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BOOK REVIEW

What is Political Theology? by Luke Bretherton, Vincent W. Lloyd, and Valentina
Napolitano (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2026), + 306 pp.

Arguments against political theology as a critical orientation, or as a set of concep-
tual resources, often raise a set of baseline concerns. What is political theology? Where
does it come from? To whom does, or should, its conversations matter? Whether one
begins with Constantine, early modern colonialism, or interwar debates over the fate
of Old Europe, political theology’s critics usually focus on its origins. If political theol-
ogy can be narrated so as to show its rootedness in theological visions that render the
eschaton as an intra-temporal process or event, then political theology risks becoming
another form of managerial technocracy. At best, on such accounts, political theology
formally resembles a naively liberal, anthropomorphized utopianism. At worst, politi-
cal theology embodies an idolatrous lust for mastery which erodes theology’s (or criti-
cal theory’s) necessary apocalyptic element, exchanging radical normative critique for
an ever-shifting scale of contingent social and political calculations. One of the major
aims of What is Political Theology? is to welcome, and in welcoming to challenge, such
arguments. They do so by asking anew what questions, concepts, or hermeneutics con-
stitute political theology, while at the same time attempting to expand how political
theology’s origins are usually understood, both as a mode of critical thought and as a
form of theological reflection.

Written by a Christian theologian, a critical theorist and scholar of religious studies,
and an anthropologist, What is Political Theology? is a work of great interdisciplinary
breadth. As a sourcebook of contemporary trends in the field, the work engages an
impressively diverse range of voices. As an intervention for and against many of the
voices which claim the mantle of political theology, the work performs the broader
discursive limits of political theology as each of the authors understands them. In the
book’s first and major part, each of the three authors questions the current associations
surrounding the term “political theology,” seeking commonalities against the backdrop
of ongoing debate. In the second part, they provide brief literature reviews, zeroing in
on what they each see as the field’s most promising current conversations. The overall
reason for the book’s intervention is clear: to separate out political theologies which
tend toward anti-democratic sentiment—especially those on the American right which
have long harbored ethnonationalist ambitions—from those which tend toward genu-
ine democratic renewal.

One of the benefits of this work is that the sites of tension between its three au-
thors are locatable from the start. For instance, Bretherton’s chapter investigates
four different meanings of the term “political” in political theology, demonstrating
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theologically how each of the four meanings maps onto fundamental theological
questions of life and death, order and chaos. In response to Bretherton’s chapter,
Lloyd and Napolitano express their forthright suspicion of the “possibilities of ex-
pansive engagements with visions of liberation from a Christian perspective,” and
renew their insistence on Christianity’s continual need for “self-abasement through
apophasis” (9-10). Further, Lloyd’s effort in the second chapter to render political
theology’s multiple associations as they emerge “from below,” in grassroots or-
ganizing movements from the early aughts onward, strikes Napolitano as poten-
tially flattening the theological into the merely rhetorical. Bretherton’s concern with
Lloyd’s chapter is that the theological “can appear nearly superfluous, at best a prag-
matic tool to be discarded when it does not seem to do analytical work” (9). Lastly,
Napolitano’s ethnographic analysis of “negative moments” in local and global
political-theological interchanges, especially Pope Francis” COVID-era Urbi et Orbi
address, for Lloyd downplays the positive moments of cohesion within social justice
organizing as its own kind of tradition on the American left. Bretherton’s worry over
Napolitano’s primary focus on such negative moments stems from his concerns over
religious particularity, and the singularity of Christian theological commitments.
Such candid disagreements are frequent, making the sites of agreement hold greater
weight. These agreements are especially important since each author agrees that po-
litical theology is no single discourse, but a plurality of ongoing conversations.

So, what is political theology? Narrowly construed, it may simply be the exercise in
exposure, recognition, and self-critique sustained by the trio of voices in the book’s first
part. Political theology would, on this construal, just name the conversation produced
by attempts to hold together these sites of agreement and tension across theological and
political faultlines. The authors argue for a more substantive account, however. In each
of their essays, they highlight the centrality of four organizing themes which would
ideally be present in political-theological work. First, the essays investigate the ways in
which religious ideas and practices operate within and against a politics of domination,
considered across all of domination’s various social, political, and theological registers.
Political theology is, for each author, first and foremost oriented against every possible
form of domination. Second, the authors treat questions of political sovereignty as sec-
ondary—without equating sovereignty and domination—focusing instead on political
imaginaries which exist at the borders of sovereign powers and expose their limits.
Third, their essays question the manner in which liberal political theory tends to con-
ceal fundamental questions concerning the nature of life, death, and political violence.
The attitude here is one of unmasking: political theologians demythologize the state’s
use of secularist categories in order to then remythologize, showing how such catego-
ries are always already charged with theological resonances and affordances. Lastly,
political theology must be oriented toward concrete moments which interrupt the ev-
eryday, seeking to read the signs of the times through such moments in hopeful search
for new, essentially unpredictable futures. Ethnographic analysis of these interruptions
plays an especially important role for each author.

