Evil’s relation to good, like shadow’s to light, has its proper definition only 

in that which it lacks and which, by its very lacking, it serves to reminds us of.23  

Significantly, you’ll find ‘only’ or ‘merely’ in nearly all such definitions of the privatio 

thesis (‘only a shadow’), and understandably so. Yet the work this ‘only’ does is complicated; 

it risks misleading. To say ‘only’ is to risk underplaying the way Augustine—especially in City 

of God, perhaps more so than Confessions—treats evil with remarkable sensitivity to the 

seriousness with which its effects appear to us: Following the passage above, Augustine 

immediately admits that things like darkness and silence are, indeed, nonetheless “known to 

us, the one by no other means than the eyes and the other by no other means than the 

ears…somehow known by not-knowing them” (12.7). The nonbeing which is known by 

not-knowing retains, at least at the ontic level, its own sort of reality. Ask the prisoner in 

solitary confinement if not-knowing seems to her ‘only’ a lack of the real. Instead, it seems 

clearer to say, as Paul Griffiths does, that “hell is present in the devastation really, as darkness 

visible and silence audible.”24 Darkness is present, and by no other means than my seeing, 

silence by nothing but my ears. Eyes strain by the former. The latter can feel deafening. Not-

knowing is never ‘mere’ absence: it’s more like being present, really, to a prison cell unlit and 

mute, eyes and ears intact.25  

1.B. The l imits  o f  darkness v is ib le  and ‘ the s lave ’  as s ign o f  l iv ing death 

What’s the point of putting it this way? Evil demands language make recourse to 

paradoxical-sounding formulations—darkness visible, silence audible—but the apparent 

paradox simply indicates, for Augustine, how difficult it is to reconcile descriptions of evil in 
                                                

23 Cf. Mathewes, “Augustinian Anthropology,” 205. 
24 Paul Griffiths, Decreation: The Last Things of All Creatures (Baylor University Press: 2014), 
emphasis mine.  
25 The phrase ‘darkness visible’ appears in Milton, Paradise Lost, Book I, line 63. I take the 
image of the prison cell in part from this passage: “a dungeon horrible / on all sides round.” 
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the order of being (‘darkness’) with how evil appears to us in the order of knowing 

(‘visible’)—that is, evil’s ontological description with its phenomenology. Or put another 

way, it suggests how difficult it is for him to square the ‘absence’ darkness properly is, with 

the stubbornly real ‘presence’ by which it falls upon the subject who encounters it.26 And that 

the subject encounters evil as real (that she ‘knows by not-knowing,’ but in this way 

nevertheless does know) is itself evidence that the line which splits presence from absence, 

being from nonbeing, good from evil, order from disorder, is one which—far from being an 

aloof abstraction—bisects the perceiving subject herself. That line is not external to, but 

within the very subject who wishes to know evil’s cause. Or in other words, the one seeking 

a cause for evil, somewhat dizzyingly, is doing so from a situation in which evil is always 

already present. 

This presents some serious issues for the Augustinian proposal: In wishing to know 

evil’s cause, the observer stands in a relationship with the observed that is more intimate, I 

contend, and more complex than the metaphor of ‘visible darkness’ allows. This, of course, 

does not mean the metaphor is ‘wrong.’ It comes on stage at just the right moment, does just 

the thing it was sent to do. But precisely as metaphor, there are limits to its signifying work; it 

is implicated in wider questions it cannot address on its own terms. To specify further what 

serious questions I have in mind is to begin to press the metaphor of ‘visible darkness’ to its 

limits in three key ways, for which I’ll stipulate as shorthands: issues of evil’s complexity, 

causality, and completeness. Reckoning with these, I suggest, drives us beyond that metaphor to 

recognize in slavery the more expansive symbolic resources for evil-as-nonbeing that 

                                                
26 I signal here what I take to be perhaps the chief, perennial difficulty in attempts to apply 
the Augustinian grammar to contemporary instances of evil, viz., the apparently unsatisfying 
(at least to some), almost obscene character of naming as ‘mere absence’ what appears to our 
sense of things to be so monstrously ‘real.’ 
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Augustine needs, and which in turn, provide the master’s house as the frame within which 

his account of institutional slavery will function. I will briefly expound each of these three 

limitations in what ‘darkness visible’ can adequately convey about evil as nonbeing, along 

with a brief sketch of how Augustine’s account of slavery—developed primarily in book 

19—addresses these limits, resolving contradictions that would otherwise remain 

unaddressed.  

Limit 1: Complexity 

First, there is a complexity to what we may call evil’s ‘internal/external dynamic’ which 

eludes the ‘darkness visible’ metaphor. The latter conceives the relation between the act of 

seeking evil’s causality and the existence of the evil being sought as a relation of faculty to 

object: as sight to darkness, hearing to silence. A faculty-object relation implies an object 

whose existence is reliably external to the faculty which apprehends it. But for Augustine’s 

argument, in terms of what this metaphor seems designed to convey (its ‘tenor’), the being 

of the perceiving subject who ‘sees darkness’ is not actually separable from the ‘darkness’ she 

sees. That is, the deficiency signified by ‘darkness’ in the metaphor actually lies, so to speak, 

within the eyes themselves: “My swelling conceit separated me from you,” Augustine recalls, 

“and the gross swelling on my face closed my eyes.”27 The darkness seen by not seeing, 

known by not knowing, does not reside ‘out there,’ then, in an object external to, and 

observable from, a fixed and stable subject-position.28 There is no darkness as an object 

strictly independent of me, of my looking. If there were, it would not be the case that, as 

Augustine says clearly, “these are not defections toward things that are evil but are evil 
                                                

27 conf. 7.8.12. 
28 Cf. “Deprived of their participation in the eternal light, they are no longer light in the Lord 
but rather darkness in themselves.” civ. 11.9 (emphasis mine). Note that angelic rather than 
human creatures are under discussion here, but this does not seem to substantively alter the 
point.  
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defections.” The evil lies not in things themselves, external to me which I then perceive as 

evil. The evil lies in the defecting itself, internal to my own will’s turning, and thus, in this 

narrow sense, internal to me.  

The intriguing upshot of Augustine’s account is this: Evil itself is obviously not a 

material thing with spatial-temporal properties. But we must hold two thoughts together: we 

can say evil is ‘located’ as a genuine exteriority of creation—it has no proper place in the order 

of being, it can’t be made intelligible within the ‘explanatory fabric of the cosmos’—while at 

the same time, we must say it is ‘located’ as genuine interiority, for the acts we call evil are 

traced to the will’s turning, a will which of course belongs not to ‘external things,’ but the 

inwardness of my soul.29 It is as though fragments of the outside, of what is other than 

creation, have become lodged within the creature and thus within creation itself. As 

nonbeing, evil finds its proper description, somehow, as that which is more external to 

creation than its distant stars, yet more internal to me (who is in creation) than the cells in the 

organs in my body. If it were other than exteriority (if it belonged within the world), then 

evil would be a ‘nature,’ and we’ve established this can’t be the case. But if it were other than 

interiority—proceeded from somewhere besides the will—then we would be back to the 

“nonsensical, or rather insane” Manichaean position of rendering evil a substance.30 In short, 

the terms of Augustine’s ‘darkness visible’ metaphor in Book 12 implicitly locate evil as 

external to the perceiving subject, but by the logic of Augustine’s broader argument, evil is 

something rather more complex—the outside of creation brought internal. It is creation’s 

outside interjected, folded into its interior. Folded precisely at the point most like God—the 

creature’s will—and therefore most porous to prideful defection.  

                                                
29 conf. 7. 
30 civ. 11.22. 
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And so Augustine’s account of the nonbeing which evil ‘is’ needs a grammar which 

goes beyond the faculty-object metaphor in order to clarify its status as an exteriority 

brought into the interior—where it does not belong—thereby forming something like an 

internal exteriority, or an external interiority. And it is here, significantly, that we begin to see the 

logic of conceiving evil as disorder, since the exterior now brought inside signals precisely 

disarrangement: the breakdown of “the arrangement of things equal and unequal that assigns 

to each its due place”—Augustine’s classic definition of order.31 I propose here that this 

disarrangement, together with a concept of punishment as its realignment into order, is 

indeed what the slavery metaphors enable Augustine to bring clearly into view. 

This can be seen in a careful reading of Augustine’s reasoning in the nineteenth book 

of De civitate Dei. There, this logic of evil as an internal exteriority is implicitly present in slavery 

as a consequence of sin, both in what it means, in the imagination of the master, to be a slave, 

and in what it means, again, within the imagination of the master, to have a slave. (a) To be a 

slave is contrary to nature since, as Augustine says, “[God] did not want a rational creature, 

made in his own image, to have dominion except over irrational creatures—not man over 

man but man over beasts” (19.15). This follows from the fact that “because man has a 

rational soul, he subordinates everything that he has in common with the beasts to the peace 

of the rational soul,” and this rational act of subordination enables “properly ordered accord 

of cognition and action” (19.14). To be a slave is to lose this capacity for ordering one’s own 

actions. It is to have someone else’s will supplant your own. It is thus imagined, according to 

the logic of slavery, that is, according to the fiction of the chattel principle, not only to be 

made to function like an animal, but to have what is exterior to the rational soul—someone 

else’s will—be made present precisely where it does not belong, in the place of my own free 
                                                

31 civ. 19.13. 
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interiority.32 As such, it serves as a fitting, extended metaphor for the way nonbeing intrudes 

as exteriority into the goodness of creation, injecting disorder into the world at the site of the 

human.  

And second, (b) to have a slave is to have one who is consummate outsider, even 

enemy, present in the intimate spaces of domestic life. As Mary Beard’s recent SPQR: A 

History of Ancient Rome notes, the common Roman proverb “All slaves are enemies” indicates 

the “degree of fear and anxiety [felt by owners] about their dependence and vulnerability” 

upon the enslaved bodies in their households.33 A similar sensibility is surely at work when 

Augustine, several sections earlier, notes the deeply lachrymal quality of Cicero’s warning 

against “insidious treacheries,” those which emerge not from “the open enemy…but this 

hidden evil…internal and domestic,” when members of one’s own household disrupt the 

peace (19.5). Elsewhere, in warning of how “certain imposters worm their way into the 

Church,” Augustine again invokes the slave in the master’s house: “Our Master wanted us to 

regard these sinners as slaves in the house…as a slave, as a sly sinner…looking for 

something to steal, or something to denounce or decry.”34 In this sense too, the imagined 

body of the enslaved is a sign of an exteriority already made interior. The slave’s presence 

marks the site of conflict and instability, the place where tranquility is threatened and 

maintained, precisely because it is the place where there is an ambiguous contradiction: ‘the 

slave’ is both a human person with all that entails, and fundamentally being governed by what 
                                                

32 This is not to say, of course, that Augustine thinks slaves are animals, or even animal-like 
in nature. (He explicitly denies this. See for instance De libero arbitrio 3.9.26.96.) That’s just 
the point: the slave’s body is a sign of disorder precisely because none other than a human being 
is being made to operate in the world in the way an animal does, that is, by being ruled not 
by his own rational soul (in free obedience to God), but by another human will.  
33 Mary Beard, SPQR: A History of Ancient Rome (New York: Liveright, 2015), 330. The saying 
also appears notably in Seneca’s Epistulae 47.2-5, as quoted in Peter Garnsey, Ideas of Slavery 
from Aristotle to Augustine (Cambridge, 1996), 55. 
34 En. Ps. 55.9.  
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is other than the very thing—the rational soul—which makes her a human person. Her 

potential disobedience threatens order. Her obedience secures it. Either way, order and 

disorder are confronting one another there in the complexity of the internal/external 

dynamic which the figural body of the slave dramatizes. I return to these matters further 

below.  

