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Abstract 
 
 
Reconciliation language, however well-intentioned, is neither innocent nor innocuous. In this 

dissertation, I argue that reconciliation is part of a grammar of whiteness. This word, particularly 

when spoken and enacted by White people, works violence upon Black life. I argue that 

reconciliation grammar is a performance of whiteness that banks on racial difference properly 

managed to assuage White anxiety of otherness. This performance is explored in three acts. The first 

act concerns the theo-economics of reconciliation accounting and its afterlife in Luca Pacioli. The 

second act concerns the theo-patriarchy of Lethal Weapon fantasies of racial reconciliation that is real 

if men are really men, and if the explosions of violence upon muscular White male flesh look real 

enough. The final act concerns the theo-technology of the human found in White feminist 

theological writings of Letty Russell, revealing a reconciling humanism that renders difference an 

“ism” to be overcome by Jesus’ singular humanity. Each of these acts works violence upon Black life 

in different, and yet intersecting ways. Each of these acts performs reconciliation in such a way that 

inequitable power relationships result. Reckoning with reconciliation entails a reckoning not only 

with the words White people use, but also with the ways those words have a material effect on 

relationships, imaginations, and bodies. I show how reconciliation as a grammar of whiteness has 

been performed on Black life to account for it as fungible and expendable, to profit from a Black 

Madonna attending a manly White hero Jesus, and to render the Black woman as plastic material 

from which any manner of White theologies and ontologies might be built. I then point toward the 

excess and otherwise life that can never fully be consumed by reconciliation grammar; I argue for 

the liberative possibilities of life unreconciled. 
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Introduction 
 

“…sticks and bricks may break our bones but words will most certainly kill us.” 

-Hortense Spillers1 

 

My thirteen-year-old niece asked me what this dissertation was about. I responded with a 

question: Have you ever been hurt by someone, and felt like you had to forgive them before you were ready, or be 

friends with them when you didn’t really want to be? 

She, like all of us, had. She knew what it felt like to have unresolved hurt plastered over with 

forced words like “I forgive you” or “Let’s just be friends.” In this dissertation, I argue that one 

word has been highly effective as a means of this plastering over pain. One word has been a 

mandate for godly Christian unity at all costs. One word has performed the fantasy of a United 

States for whom race is a long-settled “problem.” One word has enforced ideas of an idealized, 

White humanness. That word is reconciliation.  

I come at this work as a minister who loved the word reconciliation and its performance of 

racial and political unity for many years. My first deep engagement with this word was in Belfast, 

Northern Ireland where, as a twenty-two-year-old fresh college graduate, I lived for one year 

through a Presbyterian Church (USA) volunteer program.  

In Belfast, reconciliation language was as ever-present as the rain. It watered the political 

conversations, it funded the community projects of which I was a part, it underwrote the theologies 

of the cross-community-minded Presbyterian church in which I worked. I knew I would be a 

minister, and had known since I was a small child. In Belfast, that ministry was given a shape: 

 
1 Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” in Black, White, and in Color: Essays on 
American Literature and Culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003, 68. 
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reconciliation. I helped as a leader for a year-long cross-community project of working class Catholic 

and Protestant Belfast kids, building trust and culminating in a three-week long trip to South Africa 

to learn the secrets of true reconciliation.  

It is only now, having read what I have read and learned what I have learned, that I begin to 

see the cracks in that shiny reconciliation veneer. For example, I remember now how there was a 

panel of South Africans talking about their experiences, and how the White men on the panel talked 

a lot about Jesus, and friendship with Black people. I remember how the Black man on the panel 

talked about poverty and hunger. I remember how the colored man – a term there for people of 

mixed ancestry of Black and White – expressed a lot of pain at not really belonging anywhere and 

feeling somewhat left out of reconciliation as a national project. I think he may have cried. 

After my year in Belfast, including those few weeks in South Africa, I began my seminary 

training. I came fired up with a passion for reconciliation, which mean that my transnational stories 

of reconciliation were frequently peppered into conversations, whether they were warranted or not. I 

connected deeply with the theologies that centered reconciliation language, particularly those of Karl 

Barth, and I connected with White feminist theology on oneness. When I graduated, my first calling 

was less a dramatic Damascus moment and more a carefully curated plan: I was going back to 

Belfast.  

I went back for two more years, to the same Presbyterian church I had worked in as a 

twenty-two-year-old. I was very different this time, a newly ordained clergy woman having been 

deeply formed by White feminist theology and liberation theology. I riled at the constant barrage of 

patriarchal language for God. I riled that as a new clergy woman I rarely got to preach and only got 

to serve communion once in two years at my church. I riled at theologies that argued the case for 

redemptive suffering. I riled at theologies and political policies that were deeply homophobic. I was 
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frankly angry a great deal of the time. But I was never angry with reconciliation language. 

Reconciliation continued to be my comfort and my calling.  

Later, as a solo pastor in rural North Carolina, that pattern continued. I preached on 

reconciliation often. It featured prominently in the faith statement I was required to prepare for my 

presbytery involvement. I attended Duke Divinity School’s Summer Institute for Reconciliation, 

again enamored with the performance of the secrets of reconciliation on display in panels and 

lectures, not unlike my experience in South Africa. And not unlike my experience in South Africa, I 

failed to see the cracks beneath that smooth veneer built of words.  

I started my ThD program intent on deepening my love of reconciliation language, building 

a scaffolding of theologies and ecclesiologies around it, urging the church toward greater 

commitment to that word and its work. And then, in my first meeting on campus before beginning 

the program, a female Black faculty member asked me a simple but shattering question:  

 

Do you know what that word does when it comes out of your mouth?  

 

I did not know. It had simply never occurred to me that my love of reconciliation language 

might have something to do with my whiteness. Like many White feminist theologians before me, I 

was good at being rightly angry at many things: economic injustice, patriarchy, homophobia and 

transphobia, and misogyny. I never thought that something that sounded so pretty, that was so 

woven into my theology, my ministry, and my very core identity, might be causing other people 

harm.  

This dissertation reckons with reconciliation as a grammar of whiteness because I am 

reckoning with my own history of adoring this word, and my own inability to see the reach of my 

White privilege and bias. It has been said that you critique what you love. Maybe here I am critiquing 
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the word I loved for many years. But also, this dissertation is not just about me. This dissertation is 

about words, and the worlds they create. This dissertation is about how words create particular 

human relationships, for good or ill, and how the word reconciliation has continued to create a 

relationship between Black people and White people in the United States that is marked by 

conquest, coercive performances of friendship, and intergenerational harm. Much of this harm is 

because of, and not in spite of, the fact that reconciliation has come to be understood by many 

Christian theologians as the domain of Christianity. Reconciliation has been framed as the core of 

what it means to be Christian, or the heart of the gospel itself.  

Paul 

Much of how reconciliation is framed as central to Christianity, of how this word is 

presumed to be a Christian word, comes from a particular use of the words of Paul. That well-

known text, what I call Paul’s reconciliation hymn of Corinthians, is found in Second Corinthians 

chapter five:  

18All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and has given us 

the ministry of reconciliation; 19 that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to 

himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of 

reconciliation to us. 20 So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his 

appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ: be reconciled to God.  2  

What matters for the purpose of this dissertation concerning what language does to create 

and cement relationships of power is not what Paul intended by these well-known words. While it is 

important to do a deep dive into these words, into Paul’s relationship with the church at Corinth, 

and into katalaage/reconciliation, that is not what I am doing here. I am instead asking what the 

 
2 New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition. 
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words of Paul have done to animate reconciliation as a grammar of whiteness. This means that I am, 

in many ways, less concerned with Paul than I am with the people who use Paul for their purposes. 

People like Luca Pacioli in my first chapter, the “father of modern accounting” who included Paul 

by name in his bookkeeping treatise that made possible the reconciliation of Black flesh as property. 

People like Gil Anidjar, who in my second chapter, argues that the centrality of Jesus’ bloodied body 

as a central image for the church, and also for popular culture, comes, at least partly, by way of “the 

imaginative and organizing force of the Pauline contribution.”3 People like Letty Russell in my third 

chapter, whose reconciling humanism finds theological grounding in her use of the words of Paul.   

The Problem with Reconciliation 

But what is reconciliation, biblically and ethically? In my reading of over fifty various 

reconciliation publications, from 1990 to today, I have seen that this word has been embedded with 

a wide variety of sometimes-contradictory meanings, including (but not limited to): redemption, the 

church’s unfinished agenda, inclusivity, submission, amnesty for abusers, a tool of democratization, 

color blindness, loving the enemy, covenant relations, ubuntu, grace, forgiveness, willing suffering, 

atonement, the telos/end of God’s plan of salvation in Jesus Christ, conversion, non-retaliation, 

shalom, the gospel mandate, resurrection, repair, justice, the core of the gospel and the heart of 

Christianity, and friendship. The mind reels. As the list above shows, this word has become a catch-

all for a multiplicity of complicated concepts regarding racial peace.  

Stated simply, the singular word reconciliation has been made to do an extraordinary amount 

of defining work in the theological imaginations of (particularly White) United States mainstream 

Christians. This is the first problem of reconciliation: it is too malleable in a way, which means it is 

easily manipulated to fit any number of meanings that are convenient to whoever wields it. Zakiyyah 

 
3 Gil Anidjar. Blood: A Critique of Christianity. New York: Columbia University Press, 2014, 121. 
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Iman Jackson argues that the Black woman in the United States (and beyond) is infinitely malleable 

and plastic, seen as everything and nothing all at once, so that she can be bent and twisted to serve 

the whims of those who master others. Reconciliation’s malleability makes it ideal for this project. 

Now, to be clear, rigid definitions of words are sometimes equally problematic. But a word that has 

become a theological catch-all for Christian discussions of race relations collapses all other ways of 

naming the reality of racial terror in this country. This is the second problem of reconciliation. 

Reconciliation language, in its infinite malleability at the whim of the Christian speaker or 

writer, closes off the possibilities of other language. Words like repentance, racial terror, reparations, 

repair, justice, equity, redistribution, and restoration are eclipsed by this singular word 

reconciliation.4 And if these words are collapsed, the ideas behind them are, too. Though ideas like 

justice and repentance may be woven into some definitions of reconciliation, they are not explicit. A 

word like justice or repentance holds a fairly clear and distinct meaning in the mind of the hearer. A 

word like reconciliation does not, which means that even if justice is in the mind of the speaker, the 

hearer may well hear instead something like blanket forgiveness, or willful forgetting of past harm, 

or idealized uni(formi)ty. Here it is helpful to note how language closes off other forms of truth, 

other possibilities for human relationships. If reconciliation language hides other ways of naming 

and knowing race relations in the United States, it finds legitimacy for this disappearing act in 

theology through Christian exclusivist claims that it is the gospel. This is the third problem of 

reconciliation: to question this word is to question the gospel itself. Reconciliation is theologically 

framed as salvation. 

I would like to illustrate two brief examples of this, though there are numerous ones. In The 

Gospel in Black and White, Gary Deddo audaciously claims that “Those unreconciled cannot enter the 

 
4 (which the Greek word Paul uses katalaage can also be translated as, though it never seems to be.) 
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Kingdom of God.”5 The gospel here is no longer about, or a motivation for, reconciliation. The 

gospel is reconciliation. If reconciliation is so directly linked to soteriology – salvation – then it can 

never really be called into question. Even if it has been, in practice, a means of the destruction of 

Black life. Another key voice in this soteriological linking of reconciliation with salvation is, of 

course, Miroslav Volf.  

Volf claims that a wrongdoer sins mostly against God, and since God has already forgiven 

them in Christ, Christians have no other option but to forgive.6 This reading of atonement functions 

to coerce forgiveness, erase the lines between perpetrator and victim, and impose soteriological 

claims upon interpersonal relationships. In effect, Volf is saying that the reconciling work of Jesus 

Christ in forgiving each and every instance of human sin should be mapped onto each and every 

instance of interhuman wrongdoing, repairing every single human relationship. This even includes 

those that did not exist before a crime was committed – he actually claims that the crime creates a 

relationship that must then be reconciled. To fail to reconcile is then to fail God. It is to fail to be a 

true Christian.  

But how does this reconciliation actually play out in human relationships? The final problem 

of reconciliation I want to name is that, while many meanings are contained by that word, and many 

other words are collapsed by that word, in practice reconciliation seems to mean one thing: friendship. 

I will not mention them by name here, but there are several prominent Christian theologians who 

have written on reconciliation and who ground their legitimacy, and profitability, on being a White 

man who is friends with a Black man. Stories of primarily male friendship across racial lines are 

 
5 Gary W. Deddo. Chapter 5 “Persons in Racial Reconciliation: The Contributions of a Trinitarian Theological Anthropology” in The 
Gospel in Black and White. Dennis Okholm, Ed. Westmont Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1997, 65. 
6 Miroslav Volf. The End of Memory: Remembering Rightly in a Violent World. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006, 222. 
“Christians have no option when it comes to reconciling, since failing to reconcile with fellow human beings, for whom 
Christ died to reconcile them to God and to each other, is to reject God's work on our behalf.” 
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foundation in these theological writings, though whether these friendships are actually real is often 

unclear. Friendship seems to mean being pictured side-by-side on book covers or at lectures (or as 

my second chapter will show, on movie posters). Reconciliation practiced as friendship is often 

superficial, almost always heteronormative cisgendered male, and most importantly, on display. But 

behind the veneer of friendship this word performs, there lie echoes of unrest, mistrust, and even 

outright antagonism. And questions always linger regarding who is making the most money off of 

such a public “friendship.” 