One question that came up repeatedly for me was whether political theology as a
designator is at risk of replicating the same misunderstandings produced by pleo-
nasms like social ethics. Could there really be “an ethic” which is not always already
social, or “a theology” that is not always already political? As moral philosophers
have long been aware, the field of social ethics came about under exactly this kind of
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presumptive, highly academic and therefore almost necessarily atomistic self-image.
Does political theology—despite its attention to the mutually informing relationship
of politics and the theological—unknowingly, somewhere down the line, reenact the
presumption that there are modes of theology which do not themselves eventuate
in a politics? A political theologian might respond first by acknowledging the risk,
then insisting that one aim of political theology as a critical orientation is to name
the fact that academic theology still often does work under the presumption that
theological work can be done in an apolitical register, unconcerned with questions
of domination and therefore almost certainly avoidant of its own complicities as a
creature within the modern university. Even as it acknowledges the fact that all theo-
logical reflection is subject to the desire for mastery, reproduced endlessly in various
guises throughout the university, political theology makes these threats of distortion
explicit and thus aims to treat theological writing with critical suspicion in the way
it would with any other discipline. Theologically, political theology’s benefit would
be to help academic theology see its own foolishness by reflecting on its limits. While
reading the book, I felt that the most plausible answer given to the title question is
that political theology is just what theological ethics and critical theory look like
when they engage these particular conversation partners. The rules of speech given
by the authors for what makes political theology political, and what makes political
theology theological, are an attempt to clarify how the conversation itself disciplines
the existing academic categories for the fields of academic theology, critical theory,
and (I think, not as clearly) anthropology. Given that the authors each write from
substantively different normative imaginations, these rules help to clarify their own
respective theological and political commitments by setting them into productive
conflict.

One way that the authors see political theology performing this task is, again, to
initiate and welcome debate over its own origins, while expanding the debate outside
of its usual focus on Western Europe and the manifold worries surrounding the term
“political theology” within that context. Throughout the book, the authors refer to the
origins of political theology as “creole.” One instructive example is Lloyd’s striking
reflections on the writings of Afro-Martiniquan poet, theorist, and politician Aimé
Césaire. In Césaire’s struggle to hold together an understanding of life as “struggle
against domination” and a vision of poetic practices of prayer which paints an “escha-
tological horizon” against which to hold hope in tension, he employs the image of the
“proud pirogue” (133), a canoe traditionally used by Indigenous peoples throughout
the Caribbean. A small, narrow boat used to navigate some of the most dangerous wa-
ters in the North Atlantic, the pirogue is for Césaire an apt metaphor for life under—as
well as the possibilities of critique amidst—the horrors of colonial conquest. As Lloyd
notes, steering and maneuvering the pirogue is a fraught but necessary exercise in as-
cetic self-surrender, or as Césaire puts it, “playing the game of the world.” Working
against the knowledge that their struggle against domination will most likely end in
failure, the pirogue’s paddler relies on their “sensuous engagement with the world,” a
world that “constitutes life” and “is deformed but not eliminated by colonial and racial
domination,” so as to find the traces of “life-in-death” (135) which allow for hope’s
renewal.

Lloyd’s recommendation of Césaire as a model for political-theological work was
for me one of the most provocative and interesting sections of the work. Much like
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Kierkegaard’s famous backwards boat-rower, who “carries eternity” with them into
“the next day” by turning their back toward to the future so as to row into it, Césaire’s
image prompts the reader toward an eschatologically disciplined mode of political and
theological reflection. Such images provide political theology with the chance to ar-
ticulate its own theoretical location and practical hopes within a simultaneously cat-
aphatic and apophatic mode. Césaire’s pirogue paddler, taken as a guiding image for
the field of political theology, also helps the reader to imagine what it might mean for
political theology to resist what Pope Francis has called the “technocratic paradigm”
and its embodiment in the meliorist aims of the state, a worry highlighted surprisingly
often throughout each of the author’s essays. At the same time, the image hints at the
necessary everydayness of the practices and dispositions by which one learns to see
systems of violent domination for what they are—diabolical, slanderous, disincarnate
deaths-in-life.

This is, I think, roughly the kind of theological picture that one would expect to derive
from faith in a God who outstretches the limits of one’s language, and hence also one’s
political imagination. Like the backwards boat-rower, one does not know with fore-
castable certainty what they are looking for as they row into the future, nor from which
direction it will come; but they do know that it will not come from within their own
present storehouses of pleasantly imaginable gods. Insofar as the politics of our own
time seems more and more animated by different variations of the same insistence that
“only a god can save us”—a claim in which many of political theology’s own European
architects eventually, disastrously, placed their hopes—What is Political Theology? is an
important work which invites further reflection about the dangers, breadth, and rich-
ness of its own multiple origins. The authors have offered an engaging and challenging
picture of future work in the field, opening wider the door for reflection concerning
both the apophatic and cataphatic limits of political theology itself.

Andrew Swann

Graduate Program in Religion
Duke University, Box 90968
Durham, NC 27708- 0968
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Email: andrew.swann@duke.edu
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