Limit 2: Causality 

Second, on the terms set by the ‘darkness visible’ metaphor, the one observing evil 

(‘seeing darkness’) finds herself in a relation to what is observed more intimate than the 

metaphor allows, specifically insofar as what makes the darkness dark is somehow caused—

inexplicably, deficiently, which, once again, is the point—by the very one trying to gaze upon 

it. It’s for this reason Wetzel calls the ‘darkness visible’ image “both striking and misleading,” 

since “the issue is not how we see darkness, but whether we cause the darkness that we 

know by not seeing.”35 Augustine needs a syntax and a vocabulary by which to capture the 

fact that the very one who perceives the lack that is darkness is herself somehow bound up with the 

very chain of responsibility which leads to it. This responsibility, this causality—as Wetzel notes—

the metaphor leaves unresolved. Yet in the account Augustine gives of the causality of 

slavery, it is clear that slaves, that is, those being punished, are responsible for their own condition, 

their own ‘darkness.’ This is not so because of the sinfulness of any particular slave—many 

slaves are righteous, Augustine says, many masters wicked. But rather, within the providence 

of God, we can be assured that “it is on sinners that the condition of slavery is justly 

imposed,” such that “the first cause of slavery, therefore, is sin.” It occurs only “by the 

judgment of God…who knows how to assign different punishments according to the merits 

of the offenders” (19.15). The one suffering evil has indeed caused the evil she is suffering, 
                                                

35 Wetzel, 178. 
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not individually, but simply by being present in humanity and thereby nascently present in 

the chain of events which led to sin’s just punishment.36  

Limit 3: Totality 

Third, the ‘darkness visible’ metaphor reaches a limit insofar as it cannot really 

signify the fact that evil, on Augustine’s view, afflicts the human creature under sin in a way 

that’s more totalizing, more complete than is suggested by a particular sense faculty. Seeing 

and hearing are, strictly speaking, ‘accidental’ properties of the human person. (To lack them 

is to be a blind person or a deaf person, not to forfeit the nature called ‘human.’) They are 

partial, not total aspects of the human creature. If the ‘complexity limit’ suggests that the 

metaphor in question cannot adequately represent the way ‘darkness’ is present in the eyes 

themselves (as the awkwardness of that syntax itself displays), and the ‘causality limit’ 

suggests that the metaphor says little about the all-important matter of what brought about 

the darkness in the first place, this third limit concerns the fact that ‘seeing darkness’ 

concerns only a particular sense faculty, whereas sin concerns the whole person.37  

And we know that the latter is the case principally through what Augustine identifies 

as sin’s chief consequence, the punishment promised to Adam and Eve from the beginning: 

death, which is “undoubtedly the punishment of all who are born in unbroken succession 

from the first man” (13.6). It seems fitting, then, that death-as-punishment and slavery-as-

punishment are closely linked in Augustine’s thought, insofar as the slave is, for him, a figure 

                                                
36 “What man became—not when he was created but when he sinned and was punished—is 
what man begot, so far as the origin of sin and death is concerned,” civ. 13.3. 
37 Again, there is certainly no reason why one metaphor ‘should’ capture all aspects or angles 
of the concept it involves, but given how widely-discussed and crucially important this 
particular passage is in Augustinian thought, its argument can be made clearest when its 
edges (limits) are brought most sharply into focus.   
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of living death. Following a historically influential Latin etymology,38 Augustine notes that the 

word ‘servi’ is believed to come from servando, signaling that those enslaved have been “saved” 

or “preserved” when they could have been killed under the laws of war (19.15). The slave, 

then, experiences a kind of commuted death sentence, an extension of life under permanent 

threat of its erasure.39 The slave makes visible the ‘presence’ of the ultimate lack—death 

itself.40 Thus, the logic of evil as nonbeing finds its most effective symbol not in the 

condition of a darkness being seen, nor in silence being heard, but in death being lived. What 

visible darkness and audible silence approach partially, the slave as the figure of living death 

renders totally, insofar as—at the symbolic level of the master’s imagination, reflected in law 

and culture—the enslaved person has no existence exterior to her enslavement.41  

                                                
38 For this fascinating history, one which in my view casts new light on the standard readings 
of this passage in Augustine, see the section entitled “Etymology as ideology: Servire from 
servare, or enslaving as saving” in Mary Nyquist, Arbitrary Rule: Slavery, Tyranny, and the Power of 
Life and Death (University of Chicago Press, 2013), 218ff. 
39 This aspect of slavery forms the basis of Orlando Patterson’s now-classic Slavery and Social 
Death: A Comparative Study (Harvard, 1982).  
40 I aim here, as throughout, to underscore that this ‘living death’ framework refers not to the 
lived experiences of the enslaved, but to the enslavers’ imaginary, as reflected in culture and 
law, in part to indicate the unresolved (and perhaps unresolvable) debates concerning 
whether Patterson’s influential “social death” framework obscures more than it clarifies 
when it comes to that form of life which moves beneath the epithet of “the slave.” An 
illuminating criticism of Patterson along these lines is found in Vincent Brown, “Social 
Death and Political Life in the Study of Slavery,” American Historical Review 114, no. 5 
(December 2009), 1231-1249. In Brown’s view, “it is often forgotten that the concept of 
social death is a distillation from Patterson’s breathtaking survey—a theoretical abstraction 
that is meant not to describe the lived experiences of the enslaved so much as to reduce 
them to a least common denominator that could reveal the essence of slavery in an ideal-
type slave, shorn of meaningful heritage” (p. 1223).  
41 What Chris de Wet says of the slave metaphors in Pauline literature is no less true of 
Augustine: “The point is that the metaphor does not work if it is reduced to a form of paid 
servanthood…The potency and radicalism of the metaphor lie in its extremity. The slave is 
one who has no agency outside of the volition of the master; the will of the slave is 
renounced and totally subservient to that of the slaveholder. Any authority the slave has is 
not his own; it is a transplanted and surrogate authority.” Chris L. de Wet, Preaching Bondage: 
John Chrysostom and the Discourse of Slavery in in Early Christianity (Oakland: University of 
California Press, 2015), 47. 
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1.C. Providence ’s  twofo ld operat ion and the master ’s  house 

After first aiming to clarify the logic of evil as nonbeing in 1.A, I have argued in 1.B 

that the privatio thesis exceeds what can be communicated in the key metaphor developed in 

one widely-discussed passage in Augustine, suggesting that the logical relations of slavery fill 

this gap elsewhere in Augustine’s thought. In sum, I have argued that the figure of the slave 

begins to do the work of signifying an exterior brought inside (insofar as the slave is both 

consummate stranger and the intimate familiar), dramatizes the causality of evil (the sinner 

being responsible for her own punishment), and finally, makes visible the idea of one whose 

entire existence is enslavement, who thereby signifies a penal condition for human life, not 

reducible merely of seeing darkness and hearing silence, but to the totalizing symbolics of 

‘living death.’  

Here I want to make explicit what this entails about the character of the saeculum, 

and the theological discourse suitable for discerning God’s ongoing actions within it, namely, 

providence. My starting point is a perceptive contention from Gervase Corcoran’s 

(otherwise somewhat limited) monograph on slavery in Augustine, a contention whose full 

implications Corcoran does not pursue.42 It is a point, moreover, which complicates the 

                                                
42 Though Corcoran’s book remains valuable as one of the very few monograph length 
treatments of slavery in Augustine’s thought, its usefulness is significantly hampered in two 
respects: First, the historical account its first chapter (there are only two) offers of the social 
realities of slavery in Augustine’s day is now severely dated. Since its publication in 1985, a 
wealth of analysis in late ancient studies has decisively enhanced our view of the social, 
political, and economic dimensions of Augustine’s world, rendering the survey Corcoran’s 
first chapter offers of little value to the contemporary reader. Second, Corcoran’s theological 
and ethical assessment of Augustine’s views on slavery is hobbled by the decidedly 
confessional, even apologetic character of Corcoran’s approach. His desire to defend 
Augustine against modern critics often leads to special pleading arguments on Augustine’s 
behalf, as for instance, when Corcoran, upon noticing Augustine’s “lack of eloquent 
denunciation of cruelty to slaves,” offers the conjecture that this must mean there simply 
was not much such cruelty! It must be “due to the comparative rarity of the problem rather 
than evidence of his indifference to their lot…his silence on cruelty towards slaves can 



 

  
185 

commonplace apologetic claim that for Augustine, slavery is a “result” of sin. Corcoran 

writes: “Thus it appears [for Augustine] that the introduction of slavery into the world was 

no mere arbitrary punishment, but was called for by the structure of reality itself.”43  Here, for all the 

shortcomings of his treatment of slavery in Augustine, Corcoran cuts to the heart of things: 

for Augustine, slavery is not arbitrary punishment; rather, the punishment fits the crime, so to speak, a 

crime which is intelligible only within a certain structure of reality.  What is the sin, that is, the crime in 

view, and what is that structure of reality which makes slavery intelligible as its fitting 

punishment?  