Reconciliation is a problem because it is too malleable for the whims of the powerful, which 

is to be clear, primarily White men, but also White women. Reconciliation is a problem because it 

closes off other forms of speech, knowing, and being. Reconciliation is a problem because it is 

claims to be the gospel itself, and the means of Christian salvation. Finally, reconciliation is a 

problem because it overrepresents friendship while underrepresenting the complexity of human 

relations. 

Profiting from Reconciliation  

Each of these problems of reconciliation may be brought together in the truth that 

reconciliation is highly profitable. This is what Dr. Amy Laura Hall describes as the reconciliation 

industrial complex.7 Reconciliation, as language malleable to the whims of the powerful, can be made 

to fit any agenda, lending it a political profitability. Consider, for example, how easily a right-wing 

politician8 can use this word to great acceptance, and how a left-wing politician can as well.9 

 
7 In personal conversation in 2019. Hall is playing off of the phrase military industrial complex.  
8 CBS News. “After stunning win, Donald Trump offers soothing words to non-supporters.” November 9, 2016. 
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/2016-race-donald-trump-wins-presidency-salutes-hillary-clinton-vows-reconciliation 
“With votes still being counted, Trump offered soothing words to more than 55 million Americans who voted against 
him, vowing to pursue reconciliation. ‘For those who have chosen not to support me in the past, of which there were a 
few people, I’m reaching out to you for your guidance and your help so that we can work together and unify our great 
country,’ Trump said.” 
9 Janny Scott. The New York Times. “Obama Chooses Reconciliation Over Rancor.” March 19, 2008. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/19/us/politics/19assess.html “Mr. Obama’s address came more than a year into a 

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/2016-race-donald-trump-wins-presidency-salutes-hillary-clinton-vows-reconciliation
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/19/us/politics/19assess.html
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Reconciliation, as language that closes off other forms of speech and being, is ideologically 

profitable in that it can hold the place of less acceptable language. Consider, for example, what “all 

lives matter” really means for Black life, and how language of “all” hides much racism. 

Reconciliation rhetoric is what entire political machines of lobbyists and superPAC’s can get 

behind, even with the sneaky White supremacist subtext that Black lives do not matter as much as 

Blue ones.10 Reconciliation, as language that performs a very narrow and shallow understanding of 

friendship, is theologically profitable. A quick scan of the most popular books by InterVarsity Press 

on racial reconciliation shows this.11 Friendship is a much more palatable notion to a wide range of 

Christian consumers than is harm, racial terror, reparations, and change. Reconciliation often relies 

on assumptions of an original perfected relationship to return to, and as such, finds coherence with 

traditional theologies of original sin and a ransom theory atonement. 12 Reconciliation sells, 

politically, ideologically, theologically. While my first chapter details the theo-economics of 

reconciliation most vividly, the capitalistic potential of this word should be recognized in each 

chapter.  

Reconciliation as a Performance of Whiteness 

Throughout this dissertation, and in its very subtitle, I describe reconciliation as a 

performance of whiteness. I now explain what I mean by performance, and by whiteness. My 

understanding of performance draws largely from Dylan Rodriguez’s White Reconstruction: Domestic 

 
campaign conceived and conducted to appear to transcend the issue of race, to try to build a broad coalition of racial 
and ethnic groups favoring change. In the issues he has emphasized and the language he has used, as well as in the way 
he has presented himself, he has worked to elude pigeonholing as a black politician…” The word “reconciliation” does 
not appear in the article, and yet, that word embodies the tone of the article well.  
10 I will deepen this idea in my second chapter.  
11 A quick search reveals 156 resources specifically dedicated to racial reconciliation in a Christian frame. 
https://www.ivpress.com/Search?q=reconciliation 
12 The theory of atonement that claims Adam and Eve sold humanity to the devil in their original sin, and that Jesus 
“paid the price” on the cross that makes humanity free for salvation. There was an original pure state, and once the 
ransom is paid by Jesus, humans are returned back to that pure state. 

https://www.ivpress.com/Search?q=reconciliation
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Warfare and the Logics of Genocide. Rodriguez, in writing about film and other media, names how White 

being, understood as the liberal humanist construction of whiteness over and against racial others, is 

animated by particular performances. He describes the pageantry of liberal recognition for White 

audiences, a grand performance that is, ultimately, fiction.13 This fiction is built of words. This 

fiction of the human as the White man is built of the word reconciliation, among others. 

I explain this through the words of a few other voices. Tiffany Lethabo King, in The Black 

Shoals: Offshore Formations of Black and Native Studies, argues that the “European self knows itself and 

continually performs its existence through the dehumanization of Indigenous and Black people.”14 

Whiteness, which is to say the human, is always read through the racial. Europeanness, and its 

descendent we now call whiteness, is performed through subjection of non-White persons. This is 

not to say subjection is all there is to White identities. But to assert White identities along the lines of 

the standard Southern United States Confederate flag waving quip “heritage not hate” is impossible. 

Whiteness is a heritage of many things, and one of them is most certainly the hatred of racial others. 

I as a White woman may not feel such hatred, and yet, my ancestors surely did. White identity is, at 

least in part, performed via erasure of the nuanced and complex identities of racialized persons. 

Leanne Simpson pushes this idea further, saying that reconciliation language specifically is a 

performative way of generating colonial Truth.15 By this, speaking as a First Nations decolonial scholar 

in a Canadian context, she describes how reconciliation gets performed very publicly by key White 

government officials, and how that performance eclipses all that is happening off stage. Such off-

 
13 Dylan Rodriguez. White Reconstruction: Domestic Warfare and the Logics of Genocide. New York: Fordham University Press, 
2021, 18, 26. 
14 Tiffany Lethabo King. The Black Shoals: Offshore Formations of Black and Native Studies. Durham: Duke University Press, 
2019.  Emphasis mine. King continues: “. . . what remains uninterrogated about Columbus is his role in inaugurating the 
modern notion of the human and affixing it to a ‘European self.’ This European self knows itself and continually 
performs its existence through the dehumanization of Indigenous and Black people. This aspect of conquest, a violent 
and repetitive process of making the modern human through extinguishing Black and Indigenous life, is disavowed and 
willfully forgotten.” King names this historical amnesia. 
15 Leanne Simpson. Lecture given in (De)Coloniality taught by Walter Mignolo. Duke University, November 26, 2018.  



 

 11 

 

 

stage horrors include the continued seizure of First Nations lands, the continued denial of the harm 

and need for reparations for residential schools, and the power-laden push to move on from the past 

and just forgive and, more importantly, forget.  

Finally, the Oxford English Dictionary helps clarify why reconciliation is best understood as a 

performance.  

Performance: the action of a task, function, or machine; the extent to which an 

investment is profitable (unit-trust performance); in linguistics, an individual’s use of 

language; entertainment.16 

 

It is important to note a few things about this definition, and I will then link them to 

reconciliation rhetoric. I first note how performance is connected to profitability. Performance 

dictates whether an investment is worthwhile. Second, I note how performance is linked with 

language. According to this definition, all language is in some ways a performance. Regarding 

reconciliation, I ask what kind of relationship is constituted by this language. Finally, I note how 

performance is entertaining. This of course means that performance requires a target audience.  

Reconciliation rhetoric, when used by White United States Christians in discussions of racial 

peace, is highly profitable. My first two chapters will explore this in detail. In my first chapter, I 

show how White male identity is performed through profit upon Black flesh through the 

connections between reconciliation theology and reconciliation accounting in Friar Luca Pacioli. In 

my second chapter, I show how lucrative the performance of a White man befriending a Black man 

is, not only in Hollywood in the Lethal Weapon franchise, but also in the imagination of White people 

in the United States. This of course leads to the entertainment aspect of performance. But, while the 

 
16 "performance, n." OED Online, Oxford University Press, September 2022, www.oed.com/view/Entry/140783. 
Accessed 21 September 2022. 
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spectacular displays of manly friendship via violence are certainly entertaining for a particular White 

male heteronormative United States audience, we do not often ask how reconciliation theology is 

also a form of entertainment. Perhaps that, too, has a target audience who seeks to see similar action 

film patterns of redemptive or retributive violence, and friendship that upholds the norms of 

whiteness and heteronormative maleness. And as my final chapter shows, White feminist theology 

that centers reconciliation language still performs its own forms of normativity, centering the White 

woman while often, accidentally or otherwise, reinforcing harmful tropes of Black women.  

All of this is why I believe reconciliation grammar is a performance of whiteness. The play 

being performed in countless overlapping acts by the word reconciliation is the White human. This 

not only requires White actors – accountants, heroes, and theologians – but it requires a (slave) 

gallery of racialized sub-actors. I will admit that trying to explain how reconciliation language is a 

performance of whiteness is tricky. It involves many deeply theoretical ideas like the making (and 

remaking) of the modern Man. It asks what it means to be human, what it means to be in 

relationship with other creatures, and what the roots of White anxiety of otherness are.  

The complexity of such study is intensified by how adept language of reconciliation is at 

hiding the true intentions behind the speaker. When used by particular White actors, this word can, 

much in the way my early beliefs stated here indicates, sound virtuous and life-giving while actually 

promoting the death-dealing practices of whiteness, control, capture, and capitalist profit. And so to 

discuss reconciliation language as part of what Hortense Spillers calls “the American grammar book” 

requires something of a double move: first, reckoning with how this word has created, and continues 

to create, the modern Man over and against and through racialization of others, and second, a 

reckoning with the reality that a word often understood to be Christian and even holy hides much 
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ugliness beneath. 17 Because reconciliation language involves theoretical questions about who is 

human and who is not, and because it functions as a tool of whiteness hidden in plain sight, I 

choose to use highly specific and concrete examples of how this occurs.18   

Each chapter represents a distinct, and yet interrelated, act in the performance of whiteness 

via reconciliation rhetoric. In shorthand these acts are: money, movies, and the making of the 

modern man. Each act/chapter corresponds with a particular violence worked by reconciliation 

grammar therein: the violence of value and numbering (chapter 1; theo-economic violence), the 

violence of reconciliation realized through the sacrificial white male hetero body (chapter 2; theo-

patriarchal violence), and the ontological violence of inventing the human (chapter 3; theo-

technological violence). In each chapter, I draw this violence out from the shadows of this shining 

word reconciliation. I expose not just how language and the relations it creates can be violent, but 

how reconciliation language specifically has caused harm to racial others.  

I am also exposing what a lovely-sounding word like reconciliation may conceal: the latent 

anxieties of whiteness concerning money, identity, innocence, salvation, otherness, and power. This, 

too, calls me to use a methodology of double moves, of the ways the word reconciliation works 

violence and of how that violence functions to assuage White anxieties of otherness. Reconciliation 

grammar, when used by White Christians in the United States as the language to describe the realities 

of race in this country has the effect of harming people of color, as I show it has done for 

generations. Here, I focus primarily on the harm this word has inflicted upon Black people. This 

harm is not in and of itself the disease. The disease is whiteness. And whiteness has infected the 

 
17 Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” in Black, White, and in Color: Essays on 
American Literature and Culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003, 68. Spillers writes of the symbolic order of the 
American grammar. Words that kill. 
18 Theoretical, and yet not entirely: all theory has embodied, material implications on real humans. 
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world with hatred and violence in myriad ways. My pulling back the curtain of the performance of 

reconciliation in three acts is but one striking, if overlooked, example.  

Chapter Overviews 

Chapter One. Reconciling the Accounts: A Theo-Economic Violence  

 
My first chapter begins in 1494 in Italy with a person you may not have heard of: Friar Luca 

Pacioli. Pacioli was a mathematician and Franciscan priest in the Order of the Minorites. He has also 

been called the “father of modern accounting.”19 Pacioli was given this name because he wrote a tiny 

treatise on double-entry bookkeeping, tucked within a much larger book on geometry, proportion, 

and symmetry. Pacioli matters in this conversation of how reconciliation is a performance of 

whiteness for several reasons.  

First, though he was a priest who took orders of poverty, chastity, and charity, Pacioli was 

very wealthy. He was given a special papal dispensation to own property, which he references in his 

extensive will, where he even willed his immortal soul to God and to Mary.20 Pacioli’s wealth made 

him a target for his fellow friars, but rather than receive the censure they hoped for, he was made 

the head of their order. Pacioli was not only a man of great wealth, but it is clear he was also a man 

of great power. Pacioli personally had no problem reconciling wealth accumulation with Christianity 

in his private affairs, and his treatise served this purpose writ large. The Treatise on Double-Entry 

Bookkeeping paved that way for something that had long been banned within Catholicism in his time: 

usury. This is the profit made on loans via interest. He even goes so far in his treatise to pray that 

 
19 Simple Studies: Accounting Made Simple. “Who is the father of modern accounting?” https://simplestudies.com/luca-
pacioli-father-of-modern-accounting.html 
20 R. Emmett Taylor. No Royal Road: Luca Pacioli and His Times. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1942, 
371. 
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God would “protect each of us who really is a good Christian!” from loss.21 The implication, then, is 

that profit is the will and blessing of God.  