Reconstructing Augustine’s views by weaving together multiple texts (including de 

Trinitate, Confessiones, and multiple scriptural commentaries), Corcoran argues that this 

“structure of reality,” the one which makes slavery as a punishment not arbitrary, is a 

conception of the “hierarchy of being” by which “man holds a midway position between 

God and the rest of creation.”44 This midway position for man exists in virtue of his bearing 

the image of God, which, to quote Augustine himself, “of course is reason itself, or mind or 

intelligence or whatever other word it may more suitably be named by,” that is, whatever 

name is suitable for naming the “factor in which he [man] surpasses non-rational animate 

beings.”45 Though this mid-point in the hierarchy idea has echoes in Plotinus and others, 

Corcoran rightly links it further to the distinctly Augustinian moral psychology of loves, 

                                                                                                                                            
reasonably be interpreted to mean that this was rare.” Corcoran, 89. On this tendency 
toward “indulg[ing] in special pleading on behalf of Augustine,” see Peter Brown’s “New 
Directions” appendix to the 2000 edition of his biography, 494 (full citation above). 
43 Corcoran, 78 (emphasis mine). 
44 Corcoran, 79. 
45 De Gen. ad. litt. III, 20.30. I retain Augustine’s gender-exclusive pronouns here and 
throughout advisedly, in view of the fact that gender subjection is natural for him in the 
order of nature, whereas it is specifically the subjection of man to man that is the element 
introduced by sin. That said, future revisions of this chapter will develop the gendered 
dimensions which remain only implicit here. 
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whereby one’s loves draw one toward the object of desire: “if a man loves God he ascends 

to him…whereas if he loves material things without reference to God, he descends to their 

level.”46  

In other words, ‘the structure of reality’ in question is a cosmological picture of three 

levels, precisely the tripartite hierarchy discussed at length in the previous chapter: at the top 

is God, figured as the Dominus over a domus; at the midpoint is Man in the image of God, as 

the only rational soul within the created order, figured as the good and faithful servus; at the 

bottom is all the rest of creation, lacking the capacity of the  rational soul, figured in the 

servus vicarius. In On Genesis: A Refutation of the Manichees, Augustine again makes this explicit, 

noting that the serpent’s temptation was that they “should be their own masters instead 

without the Master,” and in giving into the temptation, they “make bad use of that halfway 

centrality,” what we have called the midpoint of humble mastery, “by which they were 

subject to God, and had their own bodies subject to themselves.”47 The master’s house, then, 

is the framework, the structure of reality, within which the crime of sin is imagined as a 

spatial “fall,” a lowering of mankind from his rightful position at level two in the hierarchy 

of being, to position three with the brute animals: in this fall, Augustine writes in the City of 

God, Adam and Eve are “cast down to life and death at the level of the beasts.”48 More 

precisely, in their sin, they aimed to exalt themselves to level one, of being “like God” in 

accordance with the serpent’s promise. But in accordance with scripture (Augustine likes to 

quote Psalm 73:18, “You cast them down while they were being exalted”), it is precisely this 

striving upward which “humbles” them by force, brings them low, sends them careening 

                                                
46 Corcoran, 79. 
47 Gn. c. man. II, 15.22. 
48 civ. 13.3. 
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down to level three among the beasts of the field.49 When man “sought to be God, not by 

lawful imitation but by unlawful pride, he was cast down into the mortal conditions of 

monstrous beasts.”50 

And thus, by sinfully turning away from their proper capacity for well-ordered 

human existence, with the rational soul mastering a body fully obedient to its will, 

humankind incurs a punishment which corresponds quite perfectly to the nature of the 

crime: to be a slave is, as I suggested above in discussing the privatio thesis, to have another’s 

will standing in the place where one’s own, by nature, should be. In other words, by sinfully 

abandoning the midpoint of the well-ordered rational soul, by disordering his will toward the 

lower things he shared in common with the beasts, Adam’s punishment consists—by a kind 

of poetic justice—in a condition of enslavement defined precisely by being dispossessed of 

one’s own will. To say that the “first cause of slavery is sin” (civ. 19.15) then, is not to call 

slaveholding sinful. Rather, it is to explain why being enslaved is an entirely appropriate 

punishment for the distinct sort of creatures—human, rational—that we are.  

Augustine is clear that to call slavery a punishment, fitting for the structure of 

humankind’s place in the cosmos, is to make no crude assessment concerning which human 

beings wind up slaves, as though those who become slaves are sinful in a way that those who 

wind up masters are not.51 Augustine repeatedly acknowledges, to the contrary, that there are 

                                                
49 cf. civ. 14.13. 
50 De Gen. ad. litt. II, 32. Cf. Augustine’s words on the justice of the subjection of animals, in 
his commentary upon Genesis which notes that the patriarchs were “breeders of herds”: 
“And rightly so, for without any doubt this is just servitude and just domination, since cattle 
serve man and man rules over cattle.” He then invokes Genesis 1:26 on being made in the 
image of God and notes: “Here it is implied that reason ought to dominate irrational life.” 
Qu. hept. I. 53. 
51 As Markus summarizes, “it is clear that the service and subjection which a man owes 
another in virtue of being subject to him as to his legitimate ruler is an instance of subjection 
in virtue of status only; it has nothing to do with any possible moral or intellectual 
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many wicked masters and many righteous slaves.52 The point is that all are sinful, and so all 

are justly enslaveable. Thus whenever and wherever you find a human being enslaved, you 

can—without hesitation—recognize the justice of the situation, affirm it as the outworking of 

God’s providence, secure in the knowledge that it “can only happen by the judgment of 

God…who knows how to assign different punishments according to the merits of the 

offenders” (civ. 19.15). In this way, as Corcoran notes, the “novelty” of Augustine’s account 

of slavery “lies in his integrating this into his teaching on the providence of God.”53  

Both Corcoran, and more importantly, R. A. Markus in his influential treatment of 

these questions in the classic text Saeculum, emphasize that this integration of slavery and 

providence is seen more precisely only when we recognize that, working subtly inside City of 

God book 19’s invocation of providence, there is the crucial account of the twofold 

operation of providence developed in The Literal Meaning of Genesis.54 In that text, Augustine 

develops the key conceptual distinction between providentia naturalis, by which God’s 

governance works through nature, and providentia voluntaria, by which God’s governance 

operates through the acts of wills and the events caused by these wills. “Dependent on the 

two streams of providence,” writes Markus, “there are two kinds of order to be found in the 

world: the order of nature and the order expressed in human choices and enacted in human 

action and its results. This duality of order in the world underlay all Augustine’s later 

                                                                                                                                            
superiority of the ruler over his subject.” Markus, Saeculum, 203. And elsewhere: “The bare 
superiority of being established in a controlling position is the only kind of superiority 
Augustine could concede to the master over his slaves or to the ruler over his subjects; in no 
other sense were his ‘inferiors’ inferior.” Markus, Saeculum, 93. 
52 See for instance en. Ps. 124.7. 
53 Corcoran, 81. 
54 “This extensive Commentary on the book of Genesis contains the first germs of many of 
the ideas which we meet later in the De civitate Dei.” Markus, Saeculum, 203. 
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reflection on society.”55 Markus takes great pains to emphasize that this introduction of 

twofold providence marks a clear turn in Augustine’s thinking, a breaking away from “the 

cosmic and political order as conceived in the classical, Hellenistic or neo-Platonic views 

which had played so great a part in Augustine’s early thinking.”56 It marks a turn toward an 

account of creation and its fallenness in which, instead, institutions of coercion like slavery 

do not have a basis in nature, but remain fully within the scope of God’s governance, insofar 

as they constitute “God's just punishment for man’s transgression,” and more to the point, 

provide “his providential dispensation for coping with its consequences, disorder, strife, and 

lack of concord.”57 Against this looming disorder, “God’s providence rules and administers 

the whole of creation,” writes Augustine, both nature and wills; natures so that they may 

simply be, wills on the other hand so that neither the good ones may be unfruitful nor the 

bad ones go unpunished.”58 

Markus also takes pain to emphasize that, in this sense, slavery does not correspond 

to the natural order. But this has often been misread by interpreters like Corcoran to soften 

the sting of his subsequent justification of it for modern readers, without recognizing that 

Augustine justifies slavery’s existence precisely on the grounds that our fallen life during the 

saeculum is itself not natural, but rather is nature disordered, such that slavery is all the more 

legitimate for its unnaturalness. Its unnaturalness, as I have argued above, is precisely what 

makes the punishment fit the crime. This is because it provides the very means for 

containing the disorder let loose by the sinfulness of human wills, as Corcoran himself 

recognizes. But Corcoran goes on to insist that “this hardly means…that [Augustine] was 

                                                
55 Markus, 87. 
56 Markus, 86. 
57 Markus, 205. 
58 De Gen. ad. litt. VIII, 23.44. 
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justifying [slavery] more than the other Fathers of the Church, no more than his statement in 

Contra Faustum that even the persecutors of the martyrs had their power from above  can be 

taken to mean that he justifies murder.”59 The analogy Corcoran proposes makes the exact 

opposite point of his intent: Augustine affirms the providential ordering at work in 

martyrdom, but we can scarcely imagine him offering—as he so often has done in the pages 

preceding regarding slavemasters—specific advice, counsel, and spiritual guidance to 

emperors for how best to execute martyrs in a gentle and loving spirit. The discourse of 

providence, then, must be viewed as denying the ground of “nature” to the institution of 

slavery, precisely so as to place it on more stable grounds, to provide an alternative basis for it 

which is, given the nature of the saeculum, in fact more secure: it is ordained precisely to 

contain, through coercion, the disordering of human life which resulted from humankind 

falling to the level of beasts. It is, once again, God’s own “providential dispensation for 

coping with [sin’s] consequences, disorder, strife, and lack of concord.”60 It is needed more, in 

this way, not less. And so this form of accounting for slavery’s existence, in theory, precludes 

any claims particular masters might make to the order of nature as legitimating the basis for 

their mastery, but as we will see in the next section, that form of justification is far from the 

only way masters account for the legitimacy of their claim to mastery.  

 

Part 2. Providence and the Enduring Problem of the Christian Master 

 In the previous section, I began to display the intimate linkages between Augustine’s 

fictive model of time as saeculum, his account of divine providence, and his account of the 

origins of slavery in sin. I have suggested that a close analysis of “the master’s house” as the 

                                                
59 Corcoran, 81. 
60 Markus, 205. 
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background “structure of reality” within which these accounts function helps us see the way 

in which the punishment fits the crime. That is, the master’s house helps us recognize how 

his often-quoted “sin is the first cause of slavery” statement suggests not that enslaving 

others is sin, but rather that becoming enslaveable, becoming absolutely subject to another’s 

will, is the fitting punishment for those who have lost the stability of their position as image-

bearers, as rational souls at the midpoint of the cosmos. The “fall” is imagined as a spatial 

fall from position two to three in the master’s house, a fall resulting in the fittingness of 

institutional slavery, overseen by that twofold operation of providence by which God rules 

the world through both nature and wills. In this section, in conversation with a constructive 

retrieval of this account of providence by a prominent contemporary Augustinian and by 

illuminating the conversation by way of certain reception histories of Augustinian 

providence among Christian masters, I contend that this providential discourse of slavery’s 

origins—not despite, but precisely in its ‘denaturalizing’ of slavery—can function just as 

easily to legitimize slave systems as ‘naturalizing’ accounts, can conceal the means by which 

slavery reproduces itself, and so can stabilize the position of Christian masters. 

In a recent volume on the theology and ethics of providence, Charles Mathewes 

writes, “Everyone who thinks about life in time – that is, everyone – has some functional 

equivalent to the doctrine of providence – some way of giving the shape of history or time 

meaning and purpose. And anyone who thinks about time and history, in our world, thinks 

about politics.”61 Everyone, that is, has something like what David Scott called, in my 

introduction above, a working “fictive model of time” which both shapes and is shaped by 

political life. I have argued that Augustinian providential time provides a basis for 
                                                

61 Charles Mathewes, “Providence and Political Discernment,” in The Providence of God: Deus 
habet consilium, eds. Francesca Aran Murphy and Philip G. Ziegler (New York: Bloomsbury, 
2009), 257. 
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enslavement that is more, not less justificatory in character for the way it denies slavery a 

home in the original state of nature. But this is not to suggest this account of providence is 

crassly instrumental, reductively a slaveholder’s “ideology.” Nor is it blandly to point out that 

history is written from the side of the winners. To the contrary, the brilliance of this account 

of providence and slavery’s origins, I want to suggest, is precisely its anti-triumphalist character, 

its seamless convergence with the virtue of humility discussed in the previous chapter: “A 

providential politics,” as Mathewes writes, “is not a triumphalist politics; it is, in certain 

crucial ways, the opposite of it.” 62   This anti-triumphalism emerges in the fact that 

providentialist thinking “both liberates us and obligates us, lifts us up and brings us low, 

drives us to our knees and causes us to say, ‘this is the Lord’s doing and it is marvelous in 

our eyes.’”63 It really does bring us to our knees, humble us, steal away from us a more purely 

ideological ‘naturalizing’ of the social order, and instead draw us inside the performance of a 

more complex and powerful theological work. It clears the ground of cheap, convenient 

explanations. It denies, in fact, claims to the stability and transparency of order, and instead 

throws the task of Christian discernment down into the ambiguities of the world, offering 

the one who seeks political and theological discernment no simple escape from the 

conditions of ambivalence. From there, one must make sense of oneself and one’s political 

arrangements only with fragments, only in risk.64  

This, I want to suggest, is precisely what Augustine himself goes on to do once he 

has established a providential framework for narration, by offering two explanatory 

                                                
62 Mathewes, “Providence, 271. 
63 Charles Mathewes, “Providence and Political Discernment,” in The Providence of God: Deus 
habet consilium, eds. Francesca Aran Murphy and Philip G. Ziegler (New York: Bloomsbury, 
2009), 271. 
64 “…this discernment is always provisional and ambiguous, especially so in politics, and 
underscores the importance of a humble confessionalism.” Mathewes, “Providence,” 260. 
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possibilities regarding the more proximate causes of the origins of slavery, one from the 

domain of what we may call his “culture” broadly conceived, and one from scripture. What 

comes into view is a certain complication of Mathewes’ point above: It is certainly true that 

everyone has some “functional equivalent to the doctrine of providence,” but what 

Mathewes underplays, in my view, is the extent to which providential thinking itself must 

always make recourse to the interpretive tools one has ready to hand, to other ‘functional 

equivalents’ of more or less utility, often without the ability to specify precise criteria for why 

these explanatory frameworks for discerning God’s action, rather than others, are to be 

recognized as the workings of providential action.  

This, in turn, troubles even as it underscores Mathewes point concerning the 

ineluctable “moral obscurity, moral difficulty” which providential thinking requires: “the 

rhetoric of ‘moral clarity’ is typically used to efface the real complexity of a situation, to make 

us focus on some points and disregard others. In contrast, real moral clarity teaches a deep 

appreciation for the breadth of the relevant facts about the world, an appreciation that 

should produce in us a deep and complicated ambivalence. A providence-informed faith 

offers moral obscurity, moral difficulty. It doesn’t make things clearer, but rather more vividly 

ambiguous and complicated.”65 I am moved by this somewhat paradoxical image of a more 

‘vividly ambiguous’ scene of political discernment. And yet, it is hard to avoid noticing that 

for all its ambiguity and obscurity and difficulty, what results from providential thinking not 

only must, unavoidably, issue in some highly determinate content which, being highly 

determinate, will be subject to disputation. What results, in the example Mathewes offers, 

also happens to be a defense of the nation state on extremely tendentious grounds that offer 

no criteria for why these “relevant facts about the world,” rather than others, provide grounds 
                                                

65 Mathewes, “Providence,” 261. 
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for his providentially-informed judgment that the nation-state is “the most effective bit of 

political technology humans have invented.”66  

My concern here, of course, is neither to endorse nor refute this contention, but to 

underscore the form of argument which providential discourse provides. What we find, I 

want to suggest, is not Mathewes distorting a genuinely Augustinian doctrine of providence, 

but rather displaying its brilliance quite effectively: the ‘bringing low’ enacted in the language 

of honest, frank assessment of ‘moral obscurity’ is precisely what clears the way for 

determinate judgment, and that judgment, unavoidably, smuggles in a host of more or less 

disputable contentions whose reasons providence itself cannot fully provide. This being the 

case, it is not exactly clear what providence adds to the equation, other than the distinct 

sense of humility which is imparted by the assurance that whatever is being done, God is 

intimately involved in the doing. Other claims must do much of the heavy lifting. Other 

“functional equivalents” of providence, it seems, are perhaps not as radically different from 

the sort of work providence itself must do as it initially seemed. Left unresolved then is not 

the question of human agency, for indeed, divine providence traditionally conceived, does 

not erase human agency but enables it. Rather, what is left unresolved, in a contemporary 

Augustinian account like Mathewes’s, is what precisely to make of how Augustine’s own 

discourse of providence enables a legitimation of slavery, underscoring what I have 

developed throughout as “alignment” with the position of the master, not the enslaved.  

The most promising starting point for addressing this in Mathewes’s own account, is 

this: “On this picture we are always in medias res, with lines of filiation and obligation (and 

occasionally enmity) drawn before we have a chance to agree to them.”67 To inhabit the 

                                                
66 Mathewes, “Providence,” 262. 
67 Mathewes, “Providence,” 265. 
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afterlife of slavery is to be drawn inside that parenthetical “occasionally” as more than 

merely occasional—modern life begins with slavery. It is to learn to pose the question of 

providence anew from inside the foundational, if often unacknowledged, conditions of 

enmity which—invisibly for some and with brutal unavoidability for others—animate one’s 

life: the racial conditions of enmity which Frank Wilderson calls modernity’s “structures of 

antagonism.”68 It is this sort of structural antagonism, enmity, indeed violence, which 

Mathewes’s account of providence hints toward yet does not confront, even as, I contend, 

Augustine’s own providential discourse—in the denaturalizing ambivalence it injects into 

slavery—serves to conceal that sort of structural violence. 

To make such a contention demands noting that Augustine’s own providential 

framework opens the space for two more proximate causes of slavery’s origins, that is, two 

ways in which, implicitly, divine providence—in its providentia voluntaria channel—is viewed 

to link up with human chains of causality in the emergence of slavery as a human institution. 

In Questions on the Heptateuch, Augustine underscores that the slavery of man to man disrupts 

the natural order by which “reason ought to dominate irrational life.” There is the “just 

slavery and just domination” by which “cattle serve man and man rules over cattle,” and 

there is the “natural order among men, that women should serve men and children their 

parents, from which derives the justice of the fact that the weaker in reason should serve the 

stronger.”69 But the slavery of man to man is brought about “in this age” by a “disturbance” 

in the natural order, a disturbance caused, more proximately, by “iniquity or adversity,” with 

iniquity exemplified by Canaan being cursed, and adversity exemplified by Joseph being sold 

by his brothers. Both these examples recur in the more influential City of God book 19 
                                                

68 Frank Wilderson, Red, White & Black: Cinema and the Structure of U.S. Antagonisms (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2010). 
69 Qu. hept I. 153.  



 

  
196 

explanatory account, and in both accounts, Augustine draws these two scripture examples 

into contact with another set of “relevant facts” drawn from Roman linguistic culture, that is, 

with another set of the ‘functional equivalents’ which must be appealed to for providential 

thinking to do its work: “Thus wars brought about the first slaves, on whom this name was 

bestowed in the Latin language. For any man who has been conquered by a man could be 

killed by the right of war, but because he was spared he was called a slave.”70 Likewise, in the 

Book 19 version, Augustine appeals to these two scriptural types (though here substituting 

Daniel for Joseph), while underscoring the explanatory power of war slavery as refracted 

through the Latin etymology, here developed in additional detail: “the origin of the word for 

‘slaves’ is believed to stem from the fact that those who might have been killed under the 

laws of war were instead sometimes preserved by the victors and became slaves; thus they 

were called slaves due to the fact that they were preserved.”71 Most editions of the City of God 

feature an editorial footnote pointing out that the etymology which derives servi (slaves) from 

servando (preserved) does not originate with Augustine and is incorrect. I am interested not in 

its philological legitimacy (or absence thereof), but in the crucial way in which the etymology 

brings into view the intimacy of Augustinian providential thinking with the enduring 

problem of the Christian master.  

I examine this by highlighting the incisive historical work of Mary Nyquist’s recent 

work Arbitrary Rule: Slavery, Tyranny, and the Power of Life and Death, which gives us a window 

into the reception of the Augustinian account of slavery’s origins in early modernity, with 

careful analytic attention to the vexed interplay between the discourse of political slavery 

(among political actors resisting tyranny) and the concomitant emergence of Atlantic chattel 
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slavery. 72  Nyquist notes that “early moderns follow Greek and Roman authorities in 

assuming that the concentrated, supra legal power held by the individual slaveholder or 

interstate conqueror depends in some way on war slavery doctrine.” Both Florentinus and 

Gaius define the power the slaveholder holds over the enslaved as “contrary to nature but 

established by jus gentium,” then establish the military victor’s power over life and death 

etymologically: “the word servi (slaves), substantive form of servire (to serve) comes from 

servare (to save).”73  

Early modern thinkers from Hugo Grotius to Thomas Hobbes to John Locke will 

make use of this etiology, joining a long line of thinkers who find in it a resource for 

approving discussions of slavery. But “most significantly” of these, writes Nyquist, “because 

he thereby brings it into the Christian fold, [is] Saint Augustine [who] assumes its validity in 

The City of God when with reference to the so-called just war he says, ‘[T]he latine word Servus, 

had the first derivation from hence: those that were taken in the warres, being in the hands 

of the conquerours to massacre or to preserve, if they saved them, then were they called Servi, 

of Servo.”74 If that translation of the City of God sounds odd, it is because she is quoting the 

early modern edition of Juan Luis Vives, Of the citie of God with the learned comments of Io. Lod. 

Vives (translated into English in 1610)—about which more in a moment.  

For now, it is most important to note that, notwithstanding the fact that the Latin 

etymology explicitly serves, in Augustine’s account, to locate slavery within God’s providentia 

voluntaria, and not in the order of nature, Nyquist notes that “its location right after the 
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admission that slavery is against nature gives it an apologetic, justificatory character.”75 

Building from Alan Watson’s similar reading of its function in his longer study, Roman Slave 

Law,76 Nyquist contends that “indebtedness” and a “sense of obligation” is what “appears to 

link servare to servi, constituting another, major sign of this etymological figure’s ideological 

function,” namely, the way it nourishes a connotation of “reciprocity: the victor willingly 

saves, the vanquished willingly serves.” Naturally, in reality, “there is no symmetry 

whatsoever between the two actors in this minidrama.” Reciprocity is instead a self-

deception of the emerging master, since, of course, “the vanquished has no choice but to 

serve.” 77 The point is: despite appealing to providence rather than nature, to the ambiguity 

and ambivalence by which God rules during the saeculum, Augustine’s use of the etymology 

of servus functions to stabilize, in these reception histories, precisely “the power of life and 

death that, following Roman jurisprudence, Euro-colonialism assigns the slaveholder.” Its 

association of “saving and enslaving” in military contexts comes to “readily support early 

modern efforts to naturalize slavery.”78 This flexibility of interchange between providential 

slavery and ‘naturalizing’ slavery should give pause to contemporary Augustinian attempts to 

deflect criticism of Augustine’s legitimation of slavery by his restricting it to the realm of 

fallen social life in the saeculum.  