It is not, on the outset, strange for a treatise on double-entry bookkeeping, on accounting, to 

mention prayers, and Christians, and God. Of course, in theocratic Tuscany in 1494, there was not 

really any such thing as a secular-religious divide.22 Theological language was ubiquitous and 

normative in most sectors. And yet, it very much matters that Pacioli writes of who is understood to 

be a Christian God. This brings me to the second reason Pacioli matters in this conversation of how 

reconciliation is a performance of whiteness. Pacioli did not invent the process that bears his name 

of entering both gains and losses doubly, in double-entry in columns as well as in two sets of books, 

and then reconciling all numbers into coherence. This was a long-established Muslim or Indian 

mathematical practice.23  

What Pacioli did was Christianize this process. Christian (male) merchants are centered 

throughout his treatise. He urges the reader to make each entry in the name of God or Jesus.24 

Errors are atoned for by “that glorious sign from which all our spiritual enemies flee and at which all 

the infernal pack justly tremble”, the cross. Order reigns, because order is who Pacioli understands 

the Christian God to be, the “highest Workman” who created the cosmos in mathematical 

perfection. 25 This is why accounting scholar Grahame Thompson argues that for Pacioli, “To 

worship God is to partake of this divine project . . . For Pacioli, everything was symmetry and 

proportion . . . Pacioli’s larger project was to re-emphasize belief in an order sanctified by God. It was not 

simply to justify the practice of commerce as something not antithetical to Christian doctrine 

 
21 Frater Lucas Pacioli. An Original Translation of The Treatise on Double-Entry Bookkeeping, translated by Pietro Crivelli. 
London: The Institute of Book-Keepers, Ltd., 1924, 99. 
22 While I do often refer to Pacioli as Italian, and write of Italy, it is important to note that Italy as a collective country of 

unified provinces was not formed until 1861. Pacioli’s region in his time was Tuscany. 
23 Jane Gleeson-White. Double Entry: How the Merchants of Venice Created Modern Finance. New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2011, 39-41. 
24 Ibid, Pacioli, 18. 
25 Ibid, Pacioli, 16. 
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(though it clearly was this in part).”26 And so when, in my first chapter, I describe the theo-

economics of reconciliation as performed by Pacioli, let me be clear: this is a Christian theo-

economics, and a narrow one at that.  

The third reason Pacioli’s double-entry process is relevant and needful in this conversation is 

because we now know that process by another name: reconciliation accounting. While the word 

reconciliation was not used in his time to describe massaging discrepancies between accounts into 

coherence, it is the lasting inheritance of his work. 27 As accounting Catherine Woods argues, 

“Double-entry is a principle, a practice, and a means of reconciliation.”28 And so in this sense, 

reconciliation, not unlike some soteriological constructions I described earlier, is a telos, a goal, and a 

redemptive end. Because, as I argue, Luca Pacioli’s reconciliation accounting was always theological 

and economic – intermingling the two through ideas of material blessing, good and bad faith, the sin 

of disorder, and order as worshipful – reconciliation theology cannot be fully separated from 

reconciliation accounting.  

I am not so much interested in what this word could do, or how it might be redeemed. If this 

dissertation was working to redeem the language of reconciliation, or reposition it in some solely 

positive inflection, my words would be but another needless drop in the ocean of already plentiful 

reconciliation theologies. I am interested in what the word reconciliation has done, and continues to 

do. I am interested in the watery genesis and regenesis of this word in the Middle Passage, and in 

 
26 Grahame Thompson. Chapter 2: “Early Double-Entry Bookkeeping and the Rhetoric of Accounting Calculation” (40-
66) in Hopwood and Miller, eds. Accounting as Social and Institutional Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994, 51. Italics in the original text. 
27 Pacioli wrote his treatise in 1494. Reconciliation became the language used to be rid of discrepancies and differences in 
accounts beginning in the 1550s. If his treatise had been written fifty years later, it is reasonable to assume the word 
reconciliation may have been used throughout it. "reconciliation, n." Online Etymology Dictionary. 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/reconciliation#etymonline_v_30450 
28 Catherine Woods, Fellow Member of Association of Chartered Certified Accountants, personal communication, 
November 10, 2021. 

https://www.etymonline.com/word/reconciliation#etymonline_v_30450
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slavery and its afterlife; the past that has not passed.29 I am interested in the human beings rendered 

objects of chattel to be stolen, traded, and reconciled in accounting books via Pacioli’s process, all in 

the name of Jesus. A process that, as Jennifer Morgan, Ian Baucom, Saidiya Hartman, and Sylvia 

Wynter make clear was used in the transatlantic slave trade of captive Black flesh. Maybe it was even 

used to trade the flesh of those whose ancestors developed the Islamic process of accounting in the 

first place. A process that was made Christian, with violent effect. 

As I state in my chapter, Pacioli likely did not intend this application of his process. And yet, 

the use of double-entry bookkeeping – reconciliation – in the transatlantic slave trade was not an 

aberration of his process, and it was not a perversion of it. The legacy of double-entry bookkeeping 

found in the books of the transatlantic slave trade was Pacioli’s process working exactly as it was 

designed to do. Order reigned. God approved. Profit was virtuous, at any human cost. Reckoning with 

reconciliation as a grammar of whiteness must reckon with these violent theo-economics.  

I want to turn for a moment to, of all things, a Wal-Mart advertisement for a copy of 

Pacioli’s treatise.30  

Product details:  
Ancient Double-Entry Bookkeeping: Lucas Pacioli's Treatise      
(A. D. 1494 -- The Earliest Known Writer On Bookkeeping) 
This work has been selected by scholars as being culturally important, and is part of 
the knowledge base of civilization as we know it. This work was reproduced from the 
original artifact, and remains as true to the original work as possible. Therefore, you 
will see the original copyright references, library stamps (as most of these works have 
been housed in our most important libraries around the world), and other notations 
in the work. 

 
29 Saidiya Hartman. Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Transatlantic Slave Route. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2008, 6. She writes that, “. . .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.” 
30 https://www.walmart.com/ip/Ancient-Double-Entry-Bookkeeping-Lucas-Pacioli-S-Treatise-A-D-1494-The-Earliest-
Known-Writer-On-Bookkeeping-Reproduced-And-Translated-With-Reproducti-9781376177756/351129476 It costs 
$15.95. 

https://www.walmart.com/ip/Ancient-Double-Entry-Bookkeeping-Lucas-Pacioli-S-Treatise-A-D-1494-The-Earliest-Known-Writer-On-Bookkeeping-Reproduced-And-Translated-With-Reproducti-9781376177756/351129476
https://www.walmart.com/ip/Ancient-Double-Entry-Bookkeeping-Lucas-Pacioli-S-Treatise-A-D-1494-The-Earliest-Known-Writer-On-Bookkeeping-Reproduced-And-Translated-With-Reproducti-9781376177756/351129476
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If, as Wal-Mart argues, Pacioli’s reconciliation process is “part of the knowledge base of 

civilization as we know it,” the implicit “we” is so important. 31 This work of Pacioli is part of the 

knowledge base of whiteness, which is to say, of White people, primarily men of commerce, who 

form civilization in their image, upon the backs of and through the profits from so-called uncivilized 

others. Who is deemed culturally important? Or racially important? What is knowledge? What is the 

interplay between “important” libraries and important people and ideas? Where does this 

reconciliation knowledge base of civilization also interlock into what White Christians in the United 

States know reconciliation theology to be? In other words, how is reconciliation – be it in its 

accounting form or in its theological form – always already theo-economic, with violent implications 

upon the bodies of racialized persons, particularly Black persons? These are some of the questions I 

invite, and begin to engage with, in my first chapter.  

Chapter Two. Reconciling the Buddies: A Theo-Patriarchal Violence  

If my first chapter is about reconciliation performed through a racial capitalist accounting, 

my second chapter is about how race gets performed on the big screen for the aims of capitalism. 

My first chapter concerned the violence of reconciliation through theo-economics. This chapter 

concerns the violence of reconciliation through theo-patriarchy. In this chapter, I argue that 

interracial buddy films in general, and the Lethal Weapon franchise in particular, provide insight into a 

performance of reconciliation as manly friendship. This friendship displaces racism as an imported 

problem easily solved by the right muscular White man (Mel Gibson) with the right amount of 

spectacular violence.  

 
31 “As Wal-Mart argues” is such a surprising way to start a dissertation sentence! 
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These films are key to my analysis of reconciliation grammar as a performance of whiteness 

because they hold a long sway in the imaginations of United States people, particularly men. They 

continue to be highly profitable. They continue to be something of a cultural canon for cop buddy 

films, not just in the late 1980s and early 1990s from which they emerged, but today. They also are 

written and produced entirely by White men, and juxtapose a White man known for his antisemitism 

and racism, Mel Gibson, with a Black man known for his activism and justice work, Danny Glover.       

I was first drawn to these films by the description of a key scene in the second film in Screen 

Saviors: Hollywood Fictions of Whiteness by Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon. They describe this scene 

of Riggs being cradled by Murtaugh as a pietà. A pietà is an image of Mary holding a wounded or 

dying Jesus, with his wounds on full display. Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon write, “This [The 

Defiant Ones] pietà image is repeated 31 years later, at the end of Lethal Weapon II in which 

Murtaugh cradles his wounded white partner Riggs. We wonder why the white imagination needs to 

repeat this particular icon of a black man nursing his white friend. It seems to suggest a fantasied 

mutual sacrifice that unites the races: the white Christ figure needs a Black male Virgin Mary to 

comfort him." 32  

The connections between Lethal Weapon pietàs, between a White man as Ed Guerrero claims 

in the “protective custody of a Black man” who loves him, and reconciliation writ large on the big 

screen are key to my argument.33 This reconciliation involves atonement, but the blood that counts 

must come from a White heteronormative man. This blood must be witnessed by a Black man, and 

by us, the audience. Thus, this performance of reconciliation requires a double audience. 

Reconciliation performed via accounting for Black flesh as expendable in the name of Jesus in my 

 
32 Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon. Screen Saviors: Hollywood Fictions of Whiteness. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, Inc., 2003, 157. 
33 Ed Guerrero. Framing Blackness: The African American Image in Film. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993, 128.  
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first chapter meets the second chapter in the performance of reconciliation as a White body that 

redeems. Mel Gibson’s character Riggs redeems the Los Angeles Police department, redeems the 

American dream in the face of external-only fascism and racism, and redeems race relations as 

settled via enough spectacular violence. All of this reconciling redemption occurs because and 

through Riggs’ relationship with his buddy: the heteronormatively adoring Black man in the 

character of Murtaugh. 

I argue that this reconciliation performance, while in the action genre, also belongs in 

fantasy. The race relations displayed in these films do not exist in the United States. This sort of 

trusting bond between a Black man and a White man is rare given the racial animus and 

necropolitical realities of this country. But, if the explosions look real enough, perhaps the friendship 

does, too. Whiteness, that is the primarily White men viewing these films, requires this fantasy to 

assuage deep-seated anxieties about how to manage otherness. This fantasy is required to rewrite 

histories of racial terror. It is required to uphold fictive ideals of the United States as the beacon of 

democratic egalitarianism and of the police force as protectors and defenders of all people. Often, as 

I argue, this fantasy is maintained through a rigid adherence to the norms of traditional masculinity. 

Race is consumed by gender, and when men in these films are really men, and women are really 

women (that is, sexualized, defended, and avenged), all seems right with the White male-centered 

world.  

If the ledger’s perfect lines were for Pacioli worship because they reinscribed the order of 

God upon the profitable page, the borders of this reconciliation project in Lethal Weapon are 

patriarchy. The borders are a patriarchy built of muscular, manly heterosexual normativity, and the 

borders are written in the spectacle of blood. Reconciliation, as I analyze in this dissertation, always 

requires a performance and it always requires borders. Again, as Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon 

assert, the bond between the White hero and his Black buddy in Lethal Weapon is “a utopian male 
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bonding in which race is never an issue. Their common gender and their mutual devotion to their 

risky occupation apparently makes race irrelevant -- for them and, so the movie's unspoken 

assumption goes, for the rest of America as well.”34  

Through close readings of several Lethal Weapon scenes, in concert with Gil Anidjar, Kent 

Brintnall, and Ed Guerrero, I explore how these films have shaped an American imagination of 

otherness, of masculinity, and even of atonement theory itself. Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ 

is not to be held as distinct from his highly profitable action career, but rather, as just another 

example of a muscular manly White hero suffering to save mankind.35 Here is an example of a hero 

Jesus who even in a film called The Passion of the Christ rises at the end with wounds already healed: 

naked, muscular, and victorious. A Jesus who, like Gibson, proves his manhood by surviving. I 

conclude the chapter with Brittany Wilson’s insights into how incoherent this Jesus is with the 

Lukan Jesus. Jesus in Luke does not meet such markers of manliness. Luke’s Jesus is vulnerable, 

penetrated, low-status, and critical of power. M. Shawn Copeland points to how Jesus is 

fundamentally to be understood entirely opposite to Gibson’s reconciling Christ; a Jesus who is 

Black, queer, scandalously particular, and unsettled by the borders of whiteness. A Jesus who is 

radically present to the victims of White male power. 