So too does another, related reception history, by which the Vives version of the City 

of God is taken up, much like the John Henry Hopkins example from chapter two, in the US 

context of the Civil War. In 1861, Reverend Samuel Seabury, professor of biblical learning at 

the General Theological Seminary in Manhattan, New York, published a defense of 
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American slavery which aimed to distinguish it from previous slave systems, primarily on the 

grounds that it involved a “contract between masters and slaves” involving reciprocal 

demands and obligations.79 Seabury quotes the Vives version of City of God, Book 19 at 

considerable length, including the servus etymology, concluding that in it we find “the theory 

of servitude luminously developed.” He reads Augustine to argue that “the relation of master 

and servant grows out of the wants of man, and is part of Nature’s order.” (Indeed the 

subtitle of his book is Justified by the Laws of Nature!) On the basis Augustine offers, he 

concludes that Christianity thus “does not abolish the natural relations of mankind, but 

breathes into them a new SPIRIT—the love of God and man.”80 

It is fair enough to point out that this is clearly a poor reading of the text he has just 

quoted. Seabury did not have the benefit of reading Robert Markus. Still, the reading he 

offers, which aims to ground slavery in the order of nature, a grounding Augustine explicitly 

denies, nevertheless seems less outlandish when juxtaposed to the lines from Augustine 

which Seabury has just cited: slavery is ordained by “that law which commandeth the 

conservation and forbiddeth the disturbance of Nature’s order.”81 And more, when we read 

Seabury’s own words, “Christianity is led, not to abrogate the relation of master and servant, 

but to restore it to its…performance of its reciprocal duties,” can we not hear the echoes of 

Augustine’s Enarrations en Psalmos, “Christ did not come to set slaves free, but to turn bad 

slaves into good slaves”?82 From this vantage, it becomes less surprising that Seabury can 

believe himself truly Augustinian in his defense of slavery, citing Book 19’s attribution of 
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slavery to providence under sin, even as he weaves Providence into his own text no less than 

twenty-eight times, such that a narration of the enslavement of Africans can converge 

seamlessly with the mysterious workings of God. Bringing on board various relevant facts 

from the emerging needs of economies sacred and profane, providential thought flows from 

the position of the master as a powerful vision of fleeting, fragmentary order in a world 

disordered by sin, a world preserved by God’s prudence. It is less surprising from this 

vantage to recall that the great American religious leader George Whitefield, upon a long and 

painful discernment process of the economic necessities of his community in St. Paul’s 

Parish, South Carolina, reversed his previous opposition to slavery, purchased a farm, 

imported enslaved Black labor, and named his plantation Providence.83 

 

Part 3. The ethics of temporality: 1968. Or, nunc or tunc? 

Where does this leave the contemporary ethics of temporality? How might 

Augustinian temporal sensibilities be remade in other directions, with providence and 

patience functioning in other ways toward an ethics of life in the saeculum? Here I begin 

working inside those questions. In Michael J. S. Bruno’s lucid survey text, Political 

Augustinianism: Modern Interpretations of Augustine’s Political Thought, the year 1968—with 

“violence and revolt engulfing the streets of many world cities”—plays a surprisingly 

important role in mapping the Augustinian terrain.84 There is no direct mention here of race 

riots in American cities, nor of decolonization rippling across the world, nor still of the 

                                                
83 For a discussion of the centrality of providential thinking to the defense of slavery in the 
eighteenth century, see Philippa Koch, “Slavery, Mission, and the Perils of Providence in 
Eighteenth-Century Christianity: The Writings of Whitefield and the Halle Pietists,” Church 
History 84:2 (June 2015), 369–393.  
84 Michael J. S. Bruno, Political Augustinianism: Modern Interpretations of Augustine’s Political 
Thought (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2014), 59. 
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assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in Memphis. Nevertheless, 1968 marks a 

“crossroads” for Augustinianism, Bruno writes. The heart of that crossroads, for Bruno, is 

the risk of letting the urgencies of social upheaval generate a perennial Augustinian mistake: 

“a deflation of the two cities into one, [such that] the eschatological tension that pervades 

Augustine’s City of God is largely ignored.”85 This eschatological tension lies at the heart of 

the temporal sensibility of ambivalence I discussed in chapter 2, the distinctly Augustinian 

attunement to our nature as time-bound creatures, enmeshed in unresolved and unresolvable 

contingency, frailty, ambiguity. It is that which finds in providential discourse a lexicon of 

political judgment, at once chastened and enabled, bringing us low, yet offering us a path to 

merge the workings of God’s action in time with other explanatory frameworks, as I have 

explored above. Here, I want to shift my attention to the other pole of moral thought during 

the saeculum, during the time of slavery, by attending to human agency for this temporal 

frame. 

In this section, in particular, I take up that question by pursuing the implications of 

what Bruno says next, namely, that the primary threat to a genuinely Augustinian temporal 

sensibility in the 1960s and 70s was liberation theology, and specifically texts like Gustavo 

Gutiérrez’s A Theology of Liberation, which cites Augustine’s City of God. This text, Bruno 

continues, “seems to justify the fear of [Henri] de Lubac that the eschatological tension of 

Augustine would be diminished.”86 Bruno’s worry is that the crucial eschatological distance 

between earthly peace and heavenly peace, between temporal politics and our final ends, will 

be collapsed. He cites, in this respect, the famous 1984 “Instruction on Certain Aspects of 

the ‘Theology of Liberation’” of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, which 
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cautioned against the tendency to collapse a properly Augustinian eschatological tension, “to 

identify the kingdom of God and its growth with the human liberation movement.”87 And so 

what comes into view is a familiar and influential intellectual worry, directed at theological 

movements centered upon liberation, namely, that in their fierce moral urgency, they aim—

futilely, and potentially, destructively—to lay hold of the fullness of the kingdom now.  

Against this over-realized eschatology, a world-weary temporal sensibility positions 

itself as a more mature alternative.88 This latter sensibility is attuned to the way true justice 

continues to elude our grasp, and so it aims to inject a note of tragedy, of chastening sobriety 

into liberation theology, especially by noting how often movements for liberation end up 

reproducing the very violence they oppose in their quest for utopia in the here and now. 

Paul Griffiths goes as far as to insist that “emphasizing peregrinatio” and with it, the time-

bound sensibility of ambivalence which any genuinely Augustinian thinking must display, 

“requires the judgment that political perfectionism (the view that we can, in this age, get our 

politics right) and most kinds of political progressivism (the view that we can, in this age, 

significantly improve our politics) are utopian and may never be endorsed by Christians.”89 

And as I have suggested above, when it comes to defending Augustine’s regrettable views on 

slavery, the strongest line of Augustinian defense is simply to point out that, within the fallen 

saeculum we inhabit, relations of domination are inevitable, and so we cannot fault 

Augustine too harshly for accommodating himself to the institution of slavery.  

What is interesting for my purposes is that even when this anti-utopian sort of 

‘Augustinian’ chastening of politics is being criticized, even its critics rarely call into question 

the way it frames the relation between temporality and competing visions of ethics. That is, 
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even its critics retain and reproduce a temporal framework in which, broadly speaking: those 

who resist and aim to transform unjust social structures are aligned with an eschatology 

emphasizing already, and those with reservations toward such projects are aligned with an 

eschatology of not yet. In this basic temporal framework, the characteristic temptation of the 

former would be impatience. The latter’s: complacency. In this final section, I want to 

challenge and reconfigure this way of organizing the temporal framework of ethics, drawing 

out a dissatisfaction with the way it leaves us hamstrung between the limited options of (for 

lack of a better set of terms) a liberal-reformist ethics grounded in the “already” of 

progressivist time and a conservatism grounded in the “not yet” of anti-utopian time. I want 

to suggest another way of configuring the temporality of ethics is possible, a differently 

temporalized politics of patience, building from repurposed Augustinian categories of time. 

This hinges on understanding the performance of mastery, the desire to be a master, as—

contrary to its self-narration—a specific form of temporal performance, a flawed and illusory 

way of inhabiting flesh in time. As a way into this argument, I examine one of the type of 

critics I mentioned above, one who faults Augustine’s temporal politics for the way it does 

not open the possibility of reform in the here and now, even as this critic retains the basic 

temporal framework I want to challenge. 

In the same volume as Griffiths’ essay cited a moment ago, Margaret R. Miles offers 

an illuminating examination of female bodies and the prevalence of rape in Augustine’s City 

of God, developing something like a sympathetic immanent critique. The “sympathetic” 

aspect of the critique is the way that Augustine’s vision of resurrected bodies in civ. 22 is for 

her “profoundly counter-experiential, counter-cultural, and beautiful.”90 And at the heart of 
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her critique is a set of questions which follow from the way Augustine “sharply distinguished 

resurrected bodies form present bodies,” generating a “failure to suggest that Christians 

work to remedy the ills of the earthly city”: 

If he believed that we are to enjoy one another in the heavenly city, not for 
use, but for each other’s beauty alone, why not practice now? If we are to see 
one another with full transparency — facie ad faciem —why not practice now? 
If present social arrangements are unjust (gender assumptions and 
arrangements, slavery), why not work to fix them now?91 
 

Thus Miles offers a broadly liberal-reformist critique of Augustine’s putting off our access to 

resurrected bodies, instead of seeking them in the earthly city now. Given the arguments of 

previous chapters, one might expect me to join in precisely this line of critique against 

Augustine on slavery, especially given that the standard modern Augustinian defense on this 

point is that Augustine had “limited historical horizons of social and economic reform,” that 

is, a limited sense for what sort of changes might be possible in the here and now.92 But I 

want to take a different approach. I want to investigate more closely what sort of implicit 

temporal sensibility is performed in the act of mastery, that is, what implied response to the 

time-boundedness of our flesh is at work in being a master, in the act I began to redescribe at 

the end of chapter 3 as imaginatively and materially splitting oneself off from the “frailty of 

the flesh” which—in Augustine’s own words—masters share with the “that mass which 

derives from Adam and Eve,” and thus with the person they have enslaved.93  

To do this, let us stick with the picture that Miles’s essay brings into view. In 

Augustine’s imagining of the glorified “spiritual” bodies of the resurrection, as Miles 

emphasizes, Augustine posits not the rejection or overcoming of the physical body, but 
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rather its total infusion with spirit: this is “a real body permeated throughout with spirit.”94 

When this achievement of the full union of body and spirit arrives, then “evil, inactivity and 

idleness, toil, constraint, decay, necessity….defects, deformities, and ugliness will also 

disappear, as well as weakness, sluggishness, and corruption.”95 How did Augustine arrive at 

this conception? “He worked out the ‘picture suggested to [his] mind’ by beginning with 

present bodies and subtracting their encumbrances (civ. 22.30).” And his scriptural model for 

this is the verse which Miles claims he “quoted more frequently than any other throughout 

his oeuvre…‘We see now through a glass darkly; then, however, face to face’ (Videmus nunc 

per speculum in aenigmate; tunc autem, facie ad faciem).”96  

Miles keenly frames the debate I have been referring to above when she notices, “the 

syncrisis ‘nunc…tunc’ both connects and contrasts present and future experience.”97 Within 

the temporal framework of ethics I discussed above, that is, of how the interpretive debate 

over Augustine’s notion of eschatological tension often functions, the liberationists insist on 

the nunc (the now, the already), while traditionalists insist on the tunc (the then, the not yet). 