 

Chapter Three. Reconciling the Human: A Theo-Technological Violence 

 
In my third chapter, using the words of Sylvia Wynter, I argue that reconciliation is an 

example of a “coercive semantic technology” deployed by racism.36 I argue that reconciliation as a 

technology animates the idea of the human and is itself animated by theologies that center White 

 
34 Ibid, Vera and Gordon, 6. 
35 My patriarchal language is used here on purpose. 
36 Sylvia Wynter. Chapter 2: “Towards the Sociogenic Principle: Fanon, Identity, the Puzzle of Conscious Experience, and 
What It Is Like to Be ‘Black’” in Antonio Gomez-Moriana and Mercedes Duran-Cogan (Eds.) National Identities and 
Socio-Political Changes in Latin America. New York: Routledge, 2001, 48. 
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people, including White women. Reconciliation is animated by theologies that promote ideas of 

salvation-as-humanization.37 This humanization can look like discovering “one new humanity” in 

Jesus as the prototype of the human. It can look like naming common humanness as the basis for 

Christian, and societal, and even perhaps cosmic, unity.  

However, just as I have shown that reconciliation language is not pure or value-neutral, but 

rather bears the haunt of racial capitalist violence, language of humanness is not pure or value-

neutral, either. Because the idea of the human was born through the idea that some people are 

subhuman. The concept of the human grew as a poisoned plant from rotten soil. The human, in 

Enlightenment thought, was understood to be the White man of European descent, and all others, 

particularly all racialized others, were degradations of that idealized humanity. A racial hierarchy was 

constructed that placed the man of European descent as the pinnacle of human development, and 

each category was given characteristics of virtue and civilization according to their proximity to that 

perfected European male human.  

In other words, there is no human without the racial. And, as I argue, both the human and 

the racial are performed in what I name reconciling humanism. In this chapter, I place two takes on 

Becoming Human alongside each other, two books of this same title. One was written by White 

feminist Presbyterian theologian Letty Russell in 1982, and the other was written by Black English 

and literature scholar Zakiyyah Iman Jackson in 2022. Letty Russell’s Becoming Human presents a 

fairly normative reconciling humanism present in White feminist theological work of her day, and 

present in our time. Zakiyyah Iman Jackson’s analysis of the human vis-à-vis the animal, with the 

 
37 The Oxford English Dictionary defines humanization as “The action or process of making more humane, civilizing, or 
refining.” Consider how, even in this definition, this humanizing bears a haunt of the colonial: the human is a project of 
civilization and refinement. “Humanization” in OED Online, Oxford University Press, September 2022. https://www-
oed-com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/89281?redirectedFrom=humanization 

https://www-oed-com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/89281?redirectedFrom=humanization
https://www-oed-com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/89281?redirectedFrom=humanization
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Black person the animal, and the Black woman an abyss between the two, talks back to Russell in 

important ways.  

In this chapter, I argue that reconciliation has been theologically framed by White feminists 

as humanization, but that a humanization that fails to engage with the troubling history of how the 

human came to be defined, and understood is not good news. It is not good news if it fails to attend 

to the rotten soil and the poisoned fruit. This is because the human as a project of the racial is still 

seen in police brutality against Black life, in conservative backlash against teaching the true history of 

slavery to our children or the realities of racism, and in a multitude of ordinary but overlooked 

terrors against Black life. 38 What Jackson names an ontologizing violence of the human; a violence 

that continues to be worked by White actors both implicitly and explicitly.39  

My questions of how the idea of the human has animated reconciliation are in no way new, 

or novel. These are questions Black feminists and Womanists have been asking since before I was 

born. And so, I engage with Jackson’s Becoming Human: Matter and Meaning in an Antiblack World in 

this chapter. I also bring Dolores Williams’ seminal text Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of 

Womanist God-Talk into this conversation to name some of the assumptions and holes in White 

women’s feminist theology. Jaqueline Grant’s White Woman’s Christ/Black Woman’s Jesus is especially 

helpful to name how some of the most significant differences between White feminist and 

Womanist theology lie in the question of Christology: who Jesus is, and what he did and does. She 

specifically writes about the White woman’s Christology of Letty Russell, as does Dolores Williams.  

 
38 There has been a push by some Texas educators to rename slavery in second-grade social studies textbooks 
“involuntary relocation.” The rationale was the board of education’s mandate to “consider updates to social studies 
instruction a year after lawmakers passed a law to keep topics that make students ‘feel discomfort’ out of Texas 
classrooms.” The board has pushed back that this language does not reflect the realities slavery, but consider how these 
educators are already teaching this history to children, with or without the endorsement of the Texas Board of 
Education. Brian Lopez. The Texas Tribune. “State education board members push back on proposal to use ‘involuntary relocation’ to 
describe slavery.” June 30, 2022. https://www.texastribune.org/2022/06/30/texas-slavery-involuntary-relocation/ 
39 Zakiyyah Iman Jackson. Becoming Human: Matter and Meaning in an Antiblack World. New York: New York University 
Press, 2020, 20. 

https://www.texastribune.org/2022/06/30/texas-slavery-involuntary-relocation/
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Here, I begin to tease out the theological connections between the idea of reconciliation as 

humanization with the idea of Jesus as the archetype of humanness, animated by particular 

interpretations of “one new humanity” from Galatians 3:28 and other Pauline texts, by analyzing 

closely this text by Letty Russell. I first trace dynamics of reconciling humanism in Letty Russell’s 

hermeneutics of Paul, then in the use of the Black woman as plastic and surrogate, and finally, in the 

necropolitical, or death-dealing, hiding in the theological and philosophical. While I am engaging 

primarily with Russell’s book Becoming Human, I also track some of the changes in her ideas, 

particularly around oneness, in her later writing. Finally, I offer an antihumanist hermeneutic of 

Psalm 8, informed by Wil Gafney. The question is not what is man that you are mindful of him, but 

rather, what we that you should be mindful of us, the woman-born that you attend to them? 

As I have argued throughout this dissertation, language creates and conditions particular 

relationships of power. And the language of reconciliation – a word revered by Christians, especially 

White Christians, bears a particular haunt and a violence. Here, I explore the violence of 

reconciliation through one overwhelming ontology, or origin story: the idea of the human. Through 

a reading of Letty Russell’s Becoming Human, I argue that reconciliation is fundamentally performed as 

a singular, smoothed out reality. Reconciliation is performed as the ultimate telos for Christians who, 

in union with Jesus, overcome all manners of difference. And reconciliation is performed affectively 

through terms like friendship and unity. 

Again, I call this mingling of reconciliation theology with constructs of the human reconciling 

humanism. This is the argument that reconciliation finds completion in the fullness of humanity. 

While both of these ideas sound life-giving (reconciliation and the human), working together, 

reconciling humanism masks an uglier reality. That reality is the creation and re-creation of the 

human over and against the Black subhuman, particularly the Black woman. This masking, as I have 

earlier argued, is itself a technology of whiteness: of White people, including White women.  
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My hope is that this chapter begins to expose how reconciliation as a grammar of whiteness 

is not only performed in the ledger and in what we call entertainment. It is also performed in 

Christian theology, even in those (White) feminist theologies that claim liberation as their core ethic. 

Because this reconciliation grammar, through many actors and many acts, is ever the ephemeral one, 

disappearing into smoke the second it is recognized for what it is.  

And yet, as I have shown, it is possible to trap that grammar for a moment, to examine it 

deeply for its motivations and articulations of truth. When we do, we find, perhaps to our horror, 

that this word reconciliation has been lurking even within our ideas of who we are as human beings, 

of who God is as creator, and of who Jesus is as redeemer. Our theology, and even our ontology, is 

infected with this grammar. However, as my coda will hint at, there is always something outside of 

this ontology of the sociogenic human: a creaturehood beyond commodification and codification, a 

self-knowledge beyond the necropolitical, a theology beyond the technology of whiteness, and a 

being beyond reconciliation. 

 

Coda 
I offer a coda at the end of this work, and not a conclusion. A coda, with grammatical 

linking to musical performance, is not exactly the same thing as a conclusion. While a coda is a 

concluding movement, it offers not a summing up or, well, reconciling of all that has come before. 

Instead, a coda is an addition to what has been heard. It is at the end of a concert, yes, but a coda 

could stand on its own. According to the Cambridge Dictionary, a coda is “a piece of music at the end 

of a longer piece of music, usually separate from the basic structure: the coda is often more 

technically difficult than the rest of the piece.”40 It is in this sense that I offer a coda at the end of 

this dissertation. 

 
40 “Coda” in Cambridge Dictionary online. September 2022. https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/coda 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/coda
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In the coda, I present several overlapping, but not to be conflated, modes of life beyond 

reconciling humanism. I begin with an exploration of a biblical text that points to the possibilities of 

life unreconciled. John 8:2-11, the text known as “The Woman Caught in Adultery” presents that 

story of Men of Letters (men of the law) who are condemning a woman with the stones in their 

hands and the stones of weaponized words etched in tablet and memory. They try to trap Jesus with 

their speech, but he chooses another path. Jesus refuses to play by their word game. Instead, he 

bends down, something the text takes great care to mention a few times. And Jesus, presumably 

with his laborer’s rough finger, begins writing in the gen, the earth/ground/soil. We will never know 

what he wrote. He did this a second time. Again, we cannot know what he wrote. Jesus did not etch 

his words in the stone tablets of laws to be interpreted harshly – stone hard enough to kill a woman 

with. He instead wrote on the raw material of all life, the adamah, the gen(esis), knowing full well that 

these words must be fleeting if they are written on such a surface. A gust of wind, a careless step, a 

playing child, a wandering animal, and they are lost. Maybe as they were intended to be. I consider that the 

materiality of Jesus’ choice to write in dirt matters. I argue that Jesus’ words to the woman “Neither 

do I condemn you” have a double meaning: she is not condemned to death, and she is not 

condemned to reconciliation with her abusers. She is simply told to go.  

I then look for the possibilities of life unreconciled through key scholars of blackness and 

Black studies. I draw from the incredible book Otherwise Worlds: Against Settler Colonialism and Anti-

Blackness. There, Ashton Crawley writes of otherwise existence and other worldings, inviting a 

rupture of the grammars of death and the joyful embrace other forms of thought and being, not 

only in revolutionary work, but also in everyday life and breath.41 J. Kameron Carter writes of 

 
41 Ashton Crawley. “Stayed | Freedom | Hallelujah” in Tiffany Lethabo King, Jenell Navarro & Andrea Smith, eds. 
Otherwise Worlds: Against Settler Colonialism and Anti-Blackness. Durham: Duke University Press, 2020, 27. 
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Nowhere, or the sacred otherwise, a collective ekstatic experience of the magical.42 He offers the 

phrase malpracticed godlessness to enliven a rejection of God as White, God as male, and God as 

Master.  

I also draw from Joseph Winter’s essay The Gift and Death of Blackness to consider the 

otherwise on the other side of reconciliation’s ordering, what he describes as the “gift of Blackness 

[that] is a kind of death . . . to the order of things.”43 A death to the order of things means a rupture 

of how we, particularly we White people, have been taught to think universally. Walter Mignolo 

introduces the possibilities of pluriversality: the decolonial option of thinking and speech that is not 

fixed and forced, but rather fluid, dynamic, and open. Words that are not etched in stone or ledgers. 

A death to the order of things also means a rupture of the categories of the human and the animal, 

as described by Zakiyyah Iman Jackson. This rupture invites what decolonial scholar Julietta Singh 

names humanimal dispossessions, a mode of being beyond and against reconciling humanism. I then 

conclude this dissertation not with a call to reconciliation, but with a call to a reckoning. 

 

A Time and a Place 

When I have shared portions of this writing at conferences, I am often asked about how and 

why I leap from 1494 to the 1980s and 1990s to our current moment. Historians seem especially 

perplexed by how I am not tracing a history of reconciliation grammar in a systematic or 

etymological way. Should readers share these same concerns, I want to briefly name my choices 

regarding temporality. What I am not doing here is tracing the development of ideas of 

reconciliation, or a complete history of that word. Ironically, my key question is not as much about 

 
42 J. Kameron Carter. “Other Worlds, Nowhere (or, the Sacred Otherwise)” in Tiffany Lethabo King, Jenell Navarro & Andrea 
Smith, eds. Otherwise Worlds: Against Settler Colonialism and Anti-Blackness. Durham: Duke University Press, 2020, 160. 
43 Joseph Winters. “The Gift, and, Death of Blackness” in Journal of Africana Religions, Vol. 6, No. 1, University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University, 2018, 23. 



 

 28 

 

 

that word as it is about whiteness. I am asking how whiteness is animated and enacted by particular 

language. The word reconciliation is just one example of this. And yet, it is such a compelling 

example because of how this word works in so many different arenas. If the reader feels a certain 

amount of whiplash moving from Tuscany in 1494 to the United States in the 1980s and 1990s to 

the United States in 1982 and our time, this is partly by design.  

Reconciliation as a grammar of whiteness, as part of a much larger grammar, is sneaky and 

pervasive. This word crops up in many different areas where White people are seeking to make 

meaning of ourselves and of difference. And even though I am like the Doctor in her TARDIS 

hopping from time to time and place to place, there are threads between each place and time. 