But here, Miles’s analysis provides us a kind of crease, a wrinkle in the text, which we might 

step inside of to reconfigure the terms of the debate itself. The nunc-tunc (now-then) device 

“creates a textual tension that jars the reader’s mind to imagine a body that is both intimately 

experienced (flesh, bones, internal organs, sexual differentiation) and wholly unknown 

(invulnerable, weightless, and with an incredible capacity for effortless movement and 

penetrating vision).”98  
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Stepping inside the space opened by this ‘textual tension,’ I want to suggest that this 

latter “wholly unknown” possibility of the Augustinian resurrected body, the possibility of 

having a body that is “invulnerable…with an incredibly capacity for effortless movement” is 

precisely what the structure of the master-slave relation is designed to provide. But to 

recognize this demands one have a different account of what mastery is, one other than, 

against, and beyond the masters’ own self-narrations. It demands, that is, reconceiving the 

master’s self-deceived way of framing the master-slave relation as a relation between an 

independent and a dependent (which a certain misreading of Hegel’s dialectic has reinforced), 

and instead theorizing the relation as most fundamentally predicated on what Delores 

Williams theorized as surrogacy, and what Orlando Patterson theorized as parasitism.99 In these 

alternative theoretical frameworks, I note two things: (1) that both, with the necessary 

qualifications made, apply to the definitional structure of slavery as such, and so are relevant 

categories for analyzing the enduring problem of the master; and (2) that in them, we see a 

profound, violent, often neglected intimacy between the body of the master and the body of 

the slave, both in physical reality, and within the symbolic world of how the master imagines 

the relation, and this fact invites closer attention.  

Writing in the first century AD, Pliny the Elder—in a statement rare for its self-

awareness among the master class of antiquity—discloses the nature of this intimacy clearly: 

“We use other people’s feet when we go out, we use other people’s eyes to recognize things, 

we use another person’s memory to greet people, we use someone else’s help to say alive—

the only things we keep for ourselves are our pleasures.”100 With remarkable candor, Pliny 

discloses the structure of the relation as an intimate act composed, at once, of joining and 
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splitting of flesh: the enslaved person’s body is grafted onto the master’s as an extension of 

his will, his power, his life, and so functions to enhance his body. The enslaved body is a kind 

of appendage to the master’s, upon which the master relies and so becomes, as Patterson has 

forcefully argued, parasitically dependent. At the same time, by keeping for ourselves “only our 

pleasures,” the master splits his flesh off from the slave’s, offloading onto the enslaved 

bodies all—or asymptotically, as close to all as possible—of the pain, toil, and vulnerability 

endemic to human existence. The body of the enslaved becomes a substitute, a surrogate, for 

these elements of mortal life, especially the gendered dimensions of sexual violence and 

maternal reproduction, from which the master class now can stand at a remove, in this 

splitting-joining performance of what Christina Sharpe has called “monstrous intimacy.”101 

To the extent that this joining-splitting performance at the heart of mastery 

succeeds—and importantly, it never fully does or can102—the master acquires for himself a 

bodily existence approaching, asymptotically, the very body Augustine describes in his 

fantasies of resurrection: a body which is resolutely physical, yet free from “toil, constraint, 

decay,” an experience of flesh shorn of “weakness.” It is this very structure of mastery which 

no doubt creates the conditions which would prompt Augustine, in the sermon discussed in 

the previous chapter, to call the master’s attention back to “the frailty of his [own] flesh.”103 

What is utterly absent from Augustine’s account, which focuses on the inward disposition 

the master must have amidst this situation, is the immense, indeed incalculable toll of violence 
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the joining and splitting scheme has upon the enslaved person, in his or her exponentially 

heightened exposure to the would-be normal conditions of having a body in time.  

The point, then: when we have recognized this, we can begin to recognize how often 

Augustine is inadvertently diagnosing the temporal sensibility underlying what mastery is: 

mastery is the desire to lay claim to the resurrected body now by violently offloading the 

vulnerability of one’s temporal flesh onto the flesh of a surrogate, onto a host upon whom 

one functions as parasite. Hence our shift in the terms of the debate over Augustinian 

temporal sensibilities: mastery, and arrangements of social and political life structured by it 

and built to secure it, names the over-realized eschatology of trying to have the resurrected 

body now through the sacrifice of the flesh of another, and thus, an attempt to collapse the 

very eschatological tension which an Augustinianism conceived otherwise would call us to 

sustain. Mastery’s vice is a kind of brutal impatience. It is compounded, as Patterson notes, 

by the inevitable desire to lie, to conceal the terms of the parasitic relation through an 

“inversion of reality,” by which the master “camouflaged his dependence…Paradoxically, he 

defined the slave as dependent.”104 

This enables us to bring on board other texts from Augustine’s corpus to develop 

further this notion of mastery as the inability to carry the weight of one’s own porous flesh, 

the desire to offload that onto another. Writing of a certain type of ascetic, Augustine 

contends: 

For what they hate is not their body, but its imperfections and its dead 
weight. What they want is not to have no body at all, but to have one free 
from corruption and totally responsive; they think that if the body were such 
a thing it would not be a body, because they consider such a thing to be a 
soul. When they seem to persecute their own body by a kind of 
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repression…their aim…is not to have no body at all but to have one that is 
subservient and ready for necessary tasks.105  
 

In describing certain kinds of misguided asceticism, Augustine has (despite himself) 

diagnosed the desires of the master, the one who imposes violence on the body of the 

enslaved person in order for his own existence “not to have no body at all but to have one 

that is subservient and ready for necessary tasks.” In other words, mastery is the asceticism 

of the other; the offloading of the body’s ‘dead weight,’ its temporal vulnerability to chaos 

and disorder, onto the other. And a similar idea is present in Augustine’s description of the 

Christian household in civ. 19:  

A household of people who live by faith looks to the eternal goods which are 
promised for the future. It makes use of earthly and temporal things like a 
pilgrim. It is not captivated by them, nor is it deflected by them from the 
path that leads toward God, but it is sustained by them so that it may more 
easily bear the burdens of the corruptible body that weighs down the soul and may at least 
keep those burdens from getting any worse.106  
 

What does it mean that clearly and explicitly, enslaved human beings number among the 

“earthly and temporal things” which make life easier, which provide surrogates for the 

master’s own body in its exposure to this present age of saeculum? Consider another 

example from s. 115: “Take away death, the last enemy, and my own flesh shall be my dear 

friend throughout eternity.” It is as though the flesh of the slave becomes a way of dealing, 

or refusing to deal, with this death-bound existence, by off-loading one’s own fleshliness onto 

the other, and freeing oneself too quickly. To be a master is to attempt to lay hold of rest for 

the flesh now, before it is time.  

Strikingly, then, on this view, the liberationist, or more precisely, the abolitionist, the 

one who wants to do away with such arrangements of social life, the one who is not invested 
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simply in altering who gets to be included as masters in a master-slave relation, but rather in 

remaking relation itself, this one, it turns out, is more patient than the master. The master wants 

to move too quickly to the time when his flesh will be invulnerable, or least, at peace, once 

again, as he supposes it was in the beginning. Masters wants that now—rest and peace for 

flesh now, where ‘flesh’ is the shorthand for all the vulnerability, the porosity, that quality of 

being able to be unmade by the forces of death, of endings. He cannot have it, but he wants it. 

In his desperation, he offloads all that flesh, all that death-bound vulnerability onto the 

bodies of others, even as he draws the bodies of others, as we have seen, inside a conception 

of reality in which his mastery echoes, however faintly and imperfectly, the heavenly Master. 

He thus wants the other’s flesh to be a surrogate for his own wounds, while he keeps the 

pleasures all for himself, even as he renarrates that condition within a vision of Christian 

belonging, of a spiritual nurturing in sovereignty over the household. When we think about 

the cosmological hierarchy of the master’s house, then, with the “bad slaves” inhabiting the 

third level with the irrational beasts and the land and the rest of the creation, we might 

suggest that the enslaved body is or anticipates, in a certain way, a kind of “ecological 

sacrifice zone,” a systematic concentration of harm upon some bodies precisely for the 

benefit to others.107  

Patience, then, might be reconceived as abolishing the brutal impatience of the 

master’s project to get invulnerability in the flesh now by conscripting the other’s flesh, by 

substituting it for your own. Patience means bearing the weight of flesh together, holding the 

flesh in common, or the flesh as a commons, the (under)commons of the flesh, and finding there 

communion, sociality, of a thoroughly unsentimental kind, of a Spillerian kind, the zero-
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degree of social existence, which cannot be turned into a slogan, but instead requires slow, 

difficult projects of shared life, of giving care to the borders of the human, the borders 

between self and other, self and land, self and God.  

Note how different this is from Augustine’s own critique of mastery: the libido 

dominandi is a problem because it cuts back on itself, enslaving the one who want to be a 

master; that is one sort of master. But more often, our masters are not like that. Not hungry 

for glory, for grand displays of imperial power, not in the grip of lust. Instead, masters—

Christian and post-Christian, that is, secular—are so often weary and petty and self-

conscious and scared. And they only want a way to not have to deal with the source of their 

weariness and fear and self-consciousness: that source is their own porous flesh in this time 

of the saeculum, of being subject to the risks of being a creature, with its capacity to be 

unmade by the earth, by water, by dirt and time, by another. That is what masters are 

avoiding by setting up structures of mastery, that is, social arrangements which aim to localize 

that porosity strategically to specific bodies, organized along the lines of what we have come 

to call “race,” and thus capitalize off of that targeted vulnerability to death. This is what 

Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s elegantly precise definition of racism sees: “group-differentiated 

vulnerability to premature death.”108  

In short, that is what this final section of the chapter offers in its suggestive and 

insufficiently developed way: a rethinking, in repurposed Augustinian terms, of the enduring 

problem of the master as a problem to which structures of racism—as a modern strategy of 

mastery, of joining-splitting—provide an answer. The problem the master faces is the 

temporal existence of his body—porous flesh, vulnerable, unruly, with the non-existence of 

                                                
108 Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing 
California (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 28.  
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stable borders of the self. The master desires to overcome the temporality of flesh, to lay 

claim to what Augustine imagines is a ‘spiritual body’ of the future age in two sinful ways: (1) 

he wants it now; and (2) he wants it by surrogacy; that is, by the forced relations slavery 

institutes, such that his own enfleshed existence is bifurcated, with its vulnerability made 

fungible in the person of the slave, and its pleasures retained in the person of the master, all 

while drawing both persons inside a vision of Christian belonging. 