Witnessing the haunts of reconciliation, watching for the common logics and performance of this 

word, across so many disparate moments is needful. In some sense, it would be easier to simply 

trace the uses and meanings of this word across time. My project is the more difficult, and more 

engaging, task of looking for key moments when the deeper motivations and logics of reconciliation 

grammar peek to the surface, showing their true face. I have selected moments I believe to be most 

essential to understanding the workings of reconciliation grammar by White people in economics, in 

entertainment, and in theo-ontologies of the human. I hope this work leaves the reader wanting 

more, asking these same questions of other times and places. I hope this work awakens the reader to 

look more deeply into reconciliation rhetoric when they encounter it. And, I hope this work leaves 

the reader ever vigilant for what may be lurking behind all the words we use, for what relationships 

and worlds are created by speech, and what relationships and worlds might reckon with such 

grammars.  

I begin in Tuscany in 1494, with a friar who was also a mathematician, whose theo-economic 

process of accounting, now called reconciliation, legitimated profit for Christians. This would come 
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to be the profit upon captive flesh lodged in that reconciliation process in chattel slavery. Meet the 

first actor in this performance of reconciliation grammar, Luca Pacioli.  
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Chapter One. Reconciling the Accounts: A Theo-Economic Violence  
 
reconciliation, n.  

Christian Church. The action of restoring humanity to God's favour, esp. as through the 
sacrifice of Christ; the fact or condition of a person's or humanity's being reconciled with 
God. 
 
The action of restoring estranged people or parties to friendship; the result of this; the fact 
of being reconciled. 
 
The purification or reconsecration of a desecrated church or holy place. 
 
The action or an act of bringing a thing or things to agreement, concord, or harmony; the 
fact of being made consistent or compatible. 
  
Bookkeeping. The action or practice of rendering one account consistent with another by 
balancing apparent discrepancies. 

 

Introduction 

The Oxford English Dictionary separates the definitions of reconciliation pertaining to the 

Christian Church and Bookkeeping.1 These can never be fully divided. The logics of reconciliation, and 

the ways those logics are performed by people and upon people, are not so very different from each 

other whether that reconciliation is happening in a church, in an interracial friendship, or in an 

accounting ledger. Reconciliation has what I call a theo-economic character: the logic and practice of 

this word performs understandings about God, and understandings about value and wealth. These 

ways of knowing are deeply entangled with one another.  

This theo-economic performance is also violent. Reconciliation is part of what Hortense 

Spillers calls the “American grammar book”.2 Guiding questions for this chapter include: how does 

 
1"reconciliation, n." OED Online, Oxford University Press, September 2021, www.oed.com/view/Entry/159781.  
2 Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” in Black, White, and in Color: Essays on 
American Literature and Culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003, 68. Spillers writes of the symbolic order of the 
American grammar. Words that kill. I will explore this more deeply later on in this chapter. 
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this word, as part of this grammar, get performed through ordering and profiting from racial others? 

How does one word, a Christian word at that – reconciliation – bear a genealogy of violence and 

harm, and work ongoing subjection against racialized persons when wielded by White Christians? 

How is reconciliation linked with the project of the human, that is always also a project of the racial? 

And finally, what are the links – semantic, symbolic, and systematic – between reconciliation 

accounting and reconciliation theologies? These are the questions I begin to explore in this chapter.  

This leads to an analysis of reconciliation accounting by the name double-entry bookkeeping. 

Double-entry bookkeeping was popularized by mathematician and Franciscan priest Luca Pacioli. 

Pacioli did not invent his double-entry bookkeeping process.3 He likely co-opted most of his 

methodology from Muslim or Indian mathematicians of the 12th Century.4 What Pacioli did do was 

institutionalize and, in a Christian branding, theologize the process of double-entry. He made this 

accounting process the way to ensure so-called honesty and profit for businesses. He set that process 

within a very particular cosmology and theology of a Christian God’s order. His work reconciled the 

profits of commerce – all the profits, including the profits from chattel slavery – with the virtues of 

Christianity.  

It is important to note the linguistic and logical connections between Pacioli’s double-entry 

bookkeeping process and what is now called reconciliation accounting. As accountant Catherine 

Woods says, “Double-entry is a principle, a practice, and a means of reconciliation.”5 Pacioli wrote 

his treatise in 1494. Reconciliation became the language used to be rid accounts of discrepancies and 

 
3 According to Tim Hardford’s BBC article about Pacioli entitled “Is this the most influential work in the history of capitalism?” 
[Pacioli] “may have also taken the idea of double-entry bookkeeping from the Islamic world, or even from India, where 
there are tantalising hints that double-entry bookkeeping techniques date back thousands of years.” BBC, October 23, 
2017. https://www.bbc.com/news/business-41582244  
4 Jane Gleeson-White. Double Entry: How the Merchants of Venice Created Modern Finance. New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2011, 39-41.  
5 Catherine Woods, Fellow Member of Association of Chartered Certified Accountants, personal communication, 
November 10, 2021. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/business-41582244
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differences beginning in the 1550s.6 If his treatise had been written fifty years later, it is reasonable to 

assume the word reconciliation may have been used throughout it.  

In this chapter, I explore Pacioli's theo-economics in detail, both from his double-entry 

bookkeeping treatise itself, published in 1494, and from secondary sources. I reveal how order was a 

key organizing theological principle for Pacioli, and how disorder was understood as sinful, or 

criminal. I explore how Pacioli's use of theological language in a business treatise legitimated profit 

for European Christians, and elevated his work beyond dry accounting practice to the stuff of the 

sublime. Most importantly, I show how Pacioli's theo-economic reconciliation was performed upon 

enslaved African people reconciled in slavery ledgers. By this, I mean that Pacioli’s accounting 

process was not only used for the trade and business of objects, it was also used for the trade of 

human beings in chattel slavery. Human beings that were then rendered into objects. Robert Pharr 

draws on Stephanie Smallwood to name this accounting process "creating marks where human 

beings once stood."7 Finally, I show how Pacioli himself wove the conditions for this sort of 

subjection into his treatise itself. Through all of this, I bring to the surface the entanglements of the 

theological with the economic in the performance of reconciliation as an accounting practice. I 

analyze how these entanglements served a European male definition of the human through the 

obliteration of racial others, specifically here the enslaved African and their descendants.  

In 2012, Luca Pacioli was heralded by David Kestenbaum on NPR’s All Things Considered in 

as “the accountant who changed the world.”8 Kestenbaum writes, “Before double-entry, people just 

kept diaries and counted their money at the end of the day. This innovation allowed merchants to 

 
6 "reconciliation, n." Online Etymology Dictionary. 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/reconciliation#etymonline_v_30450  
7 Robert F. Reid-Pharr. Archives of Flesh: African America, Spain, and Post-Humanist Critique. New York: NYU Press, 2016, 
213. He is drawing upon Stephanie E. Smallwood. Saltwater Slavery: A Middle Passage From Africa to American Diaspora. Vol. 
1st Harvard University Press pbk. ed. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2008. 
8 David Kestenbaum. NPR All Things Considered. October 4, 2012. 
https://www.npr.org/sections/money/2012/10/04/162296423/the-accountant-who-changed-the-world 

https://www.etymonline.com/word/reconciliation#etymonline_v_30450
https://www.npr.org/sections/money/2012/10/04/162296423/the-accountant-who-changed-the-world
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see every aspect of their business in neat little rows . . . Today, every country and every business uses 

double-entry bookkeeping.” If Pacioli’s process allowed merchants to see “every aspect of their 

business in neat little rows”, how might those rows and lines themselves have been drawn upon the 

captive flesh of Black people? Did the “merchant” see that aspect of his reconciliation business? Do 

we see the haunt of that reconciliation still? 

An original 1494 edition of Pacioli’s Double-Entry Bookkeeping treatise sold at a Christie’s 

auction in 2019 for $1,215,000. 9 The advertisement for the auction in many ways makes the case for 

this chapter. There, Pacioli’s text is called “a foundational text for capitalism” and a foundational 

text for linking theology with economics. David Wootton is quoted as writing, “This view of 

business – underwritten by double-entry bookkeeping – was so successful that it has established 

itself in the language of vice and virtue writ large. While the Good Book may be scripture, God’s 

book is surely a ledger.”10
  What if that ledger holds humans-as-property inside? Does God approve 

of such reconciliation? Whose flesh is the “language of vice and virtue” writ large upon? 

            I consider these questions by placing Pacioli’s treatise in the context of his time, a time that 

birthed the Doctrine(s) of Discovery. These Doctrines, often conflated as a singular embarrassment 

for Christianity, were many Papal bulls by which powerful Christian men mapped the world into 

property lines, around the same time of Pacioli’s writing. If, as cultural historian Mary Poovey 

argues, “the system of double-entry displayed virtue graphically,”11 then I may argue that Pacioli’s 

process was an extension of the conquest-driven mapping of the world in his day. His process was a 

mapping of territory upon captive flesh. The theologically legitimated conquest that signified a 

captive person was as much a neatly ordered ledger page as it was a map of the “discovered” world. 

 
9 https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-6209339  
10 David Wootton. Power, Pleasure, and Profit: Insatiable Appetites from Machiavelli to Madison. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2018, 258. 
11 Mary Poovey. A History of the Modern Fact: Problems of Knowledge in the Sciences of Wealth and Society (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998), xvi-xvii. Emphasis mine. 

https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-6209339
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This mapping, with lines drawn upon Black flesh, continues in our day.  12 To tell the truth of the 

entanglements between Christianity, whiteness, and reconciliation, I must tell this often-overlooked 

part of the story. There is no reckoning with reconciliation without first reckoning with the ongoing 

legacy of Luca Pacioli.  

I begin with an analysis of Pacioli’s great love: order. He adored the divine order of the 

cosmos, the order of a merchant, and the order of accounting books well-kept in perfect, neat 

entries, all made “in the sweet name of Jesus.”13 

Section One: Pacioli’s Obsessions with Order 

Ubi non est ordo ibi est confusio. 
Where order does not reign there is confusion. 
- Luca Pacioli14  

i. Worship as Order 

 
A close reading of Pacioli’s later work, De Divina Proportione (The Divine Proportion), reveals his 

theological framing of order as divine, and the creation of order a key task of both God and 

Christians. This work was illustrated by Leonardo da Vinci himself, and in it, Pacioli deals with the 

ordering character of God.15 He writes of God’s mathematical perfection. R. Emmett Taylor’s No 

Royal Road: Luca Pacioli and His Times, written in 1942, is the most extensive biography of Luca 

Pacioli and analysis of his writings, and includes some excerpts found only there. Taylor reveals a 

Pacioli who solders together the theological with the mathematical, using order as his joining 

 
12 Audre Lorde. A Burst of Light: and Other Essays. Minneola, NY: Ikia Press, 2017. (Originally published Firebrand Books, 
1988) 110. Lorde wrote of a harsh doctor in a white lab coat pronouncing, after a cancer diagnosis, that she would die if 
she did not do everything he told her. She bemoaned his lack of acknowledgment of her agency in her life and health, 
and said, “I felt the battle lines being drawn up in my own body.”  
13 Frater Lucas Pacioli. An Original Translation of The Treatise on Double-Entry Bookkeeping, translated by Pietro Crivelli. 
London: The Institute of Book-Keepers, Ltd., 1924, 103. 
14 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 3. 
15 R. Emmett Taylor. No Royal Road: Luca Pacioli and His Times. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1942, 
253.  
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material.16 First, Emmett Taylor names Pacioli not only a mathematician, but also a mystic. He 

seems to be using mystic in the sense of a rapturous religiosity. He writes, “When Pacioli reaches the 

fifth chapter of the Divina, the theoretical man, the practical man, becomes a religious mystic. He 

has decided to call the book De Divina Proportione. He will call it this because ‘we expect in this most 

useful discourse God himself to come.’”17 Taylor argues that the title of Pacioli’s book, The Divine 

Proportion, is not incidental but rather integral to Pacioli’s cosmology and theology. Pacioli’s words 

of the order of the cosmos divinely proportioned are something of a way to conjure God. The 

words can work that conjuring magic because of their precision. Taylor continues his paraphrase of 

Pacioli-as-mathematical-mystic, writing: 

There are 4 suitabilities (equalities or attributes) to substantiate his position [of 

perfected proportion]. The first is that proportion has unity. Second, like the Holy 

Trinity, it is divine. Third, as God cannot be defined or explained by words, so 

proportion cannot be designated by any intelligible number nor can it be expressed by 

a rational quantity. It will always remain hidden and secret and will be called irrational 

by mathematicians. Fourth, as God can never change and is all in all, so our present 

proportion is always of every quantity, it is one and the same thing, it is always 

invariable.18  

Proportion has unity. In this sense, to be in perfect proportion is to be fully reconciled. 

Proportion is divine, and seemingly for Pacioli, it is as divine as the Holy Trinity. This means that, 

for Pacioli, mathematical proportion is itself a doctrine of theology, fitting alongside the three-in-one 

Trinitarian formula. Proportion is presented as something beyond numbers – a deeper truth that, 

 
16 This metaphor matters: Soldering is a process whereby two or more metal items are joined. Welding involves melting 

the pieces together but soldering involves the addition of a filler metal to join the pieces. The theological and the 
mathematical remain intact, and yet are forged permanently together. Order is the logical filler material that fuses them.  
17 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 264. 
18 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 264. 
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like God, cannot fully be captured. Finally, proportion is immutable, as unchanging as God. In this 

sense, Pacioli places proportion alongside God, or perhaps more accurately sees God through 

proportion to be the constant of the cosmos. And then, Pacioli proposes a fifth character of this 

divine proportion. 

Taylor writes, “Pacioli proposes a fifth quality. As God has conferred being to heavenly 

virtue as a fifth substance, and by means of this fifth substance has extended being to the other four 

simple bodies or four elements, earth water air and fire, and through these to every other thing in 

nature, so in our De Divina Proportione, following the ancient Plato . . . we give formal being to 

Heaven itself by creating for it the figure of the body called the dodecahedron or the body of twelve 

pentagons.”19  

I want to give special attention to one phrase: “we give formal being to Heaven itself . . . ” 

Here, Pacioli is linking heavenly virtue with material being. Like a mathematical mystic, he enters 

into a rapturous reciting of heavenly shapes. This mystic gives formal being to Heaven by noticing 

the shape of God in the shape of the cosmos, and the shape of the human body. Remember, reader, 

that this ideal human body was the European male body.20 God is not only holy because God is 

three-in-one, God is holy because God is also in the pentagon, and the dodecahedron, and other 

Platonic solids. I will show this soon in portrait of Pacioli where he gazes adoringly at a Platonic 

solid shape, as if he is seeing the face of God. 

 
19 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 264.  
20 This should bring to mind Pacioli’s pal Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man. Peggy Carouthers argues, “Beyond trying to 

measure the proportions of the human form, ‘ancient thinkers had long invested the circle and square with symbolic 
powers.’ For these thinkers, circular shapes were linked to the ‘cosmic and the divine,’ while the square represented what 
was ‘earth and secular.’ By imposing a human [male] form inside these shapes, scholars were not just noting bodily 
proportions; they were also showing how humans [men] fit in both worlds and could actually serve as a way to study the 
perfection of the universe. By doing so, Vitruvius and other architectural scholars believed they could carry over this 
perfection into the realm of architecture. This principle of humans [men] serving as a link between the earth and the 
divine seems to be one that Da Vinci believed, too.” Peggy Carouthers. “The History and Influence of Da Vinci’s Vitruvian 
Man” in Art & Object. August, 17, 2020. https://www.artandobject.com/news/history-and-influence-da-vincis-
vitruvian-man Corrections mine. 
 

https://www.artandobject.com/news/history-and-influence-da-vincis-vitruvian-man
https://www.artandobject.com/news/history-and-influence-da-vincis-vitruvian-man


 

 37 

To summarize Taylor’s arguments, for Pacioli, the advent of God lies in perfected 

mathematical proportions. Note how he uses mathematical language to define key theological 

qualities of God: unity, indefinability, immutability, and invariability. If for Pacioli mathematical 

terms are used to define God, then the inverse is true: Pacioli infuses his definitions of mathematical 

truth with theological knowledge. Math is theology, and theology is math. Order joins them. Pacioli 

scholar Grahame Thompson echoes Taylor's analysis but takes it even further in his writing Early 

Double-Entry Bookkeeping and the Rhetoric of Accounting Calculation. Thompson does not only see a 

religious mystic obsessed with mathematics. Thompson sees that mysticism all bent in one devoted 

direction: order, as illustrated in this famous painting by Jacobo de’ Barbari.  

 

A portrait of mathematician Luca Pacioli and Unknown Young Man (possibly his patron) , 

 attributed to the Italian Renaissance artist Jacopo de’ Barbari. Photo: Scala
21 

 
21 https://www.christies.com/features/A-rare-medieval-accounting-book-by-Luca-Pacioli-9803-3.aspx This source is the 
listing for a Christie’s action of Pacioli’s bookkeeping treatise.  

https://www.christies.com/features/A-rare-medieval-accounting-book-by-Luca-Pacioli-9803-3.aspx
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Thompson writes of the significance of this friar depicted surrounded by the paraphernalia 

of mathematical order (as seen in the above image): compasses, Euclid’s Elementia, and his own 

book, Summa de Arithmetica, Geometria, Proportioni et Proportionalita, of which his bookkeeping treatise is 

a part. Pacioli is here pointing to a drawing of one of Plato’s five perfect solids, rumored to have 

been included by da Vinci himself. It is important to remember that the shape Pacioli named as 

perfect, the dodecahedron, is a Platonic solid. A Platonic solid is “any of the five geometric solids 

whose faces are all identical, regular polygons meeting at the same three-dimensional angles . . . they 

consist of the tetrahedron (or pyramid), cube, octahedron, dodecahedron, and icosahedron.”22 A 

platonic solid has identical faces. Could the veneration of this shape as divine be mapped onto 

human faces? Is divinity only found in identicality? That is a question for another time. Returning to 

the painting, Pacioli’s gaze is most revealing. He is looking at another perfect Platonic solid with its 

identical faces. Here, Thompson, who is not himself a theologian, recognizes theological significance 

in this floating form, writing:  

 

The crystal poly(icosa?)hedron is symbolic on a number of counts . . . God himself 

had worked the world in its mathematical form. To worship God is to partake of this 

divine project. Hence the hovering poly(icosa)hedron can be read as symbolic of 

God’s work (if not of God himself), and hence worthy of the reverent gaze it gets in 

the picture from God’s disciple on earth. For Pacioli, everything was symmetry and 

proportion…Pacioli’s larger project was to re-emphasize belief in an order sanctified by 

 
22 https://www.britannica.com/science/Platonic-solid 

https://www.britannica.com/science/Platonic-solid
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God. It was not simply to justify the practice of commerce as something not 

antithetical to Christian doctrine (though it clearly was this in part).23  

 

This soldering together of the theological with the mathematical was achieved via the 

perfected order of creation. Worshipping God was, then, enacting this order upon the world. It 

matters that Thompson does not name Pacioli's motivations as re-emphasizing belief in God. 

Pacioli's motivation, his larger project in all of his writing, was to re-emphasize belief in a sanctified 

order. Belief in an order made holy by God. That sanctified order is embodied by sameness, by identical 

faces, like the Platonic solid Pacioli gazes at. Cultural historian Mary Poovey, in her A History of the 

Modern Fact: Problems of Knowledge in the Sciences of Wealth and Society, names how this sanctification of 

geometric sameness in Pacioli’s writing found coherence with philosophers of his day. She writes, 

"this was the same assumption that had inspired Luca Pacioli in 1494: the assumption that the 

harmony, measure, and proportion evident in these [geometric] figures embodied God's order . . . " 

She goes on to name what this embodiment does, writing that "Using mathematical figures as an 

image of God's order therefore encouraged moral philosophers to privilege not singularity but 

universality."24 Universality, a key dynamic of reconciliation, is easily pervaded by logics of sameness. 

And yet, these ideas always grow from a particular time and a particular place. In this case, the time 

of conquest and the birth of the transatlantic slave trade in the late 15th century, and the place of 

protocapitalist Europe.  

Luca Pacioli’s enamor with mathematics, and his theologizing of it, was perhaps not unique 

in his time. His mapping of mathematical proportions onto every expression of order in the created 

 
23 Grahame Thompson. Chapter 2: “Early Double-Entry Bookkeeping and the Rhetoric of Accounting Calculation” (40-
66) in Hopwood and Miller, eds. Accounting as Social and Institutional Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994, 51. Italics in the original text. 
24 Ibid, Poovey, 155. 
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universe fit well with his educated male contemporaries. And yet, it may be argued that his 

application, his mapping, of an order-obsessed theology specifically onto accounting practices was 

novel. We see this mapping clearly in his larger, earlier book, written fifteen years before The Divine 

Proportion in 1494. It is entitled “Summa de arithmetica, geometria, proportioni et proportionalita (Summary of 

arithmetic, geometry, proportions and proportionality).” Housed within those six-hundred-and-fifteen pages 

is the tiny ninety-page treatise on double-entry bookkeeping that guides this chapter, that 

“foundational text of capitalism.” It is clear that Pacioli’s foundational treatise on bookkeeping is 

enclosed within words about God’s perfect proportions. The Summa has not survived in its entirety. 

The best source for English publications of large portions of that text is Emmett Taylor’s No Royal 

Road: Luca Pacioli and His Times. This is where I draw my excerpts from. Pacioli’s bookkeeping 

treatise, however, is readily available in many English forms that are far cheaper than the first edition 

Christie’s auction price.  

I now move from secondary descriptions of Pacioli’s religious and mathematical mysticism 

to Pacioli’s own words. In the epigraph to his “Summary of arithmetic, geometry, proportions and 

proportionality,” he grounds his work and words as theology. Pacioli begins: “Letter of Brother Lucas 

of Borgo San Sepolchro in the Order of the Minorities and Master of Sacred Theology: In the art of 

arithmetic and geometry.”25 He is a Master of sacred theology, a mastery revealed in the arts of 

arithmetic and geometry. He names that all the that things are “nothing else but proportion and 

proportionality,” including the palace of his patron, the Duke of Urbino, and particularly his 

chapel.26 Music, sculpture, all military skill, the other sciences and liberal arts, rhetoric, philosophy, 

the cosmos are all included in his prefatory preaching upon proportion.  

 

 
25 As quoted in ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 199. 
26 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 70. 
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Pacioli even claims that, “If you take away from everything harmony, measure, and 

proportion, everything ceases to exist.”27 The man from a holy Order was fixated upon geometric 

order, and saw that perfected order every place he looked. He believed in a God who desired that 

order to be upheld in all aspects of life. This is why it can be said that Pacioli’s larger project was to 

re-emphasize belief in an order sanctified by God. This order is on every page of his bookkeeping 

treatise and it is what his treatise does. 28 This order is the logical material for this theo-economics, 

his linking of the theological with the mathematical, or economic. This order happens via 

reconciliation, and this order is sublime, or heavenly. 

 

Order as Sublime 

 
According to Pacioli's own words, the order of the accounting books used in his double-

entry system connects to God in two ways. First, as I named earlier in briefer detail, this accounting 

order conjures God's very presence: "we expect God to come."29 At the same time, this accounting 

order elevates the mundane work of a merchant to what he calls the "sublime."30 The sublime was, 

for Pacioli, the divine realized in perfected order.  

Pacioli is then using order as an organizing logic in many ways at once. Order is, on the most 

basic scale, the balancing and reconciling of accounts between what he calls a trinity of merchant’s 

books: the blotter, the journal, and the ledger.31 I will deal with the mechanics of this in a later 

section. Order is also the perfected proportion of the cosmos and everything in it worked by God. 

 
27 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 193. 
28 It is worth noting again that Pacioli’s Treatise on Double-Entry Bookkeeping is a small, roughly one-hundred-page portion 
of a 615-page larger work entitled Summa de Arithmetica, Geometria, Proportioni et Proportionalita. The larger Summa from 
1494 has survived only in rare collections not accessible to the public. My quotations from the broader Summa are 
derived from Taylor’s No Royal Road. 
29 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 264. 
30 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 101. 
31 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 67. I will explain these books in greater detail in the next section, where I explain his double-
entry process. 



 

 42 

And these two orders interlock, legitimating each other. Together, they fuse together God’s work 

and man’s work.  

The order of the three-fold books is, as I will show in the next section, an act of worship 

that legitimates profit. Profit is, according to Pacioli, made possible by "the ability of the intellect 

God has given you, and with the artifice of reason which you will have learnt well."32 The order of 

the cosmos, as pictured in the Platonic solid in the preceding painting, is a perfect symmetry that can 

only come from God. For Pacioli, there is no separation of the two. Plato meets God in order. 

There is no ordering of the trinity of accounting books in his double-entry system apart from an 

appreciation of the sublime divine order. What matters is that Pacioli took the mundane ordering 

tasks of business found in accounting practices and baptized them, giving them their sublime 

Christian name: virtue. 

Because of this divine order, the call from Pacioli to be a “good” accountant and a “good” 

Christian are one and the same. This is shown in the conclusion of his bookkeeping treatise, that 

reads something like a Pauline benediction:  

Therefore, with deep study and care, make efforts above all to be a good accountant; 

the manner in which to become one with ease, I have fully and sufficiently described 

in this sublime work, with all its rules given duly in its correct places…and remember 

to pray to God for me that to His praise and glory, I may proceed by working from 

good to better.33  

 

Pacioli claims that his treatise is sublime. He then adds how it is sublime: "with all its rules 

given duly in its correct places." The sublime is to be found in the orderly, in the following of rules 

 
32 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 100. 
33 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 101. 
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that make certain each accounting entry is done to perfect balance. As Pacioli names, a sublime work 

has “all its rules given duly in its correct places.” I will, in a later section, deal with the mechanics of 

this process, but what is key to understand here is that Pacioli requires both perfect mathematical 

proportion achieved with rigid rules and a Christian theological language about that proportion – a 

theo-economic grammar. Though Pacioli’s process had its roots in Muslim or Indian mathematics, 

those roots were not considered “sublime” until they were filtered into his theo-economic Christian 

cosmos. His language did this. 