The spiritual flaw at the heart of the Christian master is not the presence of pride 

alone, then, but what I have called a brutal refusal of patience, an unwillingness to face the 

conditions of his own temporal life; and the second flaw is untruth, the unwillingness to 

name his attempted escape of those conditions as an escape from time. Instead he inverts the 

parasite relation to make the body of the host appear to be dependent, with a whole range of 

cultural and symbolic racialized and gendered signifiers built for this purpose. To begin to 

rethink mastery as the violent desire to have the resurrected body now, and to have it through 

the violent acts of splitting and joining with the subjugated flesh of another, this might be a 

way of upending, or reconfiguring the already/not-yet alignments of eschatological politics, 

whereby the liberationists are framed in the apocalyptic already camp, and the conservatives 

in the not-yet camp, which Augustine is often thought to reproduce both by his detractors 

and defenders.  

Instead, our task is to forge the kind of common life in which we can bear the weight 

of our flesh together without seizing control of the other’s flesh to use an extension of, and 

surrogate for our own. The aim of mastery, in other words, is to realize a state of peace, 

invulnerability, impermeability for the body which cannot be attained until heaven, and it aims to do this 

by, to borrow and repurpose more language from Augustine, intensifying the “pressure” of 

saeculum upon the body of the other. One thinks of Peter Brown’s reading of Augustine as 
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theorizing the saeculum as “a vast experimental laboratory: to bring this point home, 

Augustine uses the familiar image of an olive press, squeezing the olives for oil. The religious 

life…is quite inconceivable for Augustine without this constant pressura—this constant 

pressing—inside the saeculum…for Augustine, [this pressure of the saeculum] is all-

embracing and inescapable.”109 Yet this pressing in upon the flesh of our temporal condition, 

with its frailty of flesh, its limits and risks, its ambiguities and ambivalences, is precisely the 

embrace which masters wish to elude, avoid, and offload onto another. In Sermon 19, 

Augustine again invokes the olive press of the saeculum and connects this image of ‘pressure’ 

to the fact that, in the form of earthquakes and ruins and random terror, “in addition to 

being so fragile, this life is under daily threat from enormous dangers.”110 If you do not 

understand that, Augustine says, if you are not willing to recognize that you cannot achieve 

this earthly peace now, then Augustine says, you “understand neither what you seek, nor 

what you are who seek it.”111  

But this is what the fugitive—the maroon who does not reproduce the structures of 

surrogacy she flees in the community in the woods—knows. She understands what she seeks 

and what she is who seeks it. She knows the vita socialis sanctorum before and after Augustine 

does. Marronage offers an open source name for this otherwise than structures of 

“command and obedience” (civ Dei 19), for this elsewhere than the master’s house. The 

politics of response to saeculum then is not a patience that acquiesces to mastery, but rather 

is the space opened for unflinching critique of the master’s impatience, and the utter refusal 

to let or make someone else bear through violence, what we can only bear together: the 

openness of our flesh, where that openness is at once terrifying and the grounds for our 
                                                

109 Peter Brown, Religion and Society (New York: Harper and Row, 1972), 38. 
110 s. 19.6. 
111 Brown, Religion and Society, 39. 
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communion. That provides the grounds, in a certain sense, for democratizing the saeculum, 

not merely as a liberal democratic citizenship, but as what Angela Davis  (following Du Bois) 

called abolition democracy: that is, seeing to it that we all, insofar as we can, abolish the brutal 

impatience represented in slavery and its afterlives in the carceral state, build institutions for 

doing social life differently beyond the deformations of mastery, and imagine alternative 

ways to bear the weight and the pleasure of our flesh together.  



     

 

Conclusion 

The Table and the Sea:  
Toward the Remaking o f  Signs 
 
 
 
 
“…the body of the condemned must always be made to mean something.”1 
 

DANIELLE S. ALLEN 
 
 

In the first chapter of this project, I introduced the vexed role Augustine’s slavery 

imagery plays in the contemporary Augustinian attempt to appropriate his political thought, 

a vexation which makes uncertain how to translate the very name of his God into English. I 

examined how our own slave-haunted past and its ongoing afterlives in the present intervene 

in our reception of such texts, how they tend to generate an affective register of response 

among Augustinian interpreters—discomfort, shock, distaste—which in turn leads to a 

hermeneutic strategy of disavowal: a simultaneous acknowledging of Augustine’s slavery 

discourse, and an attempt to foreclose its relevance in advance. I further located these 

disavowals in often unmarked, but important epistemic commitments governing how 

Augustinians read not just Augustine’s day but their own; that is, how precisely they construe 

modernity as a problem to which theological and ethical discourses respond.  

Augustinians like Eric Gregory have noted that interpretive disagreements often 

center not just on competing readings of Augustine’s texts, but on competing assessments of 

                                                
1 Danielle S. Allen, “Envisaging the Body Condemned,” Classical Philology 95, no. 2 (April 
2000), 149 (emphasis mine). 
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the needs of the present age. These attune readers to his texts in different ways, in search of 

the “Augustine” which “we” need for its most pressing challenges. I foregrounded the 

tenuous nature of that ‘we,’ its neglected internal differentiations. These are brought into 

view, in key part, precisely by noting the way white Augustinians, unlike thinkers in the Black 

radical tradition, have not reckoned with modernity in its founding moments of racial 

subjugation nor in their persistence up to the present. Slavery—and thus also mastery—have 

afterlives which, when grappled with, would reconfigure the terrain on which we raise 

questions like agency, virtue, order, and so on. Reckoning with racial modernity in this way, I 

argue, attunes us differently to Augustine’s texts and their significance for the present. If 

racial difference is grasped not as simply one variation upon the problem of multiculturalist 

pluralism, but rather as the shadows master-slave dynamics cast across modernity—echoing 

Morrison’s adage: modern life begins with slavery—then this invites Augustinian interpretive 

attention to the slavery discourse in Augustine’s own thought. Just as contemporary 

questions about liberal democratic citizenship have sent contemporary Augustinians looking 

to Augustine’s account of citizenship—knowing full well the contexts are different, yet 

believing something productive might emerge from the encounter with difference—so too I 

have argued that contemporary questions concerning the afterlife of slavery ought to send us 

more deeply into Augustine’s entanglements with the position of the Christian master. 

Thus, the first chapter concludes by proposing a four-step approach which organizes 

the development of each chapter, and which corresponds to the four major claims of the 

project. As such, these are worth reviewing here. First, I identify in the contemporary 

political Augustinian conversation a particular Augustinian concept: peregrinatio (chapter 1), 

humilitas (chapter 2), and saeculum (chapter 3). In so doing, I make the claim that our 

understanding of this concept is furthered when we examine Augustine’s treatment of that 
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concept in relation to his slavery discourse. This supports the broader contribution of the 

dissertation, as it expands the topic of “slavery in Augustine” beyond the narrow focus of 

previous interpreters upon the status of the institution in Book 19 of City of God, and instead 

tracks how a slavery discourse permeates areas of his thought which remain of great interest 

to constructive theological and ethical thought. Second, I analyze how this slavery discourse 

which Augustine employs to develop that concept, when examined closely, makes it difficult 

to separate cleanly ‘figurative’ and ‘literal’ slaveries in his thought, as previous interpreters 

have been inclined to do. Instead, what emerges is what I have called the master’s house, a 

domus ruled by a dominus, functioning as a symbolic structure recurring throughout his 

thought, inside which a given concept can be given coherence, specificity, and a point of 

contact with the social world Augustine inhabited.  

Third, I examine how a given Augustinian concept (whether pilgrimage or humility or 

saeculum), insofar as it is developed inside the master’s house, is not developed inside a 

politically neutral description of social reality. Here things get more complex. I have 

proposed that, once we bracket the master’s own self-narrations, as though these were the 

only possible description, we can begin to recognize more clearly that a slave system—

definitionally, qua slave system, and not by any accidental cultural property or moral 

shortcoming of a particular master—is a relation predicated on force, domination, and 

antagonism between master and slave. Slavery, insofar as it is a definable concept with any 

legibility at all, must rest on what J. W. C. Pennington termed the “chattel principle”: the 

transformation of person into property, of the human into a fungible thing. This principle, in 

the manifest brutality it unleashes upon the enslaved, remains ‘fictive’ in the strict sense that 

it cannot complete (or ‘make real’) the full mastery it posits: this is the case just to the extent 

that in the life of the enslaved, beneath ‘things’ are human beings, beneath ‘social death’ is 



 

  
218 

insurgent social life, or put simply, ‘objects’ can and do resist.2 This fictive quality injects an 

inherent and interminable instability to the master-slave relation, and so, just to the extent 

that the master has routed his own identity through this relation, his identity becomes for 

him a problem. Discourses of the master—in law, literature, culture, and so on—thus in 

various ways find themselves attempting to stabilize this instability, and in order to do so, 

must develop a complex range of narrative tools, of self-deceptions and mystifications and 

alternative facts—what Orlando Patterson calls “inversions” of the underlying parasite 

relation. Thus the question haunting me throughout: What happens when these self-

deceptions get built into the grammar of Christian thought and life by God being imagined a 

good and merciful Dominus, Christ taking “the form of the slave” in the incarnation, and acts 

of human sinfulness being signified as fugitive disobedience? 

It must be noted that I speak here in types, for the sake of producing concepts which 

can only ever partially and incompletely be adequate to the world they help make visible to 

thought: there are gradations involved in the extent to which such discourses of mastery 

approach a hypothetical point of full inversion, full self-deception. They surely never fully 

reach it, and surely never approach it in manifestly simplistic or—in the crude sense—

“ideological” ways. Certainly not in the case of Augustine. Even so, I have argued, by close 

attention to Augustine’s own texts and their reception histories in modern Christian thought, 

we can carefully track the subtle ways in which Augustine’s use of the master’s house moves 

him along this spectrum, moves him toward a particular encoding of social reality which is 

not neutral, but which adopts the masters’ vantage in the master-slave conflict. Insofar as 

this is the case, there is built into the grammar of Christian moral thought this more-or-less 

self deceived side of the epistemic break I posited in my introduction, that side of the master 
                                                

2 Fred Moten, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition, 1.  



 

  
219 

who glimpses, in the shadows, the figure of the fugitive slipping off into the night, and with 

her, the coherence of his own identity as master.  