Pacioli’s accounting processes were supported by mathematical philosophies popular in his 

day, such as works from Euclid and Plato. These helped him describe the shape of the cosmos. This 

is why it matters that his treatise is a tiny portion of a much larger work that describes these 

philosophies, his Summa. But even more than this philosophical grounding, Pacioli’s accounting 

processes needed to be explicitly Christianized in order to be legitimate, and to make profit 

legitimate. As I argue later, Pacioli achieved this by drawing upon scripture from Paul and other 

biblical writings in his treatise.34 He did this by echoing Jesus himself in Matthew 23, and indicting 

woe upon anyone who has to deal with treacherous clerks who do not follow proper accounting 

practices. He did this by asking the reader to pray for him.35 He did this by urging the reader to also 

pray for their own profit, beseeching God to “protect each of us who really is a good Christian!” 

from loss.36 Finally, he achieved this Christianization of mathematics by exhorting the reader to do 

all of this work in the sweet name of Jesus. In summary, Pacioli's bookkeeping treatise is sublime 

because it names the divine order of a Christian God. It is sublime because it maps that order onto 

the everyday accounting practices of businessmen. And it is sublime because it locates this work 

within Christianity, as the work of good Christian accountants. I do wonder if Pacioli could have 

 
34 Pacioli explicitly names “The Apostle Paul” in his treatise. I will deal with this later.  
35 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 101. 
36 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 99. 
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even imagined those outside of the Christian faith using his practice. He may not have even 

imagined those outside of the Christian faith in any regard. What I do know is that he imagined all 

of this labor being done by good Christian accountants who labored for a Christian God, whom he 

named “the Highest Workman.” 

 

The Highest Workman 

 
Good Christian accountants find their purpose and path in who Pacioli names in his 

epigraph to the Summa, the "Highest Workman:" God. 

The Highest Workman has always kept this [harmony, weight, and measure] before 

His eyes in the disposition of heavenly and earthly matters, and He has arranged in a 

most orderly manner the movements of the globes, the courses of the stars, and all the 

planets. He has strengthened the heavenly regions from above, and He has added the 

foundations of the earth. He has leveled the waters, and He has made the sea flow 

about the bounds of the earth, and He has laid down fixed laws for the waves.37 

 

It is important to note how this order has hierarchy woven into it. God is the "highest" 

workman. Presumably, the merchant is slightly lower. What of the enslaved worker, rendered as 

property in Pacioli's process? (A rendering I will deal with in detail in the final section of this 

chapter.) God's ordering strengthens the heavenly regions from above: strength comes from on 

high, a sort of trickle-down theology of order. The earth is a foundation. The sea – that wild, 

disordered body – is made to flow within bounds, and God’s laws preserve those bounds. Order 

entails setting a very fixed course: for the stars, the planets, the waves, and yes, the accounting 

 
37 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 194. 
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processes that would be used to order human bodies. Order is emulating the Highest Workman. 

What is lost in this ordering, or steals away from it, I wonder? 38 Stardust cannot be perfectly 

contained and ordered. The ocean may be fixed in its bounds, but the light reflected upon its surface 

can never be contained. 

Pacioli wrote of the order of the cosmos instituted and preserved by the Highest Workman. 

He wrote of the worshipful order of bookkeeping that both conjures God to come and is baptized 

as the sublime by the good Christian accountant. He celebrated the relationship between these two 

orders, of the cosmos and of commerce. I now turn in greater detail to the ordering logics woven 

into his treatise itself, what he names "the rules of Mercantile order." 

 

ii. The Accounting Order 

 
If Pacioli's primary purpose was to re-emphasize belief in an order sanctified by God, that 

order was sanctified – made holy – in books that were of course humanly constructed. Double-entry 

bookkeeping, as Thompson so clearly names, reiterated "in its very form the symmetry and 

proportion with which God invested the world. The double-entry ledger's balance was critical to the 

rhetorical work performed by this system of accounting . . . balance epitomized . . . proportion with 

the virtue of books well kept."39 A close reading of key phrases from his treatise that center order is 

helpful, in four categories: mercantile order, the methodologies of order, and the threat of disorder. 

I begin by offering key excerpts in each of these areas, to stand as they were written. I do this so the 

reader may get a feel for Pacioli’s arguments made as a whole. I also do this to show the man behind 

 
38 This language of “steal away” is invoking the enslaved African hush harbor. See Liberating Church: A 21st Century Hush 

Harbor Manifesto, Brandon Wrencher and Venneikia Samatha Williams, Eds. Portland: Voices (an imprint of Wipf and 
Stock), 2022. I contributed to this book. 
39 As quoted in ibid, Mary Poovey, 38. Note the use of the word “performed.” 
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the arguments, and the worldview his words emerged from. Following these excerpts, I will then 

offer my own observations as these words relate to theo-economic order. 

Excerpt One: Defining Mercantile Order 

 
First, I turn to at Pacioli’s definitions of mercantile order found in the beginning of his 

bookkeeping treatise. Mercantile order is presented as the “fancy of a merchant”, the cash needed 

for business, and even the foundation of friendship. 

To the respectful subjects of the Duke or Urbino, so that they may have all the rules 

of Mercantile order they may need, I have prepared another particular treatise . . . I 

therefore intend to give sufficient riles to enable them to keep all their accounts and 

books in an orderly manner. As is known three things are necessary to one who wishes 

to diligently carry on business. Of these the most important is cash, or any other 

substantial power, without which the carrying on of business is very difficult.40  

The third and last thing necessary is that one's affairs be arranged in good order so 

that one may get, without loss of time, all particulars as to the debit and also the credit 

of all of them, as business does not deal with anything else.41  

 

. . . for accounts are nothing else but a due order of the fancy of a merchant, by which 

means he will have news of all his affairs and he will easily know whether his business 

is going well or not.42 

 

Frequent accounting tends to lasting friendship.43  

 
40 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 1. 
41 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 2. 
42 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 70. 
43 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 85. 
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Excerpt Two: Pacioli’s Ordering Methodology 

 
Next, I show Pacioli’s ordering methodology itself, and how his instructions to the Christian 

merchant were embedded with an order that imagined shops as people and allowed for patent 

manipulation, or “compensating the difference” between accounts. 

 

Even put down the words exchanged during a transaction. Clearness never was too 

much to a merchant.44  

 

. . . always try to put the said creditor immediately following the debtor and on the same 

facing . . . without placing in between any other entry; for the same day that gives birth 

to the debtor also sees the birth of the creditor; and for this reason the one must always 

be placed against the other.45  

 

Accounting for a shop: For the sake of good order . . . for all the goods which you supply 

to it day by day, you shall debit the shop in your books . . . and imagine that the shop is 

a person, your debtor.46 

 

If you sustained a loss in any particular goods, in which account in your Ledger the debit 

would show more than the credit, then you shall compensate the difference with the 

amount short, so as to make the credit equal the debit, this making them balance.47  

  

 
44 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 20. By this, he means the good accountant keeps not just a record of numbers, but a record of the 
conversation exchanged during a sale or trade. All things must be recorded to be reconciled. 
45 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 34. 
46 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 69. 
47 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 81. 
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In the same manner you shall carry on, one by one, with all the accounts of goods and 

things, whether they show good or bad results, so that your Ledger will always have the 

accounts balanced…because this is how it is to be found if the Ledger is correct . . .48 

 

Excerpt Three: The Threat of Disorder 

 
  My third except explores phrases where Pacioli names the fears of disorder and fraud, a 

fraud overcome by the God-given “artifice of reason.” 

Do not keep duplicate books. One to show the buyer and another to show the seller. 

But what is worse that they swear and perjure themselves by them. How wrongly they 

act! But by following such course (of one book), they cannot easily lie and defraud the 

former, whose books, diligently marked in the name of God at home, where you 

commence to write your transactions.49  

 

In these offices [loan houses] the clerks are often changed, and each of these desires 

to keep the books in his own way. They always blame the previous clerks, by saying 

that the books have not been kept in good order, and are always persuading you to 

believe that their way is better than that of any others, and for such reason they 

sometimes mix up the accounts of the said offices in such a manner that they do not 

correspond in any way. Woe to anybody who has anything to do with these people.50  

 

 
48 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 82. 
49 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 18. 
50 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 45. 
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These written documents (agreements, terms, conditions) should be diligently kept for 

everlasting memory, on account of the dangers which may arise.51  

 

If one of the said sum totals exceeded the other it will denote that there is an error in 

your Ledger, which, with diligence will be best for you to find with the ability of the 

intellect God has given you, and with the artifice of reason which you will have learnt 

well, and which, as we said in the commencement, is extremely necessary to the good 

merchant; otherwise, not being a good accountant in your affairs, you will have to feel 

your way forward like a blind person, and much loss can arise therefrom . . .52 

 

You must never go back to write; but always forward in order as the days go, which 

never return. If such a thing were done, the book [Ledger] would be deemed false.53 

 

My Analysis of These Excepts 

 
There are several significant themes in the above excerpts. First, Pacioli’s treatise on 

bookkeeping is addressed to the subjects of his patron the Duke of Urbino. From his first words, 

Pacioli is already reinforcing a hierarchical monetary and political order, what would now be called 

state power, a reinforcement I will explore later. Pacioli writes that there are three necessities for a 

successful business: 

▪ Cash or credit 

▪ A good accountant 

▪ Good internal control [‘bello ordine’ ] 

 
51 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 72. 
52 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 100. 
53 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 108. 
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Second, accounts are always to be balanced, even when achieving that balance requires 

“compensating the difference” between accounts. In other words, even when that “balance” is fake. 

His ordering, however divine or sublime he claims it to be, is always a constructed man-made order. 

This order comes through the “artifice of reason.” Even a shop is to be imagined as a human being 

for the sake of this order. However, as I will later show, this ordering also works in the reverse. It 

turns human beings into objects of chattel, into things to be reconciled into nonbeing.  

Third, I note the scathing, fearful indictment of disorder. Going backward in your books 

renders them false; linearity is vital. Pacioli’s trinitarian accounting books are to be kept for 

“everlasting memory” on account of the dangers that may arise. The dangers are not named, but the 

reader can imagine an all-consuming disorder lurking in the margins of his neat books. Duplicate 

books are deemed duplicitous. Pacioli here sounds like a prophet of old, or evokes Jesus of Matthew 

chapter twenty-three with his “woe to” clause, indicting woe upon anyone who has to deal with 

treacherous clerks. Disorder, what may be termed irreconciliation, is equated with fraud.  

Fourth, I note the virtuous language woven into this accounting order. This order grows 

from an intellect given by God. Frequent accounting leads to lasting friendship. It makes for good 

accountants whose lives are marked by ease, or more accurately lives that are “at one with ease.”  

This accounting order is formed by hierarchical political and economic order. It is built from a 

oneness that requires artifice in order to “compensate the difference” between accounts. A oneness 

that is embedded with a deep-seated fear of monstrously fraudulent disorder. This fear-inducing 

disorder is linked with criminal behavior: the duplicitous dealings of dodgy clerks. It is important to 

note that Pacioli’s process of ordering that allows for, and even invites, the manipulation and 

movement of numbers at the “fancy” of a merchant is not considered criminal. The Christian 

merchant is presumed to be trustworthy.  
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This is what Pacioli’s words did. They legitimated accounting as a practice of Christian 

businessmen to the point that it was considered virtuous and worshipful. He explicitly Christianized 

commerce to the extent that profit became blessing, and disorder became threatening or sinful. All 

of this matters because his process was used to reconcile stolen human beings as property. The 

stealing and the slavery were not the threat; the improper logging of people into ledgers as “things” 

was. Pacioli’s process made it possible for the trade in human beings to be understood as God’s will 

for the “good” Christian merchant. His process was artificially crafted, theologically legitimated 

order, with violent results. But Pacioli as a person did not always appreciate the impositions of order 

in his own life. Though he divinized order, Pacioli had a troubled relationship with his own priestly 

order: the Minorite Covenantal Order of the Franciscans.54 

 

iii. Pacioli’s Troubled Relationship with the Franciscan Order 

 
 

Luca Pacioli became Friar Luca Pacioli in 1475. It is unclear why he joined the Franciscans. 

It has been speculated that this may have been because two of his nephews belonged to the Minorite 

Order. Or he may have been dedicated to the church from birth by his parents. R. Emmett Taylor 

argues that “By his very nature, Pacioli was a deeply religious man and because of this, as well as for 

possible reasons of expediency, he joined the Franciscan Order.”55 Those reasons of expediency are 

twofold: he could travel freely in this less-restrictive order of the Franciscans, and he could teach 

mathematics. Teaching meant earning an income. The vows Pacioli would have taken are these: 

The Rule and Life of the Minor Brothers is this, namely to observe the Holy Gospel 

of our Lord Jesus Christ by living in obedience, without property and in chastity.56 

 
54 To put it mildly. 
55 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 125. 
56 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 115. 
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Even the wearing of shoes was not allowed, except for simple sandals if needed at times. 