So in sum: This alignment of Augustine’s moral thought with the position of the 

master, even in his criticism of lustful Roman mastery, together with the self-deceptions and 

instabilities that that alignment injects into his theological and ethical thought, is what I have 

proposed to examine under the conceptual heading: the enduring problem of the Christian master. 

The “Christian” in that conceptual heading refers to the way specifically Christian 

resources—concepts like human life as pilgrimage (chapter 1), humility as the virtue of 

Christ’s slave form (chapter 2), and saeculum as a time in which slavery is providentially 

ordained (chapter 3)—are drawn inside and captured by the ethical project of securing 

coherence and stability for the master’s position, for the inherently unstable social relations 

which are endemic, by definition, to slave societies. The “enduring” in that conceptual 

heading refers to the way that, for all the uncapturable ruptures and contingencies of 

historical transformation which attend the long entanglements of western Christianity and 

slaveholding, there nonetheless are specific, perennial challenges which attending to 

reception histories of Augustinian thought can help illumine.3  

Fourth, and finally, I have argued that the contemporary afterlife of slavery presents 

us with a context for ethical life in which race marks out the persistence of master-slave 

relations of domination in the present, such that between Augustine’s social world and our 

own, we might identify parallel moral dynamics animating the conditions in which we do 

ethical thought. Thus, I have aimed to draw each Augustinian concept into an encounter 

with Black religious and political thought as the other side of that “break” in the shadows, as 
                                                

3 This third claim is, I anticipate, overall by far the most complex, the most contentious, the 
most in need of stronger conceptual tools to be made clearer and more persuasive than it 
currently is. 
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the site of Christian ethical life reconstructed elsewhere and otherwise. This is not for the 

sake of retrieving or ‘saving’ Augustine, but for the sake of homing in on the fact that the 

problem of mastery, for the reasons developed above, can never fully succeed, never fully 

capture the social life to which it lays claim. And so Augustine so often bears witness to 

aspects of ethical life with God and one another that remains threatened but never fully 

captured by the position of the master, and it is these aspects which might be drawn out, 

taken apart into their elemental pieces, and remade through a thinking with and after and 

alongside fugitive Black texts from James Cone to Delores Williams to Saidiya Hartman to 

Neil Roberts—moving within and beyond terrain which cannot be captured by ‘secular’ and 

‘religious’ distinctions, as important as those often are. And yet, this sort of encounter, this 

bending and remaking of ethical concepts is by no means simple, and is indeed certainly 

more complex than my work here has yet accounted for. 

By way of conclusion, then, I want to think through briefly and inchoately how 

exactly an approach to reading slavery metaphors in Augustine and elsewhere might generate 

not only critique but also ways forward for encounter between Augustinian politics and 

Black religious thought. The end game of an argument like this one, I think, cannot be to 

eradicate all traces of slavery discourse from Christian thought, as though the problems here 

could be resolved by erasing certain habits of speech long internal to Christian grammar. As 

I have suggested above, it is, in a sense, both too late and too early for that: too late in that 

too much blood is already on the ground—one more disavowal won’t work; too early in that 

we have not yet imagined a social order fully beyond the world race built. The task instead, 

monumentally difficult, concerns rethinking the relation between the symbolic worlds we 

have inherited and the position of the master these forms have been called upon to sustain. 

How might such signs be broken open and deformed, bent and remade? Is there some 
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theological practice which would inhabit the tension and interplay between what Houston 

Baker called “the mastery of form” and the “deformation of mastery”?4  

One possible path emerges by attending to how the symbolic work of Augustine’s 

slavery discourse, due to its entanglements with the master’s position, fails to fulfill his own 

account of how symbolic forms are changed and remade in the advent of Christ, an account 

developed most fully in De Doctrina Christiana, and most elegantly summarized by Rowan 

Williams: 

A sign may be usefully observed in ignorance; but when it is shown to be a sign, a 
choice is introduced. To observe a symbolic form or deliberately go on inhabiting a 
symbolic structure of words and images in the old way, when the definitive sign 
appears that draws together all law, all rites, all images, is to turn the old order of 
signs into something different, to begin to ‘enjoy’ it, to choose it for itself, and so to 
refuse the summons to time and history and the possibility of caritas which the sign is 
meant to carry.”5  
 

One way of partially summarizing my argument is to say that, for all Augustine’s immanent 

critique of Rome and its false glory and its libido dominandi, for all the ways Augustine does 

not simply baptize the position of the master but recalibrates it within an emerging Christian 

conception of political order, he still, nonetheless, inhabits the symbolic structure of slavery 

in “the old way,” in the way of the masters. In that symbolic order, as we have seen, there 

are good masters and bad masters, good slaves and bad slaves, generating a grid of 

evaluation which traps ethical thought within the superficiality of a moral universe in which 

the good has been calibrated to the interests of masters.  

And one of the central axioms of the masters’ symbolic order, both in Augustine’s 

day and in modernity, is the unshakeable reality that the body of the bad slave, the 

                                                
4 Houston Baker, Modernism and the Harlem Renaissance (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1987), 50-56. 
5 Rowan Williams, “Language, Reality and Desire: The Nature of Christian Formation,” in 
On Augustine (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), 52.  
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disobedient or unruly or fugitive slave, must and will be subjected to punishment: to a brutal 

realignment with good order. I have shown explicitly from Augustine’s own texts how often 

this realignment of disobedient slaves with good order—both actual slaves and slaves as a 

figure of sinful human life—does important theological work for Augustine. And here, the 

sharpest point of tension, of failure, comes into view. De Doctrina Christiana, Rowan Williams 

notes, contends that “we live in a world of restless fluidities in meaning,” where signs and 

symbols “refuse to stay still.”6 Interpretive anarchy lurks, Williams continues, but this is held 

in check by the cross of Jesus, which provides Augustine the final symbol, the only stable 

point amidst an endless play of signs. But neither Augustine nor Williams addresses what 

scholarship of Roman antiquity indicates: the cross did not become symbolic with Jesus. It was 

already charged with profound signifying power. A brutal parable of the Roman social 

imaginary, the cross showed what happened to bodies which threaten imperial order—

especially enslaved bodies found fugitive, disobedient, or rebellious.7 

In light of these social realities, drawing upon an Augustinian theory of signs, but 

moving beyond Augustine himself, we might constructively revisit the meaning-making 

performance Jesus enacts on the night he was betrayed. On that night, he improvises within 

the signifying possibilities of the Passover meal he has inherited as a child of Israel. He 

knows what is to come. He is not trying to ‘find’ meaning in the otherwise meaningless 

violence that awaits him. Instead he seems keenly aware that for those seeking his death, the 
                                                

6 Williams, “Language,” 41. 
7 For the most recent, strongest historical arguments establishing the clear and direct link of 
crucifixion to slavery, see Myles Lavan, Slaves to Rome, pp. 124-5: “Crucifixion was the 
conventional method of executing slaves. Even if it was sometimes inflicted on non-citizens 
and even citizens of lower social standing (humiliores), it was always regarded as a 
characteristically servile punishment.” He also refers in a footnote to Aubert 2002, pp. 110-
28, noting that “crucifixion was normally reserved for slaves. When it was applied to others 
(e.g. poisoners, deserters, pirates and rebels) it constituted ‘a conscious attempt to treat them 
as slaves’ (114.” He gives several other references to track down if needed. 
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violence of the cross is not meaningless at all, but already highly charged with narrative 

power, with value, with desire. The cross, he understands, is already a dense site of Roman 

meaning, a privileged space set up precisely for acts of imperial signification. His broken 

flesh, he understands, is scripted—typecast within a melodrama about order and obedience, 

his death a moralizing spectacle about the dangers of seditious slaves, their bodies now split 

apart before the eyes of the community.  

When Jesus draws his friends close at the table and raises a loaf of bread, his “This is 

my body” interrupts that bland story, ruptures that brutal symbol of the transformation of 

disobedience into obedience, disorder into order—that whole symbolic order of slavery 

which Augustinian Christianity, in its worst moments, inherited, recalibrated, brought within 

a metaphysics of atonement and salvation, and in that way, preserved. In saying, “This is my 

body,” Jesus steals from empire the right to route their signifying through his captive flesh. 

It is as though he says: You will not use my body that way. His flesh instead opens toward 

something else—an elsewhere his imperial masters can neither anticipate, nor contain within 

their existing structures of meaning. The symbolic order Rome built—running mastery and 

slavery on loop—cannot stand. The meaning of Jesus’s flesh will not be order, but feasting; 

not obedience, but assembly. By improvising upon, and in this way sanctifying the Passover 

form of symbolic activity he inherited, Jesus participates in Israel’s fugitive theft of the 

master’s meanings, accedes to the divine demand for new signs to bloom within deathly 

spaces—within the hold—and invites us into spaces like the table gathered and the sea 

parted, where violence is not romanticized or redeemed, but unmade precisely on the basis 

of what it tried to thwart: unsanctioned communion, a being-with prior to and against every 

symbol of death.  



 

  
224 

There appears a risk here, as there always does in attempting to rework an act with as 

brutal a history as the Eucharist, of bearing a resemblance to what Katie Grimes has 

incisively called “sacramental optimism,” a theological habit by which it is thought “that the 

church’s practices, if enacted and understood properly, possess a demonstrable capacity to 

resist the atomizing individualism of the modern nation-state…[or] counteract racial division 

and injustice.”8 But the reading I have begun to sketch above makes no claim that there is an 

internal coherence to the Eucharist which, when understood properly, relocates the site of 

resistance and liberation to their rightful place in the church’s own practices. Nor does it 

make claims that such practices enact a “formation” of worshippers which will then translate 

into better action or better politics in the world race built. To the contrary, I want to suggest 

that the remaking of signs which this proposal invokes presses the space and place of 

theological and ethical reflection elsewhere.  

In the cross Jesus seized upon a symbolic instrument designed for his death, stole its 

meaning away from the masters, and resignified it as a meal of fellowship, a sign of intimacy 

and gathering. With this, God sanctifies and blesses all those in our world who seize upon 

symbolic instruments designed for their death—including New World signifiers like 

Blackness—and instead open them up in new ways, stealing their meaning from the self-

deceptions of masters who knew not what they did when they made them. So perhaps when 

James Cone declared that “God is Black,” that God is on the side of the oppressed,9 perhaps 

we can say that this utterance is not only near to the heart of Christ’s own symbolic practice, 

but something like an Augustinian resignification beyond Augustine himself, a remaking of 
                                                

8 Katie Grimes, Christ Divided: Antiblackness as Corporate Vice (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2017), 205. I share Grimes broad commitment to pressing beyond sacramental optimism, 
but diverge from her alternative proposal of ‘sacramental realism.’ I might be closer to what 
she calls ‘sacramental pessimism.’ 
9 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1970). 
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signs through the break of the shadows, in fugitive flight toward the woods beyond the 

pilgrim’s imperial road, out of sight of the master’s house. 
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