Pacioli died in 1517, and in his elaborate will, he dedicated his very soul to God. The wording was 

that he, “recommended his soul to our Redeemer, Jesus Christ, and to His mother, the glorious 

Virgin Mary.”57 His soul was not his only possession. Pacioli was materially wealthy. He skirted 

around the central tenet of his order, poverty, by a Papal bull allowing him to own apparently 

extensive property. Even in his will, his final words on earth, Pacioli named this special dispensation:  

The testator asserts and declares officially that he has full power, right, and authority 

for making a will relative to his property up to the amount of three hundred large 

ducats. This authority was conferred by a Bull from the Most Holy Father in Christ, 

the Supreme Julius the Second, Pope by Divine Provenance.58 

Was this great wealth the reason why Pacioli was threatened with expulsion from his order 

and the priesthood? Possibly. He was called “a shame to [their] Order” and it was said that his duties 

and work were not any good to his monastery, but rather caused its misfortune and harm. This 

censure, written by his fellow priests, said he was “not a man fit for directing others” because he was 

the cause of “much suffering” in his monastery.59 His brothers in the order demanded that he be 

deprived of his Papal bull (likely the one regarding owning property), that he be removed from his 

duties as a member of the order, and possibly that he be expelled from the order altogether. Instead, 

he was made the head of his monastery. Pacioli was, without a doubt, a very powerful priest. 

A second theory to these calls for censure and expulsion by his peers is that Luca Pacioli had 

an affair with Leonardo da Vinci. They lived together for a time and worked together on his De 

Divina Proportione. There are also historical rumors of Pacioli having affairs with his own young male 

 
57 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 371. 
58 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 371. 
59 Ibid, R. Emmett Taylor, 364. 
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math students, because he was not allowed to teach young men for a time.60 R. Emmett Taylor’s 

frankly enamored account of Luca Pacioli’s life and work immediately dismisses such ideas offhand. 

I should note that Taylor’s book No Royal Road was written in 1942.  

Luca Pacioli, for some of these reasons mentioned or for reasons unknown, had a troubled 

relationship with his Order of the Minorites. He might not have really fit the order of his time if he 

was a gay man, or of his priesthood as he was most certainly a wealthy man. And yet, for Pacioli, the 

order of God – an order displayed in the greatness of the cosmos and in the neatness of the ledger 

page – was not something to be questioned. I have provided a glimpse of the man beyond the 

reconciliation accounting. I have provided a glimpse into Pacioli’s theological and cosmological 

obsessions with order, an obsession that is present on every page of his bookkeeping treatise. Now, 

I turn, in greater detail, to his double-entry bookkeeping process itself: the context of it, the 

materiality of it, and the performance of it. 

 

Section Two: Pacioli’s Theo-Economic Treatise on Double-Entry 
Bookkeeping 

i. The Double-Entry Process 

 
As mentioned earlier, in the 2019 Christie’s auction for a first edition of Luca Pacioli’s 

Treatise on Double-Entry Bookkeeping, his work was called both “a foundational text of capitalism” and 

a foundational text for the linking of the theological with the economic. 61 David Wootton is quoted 

as writing, “This view of business—underwritten by double-entry bookkeeping—was so successful 

that it has established itself in the language of vice and virtue writ large. While the Good Book may 

 
60 Ibid, Jane Gleeson-White, 65. 
61 https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-6209339  

https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-6209339
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be scripture, God’s book is surely a ledger.”62 Wooten goes on to incredibly link the linguistic and 

logical genealogy of bookkeeping metaphors in Christianity from the Reformation era onwards to 

this tiny tome by Pacioli. He essentially gives Pacioli credit for the introduction of bookkeeping 

metaphors within Christianity from 1494 onwards. The Christie’s auction sold the book for 

$1,215,000.  

 
What is this process that so radically transformed both business practices and theological 

imaginations – and the language used by both? How does it work, and how is it undergirded by the  

marriage of Christian theology with economics? It begins with a trinity of books. 

Reconciliation Via a Trinity of Books 
 

Double-entry bookkeeping, as outlined in Luca Pacioli’s treatise, involves the reconciling of 

three books. This is why his process is now called reconciliation accounting. These books are, as 

noted above, are named a trinity, and include: 

 

▪ the memorandum, or household expense book.63  

▪ the journal, or inventory book64 

▪ the ledger65  

 

The memorandum is to be written up by the “owner, his agents, assistants, and the women 

(if they know how to).”66 Those parentheses concerning women’s ability to read are in the original 

 
62 David Wootton. Power, Pleasure, and Profit: Insatiable Appetites from Machiavelli to Madison. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2018, 258. 
63 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 14. 
64 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 23. 
65 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 30. 
66 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 14.  
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text. Every page is to be signed and dated to prevent the fraud of a page being ripped out. Pacioli’s 

process is ordered, as shown in the preceding section, not only because he is reinscribing a divine 

proportional order on every page, but also because he fears fraud at every turn.  

The journal, as an inventory book, is where all items and transactions are listed in his 

orderly fashion. “Per” is used to designate a debtor. “A” is used to designate a creditor. Remember 

that Pacioli asks the recorder to imagine that a shop to whom supplies are given is a person, a 

debtor: “per.”67 This ordering requires imaginative valuation. When Pacioli writes that each item of 

inventory should be assigned a price according to the personal knowledge of the bookkeeper, he 

goes so far as to tell the reader to assign a higher value than the items may even be worth, writing,  

“. . . should they appear to you as worth 20, put them down at 24. By this means you will obtain 

better profit.”68 This perfected ordering that guards against fraud was, and is, a fabrication. Some 

might even call it fraudulent. Human artifice is hidden by the ordered numbers of value. The 

reconciling process, using the ledger, also entails human artifice. 

The ledger is where the double-entry reconciling comes in. Entries are posted twice: in one 

column named “credit” and in a second column named “debit”. If you sold sugar for five coins, you 

debit your goods listing by that amount of sugar while also adding five coins to the credit side. These 

two recordings – the double entries – must always, always equal out. They must reconcile to zero 

difference between them. Because this reconciliation has no room for difference. Difference is, for 

Pacioli, a sign of criminal behavior, or in his theo-economic logics, a sign of sinful disorder.  

Pacioli tells the reader to list page numbers next to items, so it is easy to find the same items 

written in both the creditor’s and the debtor’s columns. Pacioli writes, “In this manner all the said 

items of said Ledger are enchained together . . . By this arises the balancing of the book, thus closing 

 
67 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 69. 
68 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 27. 
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it.”69 Reconciliation is imagined as enchainment. If reconciliation is refused – that is, there is not 

balance between the creditor’s side and the debtor’s side – this is where fabrication is once again 

found. A fabrication that is, according to Pacioli’s theo-economic logics, not fraudulent but virtuous. 

He writes, “If you sustained a loss in any particular goods, in which account in your Ledger 

the debit would show more than the credit, then you shall compensate the difference with the amount 

short, so as to make the credit equal the debit, this making them balance . . . because this is how it is 

to be found if the Ledger is correct . . .”70 Compensate the difference. This is how the ledger is 

correct. Again, note that this ordering is a careful artifice: it is a manipulation of data, achieving a 

reconciled balance by introducing more cash than was originally there.  

The reconciliation is artificial. And so, if Pacioli’s double-entry reconciliation treatise is truly 

“a milestone in technology and computing and a foundational text of capitalism” that milestone is 

mendacious.71 Pacioli, and those who followed him, were given not only the freedom, but the 

encouragement, to manipulate his process to suit their Christian profits. Double-entry bookkeeping is a 

performance of faithful, truthful bookkeeping while that technology is embedded with freedom for 

deceit, the manipulation of data, and any means needed to reach a zero-sum difference by the 

accountant.  

 

Double-Entry as Innovation, Surveillance, and Code 

 
Pacioli, as I mentioned at the start of this chapter, was praised by David Kestenbaum on 

NPR’s All Things Considered as “the accountant who changed the world.”72 Kestenbaum writes, 

“Before double-entry, people just kept diaries and counted their money at the end of the day. This 

 
69 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 30. 
70 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 81-82. Emphasis mine. 
71 https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-6209339 
72 David Kestenbaum. NPR All Things Considered. October 4, 2012. 
https://www.npr.org/sections/money/2012/10/04/162296423/the-accountant-who-changed-the-world 
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https://www.npr.org/sections/money/2012/10/04/162296423/the-accountant-who-changed-the-world


 

 57 

innovation allowed merchants to see every aspect of their business in neat little rows . . . Today, 

every country and every business uses double-entry bookkeeping.”   

Mary Poovey goes further to name Pacioli’s process as not only an innovation, but a 

surveilling technology.73 If this innovation allowed merchants to see every aspect of their business in 

neat little rows, what is happening when that business is the trade of, and labor from, captive human 

flesh? Surveillance is what was happening when human chattel was measured and marked in 

accounting books. It may even be argued that Pacioli was one of the earliest architects of 

surveillance capitalism.74  

Robert Bittlestone in his book Financial Management for Business: Cracking the Hidden Code 

names Pacioli’s process in yet a new way: as a code through which capitalism as we know it came to 

be. He writes, “Pacioli’s code . . . contains the circuit diagram of capitalism: it sets out the financial 

plumbing that makes it possible for a business to attract investors, to borrow money from banks, to 

conduct trade, to pay its workforce and its suppliers…Without it, business as we know it would 

simply not exist.”75 Curious plumbing metaphor aside, I can almost hear a Paciolic religious 

mysticism in Bittlestone’s praise of this “code” of capitalism. Capitalism, in Bittlestone’s reading, 

would not exist without Pacioli’s code – a code that I have shown to be as much theological as it is 

economic.  

The Pacioli hagiography continues when Tim Harford, in his BBC article entitled “Is this the 

most influential work in the history of capitalism?” 76 claims that that Pacioli “is celebrated as the most 

famous accountant who ever lived.”77 I am not sure this praise packs the punch Harford hopes for; 

 
73 Ibid, Mary Poovey, 35. 
74 For more insight into the phrase “surveillance capitalism” and its impact, Shoshona Zuboff’s The Age of Surveillance 
Capitalism (PublicAffairs, Hathette Book Group, 2019) is instructive. 
75 Robert Bittlestone. Financial Management for Business: Cracking the Hidden Code. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2010, 5. 
76 The answer of the article is an unequivocal yes. Hagiography is writing on the life of saints.  
77 Tim Harford. “Is this the most influential work in the history of capitalism?” for BBC World Service. October 23, 2017. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-41582244 
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it is difficult to name even one other famous accountant. And yet, Pacioli rises above his 

competitors.   

I argue that the fame – or better, infamy – of Pacioli lies in his successful theo-economic 

marriage of Christian virtue with commercial profit. He made profit for European Christian men the 

will and blessing of God. His reconciliation smoothed away any doubts regarding whether or not 

God approved of profit and wealth. This was achieved through language of good and bad faith, co-

option of scripture, the name of God, and the sign of the cross. 

 

ii. The Theo-Economic Language of His Treatise  

 
Theological language woven through Pacioli’s process of economic profit appeared as language 

of good and bad faith, explicit use of scripture in sometimes surprising ways, and as claims of 

undertaking this work in the name of God with signs of the cross. Here, we see how the friar 

interlocks with the mathematician, undergirding his words and process of wealth accumulation with 

theology and economics. His theo-economic work named profit God’s will for every “good 

Christian.”78 I will now explore each of these examples in more detail.  

 

Faith  
Pacioli used language of “good faith” and “bad faith” throughout his treatise. In doing so, he 

intertwined double definitions of faith: faith as the gift of God and faith as the credibility of the 

merchant. Pacioli cautions the reader against the “bad faith” of his time, and the need for a material 

accountability to guard against it. The Catholic faith that pleases God, and the faith with which 

transacting promises are made, are held together. A theology of wealth accumulation peeks through, 

when on the very first page of his treatise Pacioli writes, “It has occurred that many, entering 

 
78 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 99. 
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business with nothing but good faith, have yet carried on big business' and through their credit, 

faithfully served, have attained to greater wealth.”79  

It is amusing to hear terms like “big business” written in 1494. Good faith was to be found 

in the order of particular signs lending legitimacy to accounting records. This sign may be the seal of 

a particular office, or it may be marked as an official public document.  80 But all records are to be 

marked with signs of the cross and Jesus’ name. If the accounting records have these signs they are 

said to, “have faith.”  

 

Scripture 

 
Scripture references in the Double-Entry Bookkeeping treatise put Pacioli’s theo-economics in 

stark relief. Pacioli, in the early words of his treatise, seems to draw from the parable of the ten 

virgins, or bridegroom, from Matthew 25:1-13. Here is the parable from scripture:81 

Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this. Ten young women took their lamps and 

went to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish, and five were wise.  

When the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them, but the wise took flasks 

of oil with their lamps. As the bridegroom was delayed, all of them became drowsy 

and slept. But at midnight there was a shout, ‘Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come 

out to meet him.’  Then all those young women got up and trimmed their lamps. The 

foolish said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’ But 

the wise replied, ‘No! there will not be enough for you and for us; you had better go 

to the dealers and buy some for yourselves.’ And while they went to buy it, the 

bridegroom came, and those who were ready went with him into the wedding banquet, 

 
79 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 1. 
80 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 48. 
81 New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition. 
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and the door was shut. Later the other young women came also, saying, ‘Lord, lord, 

open to us.’ But he replied, ‘Truly I tell you, I do not know you.’ Keep awake, therefore, 

for you know neither the day nor the hour. 

 

And here is the parable as briefly paraphrased for Pacioli’s purposes: 

A merchant is vigilant, helps comes to him who is watchful and not to him who sleeps. 

Thus in the divine offices of the Holy Church is sung that God has promised a crown 

to the watchful.82  

The awake, or vigilant person to be emulated by Pacioli is not named an unmarried woman, 

but rather a businessman, a merchant. Pacioli’s parable is not set in the context of a wedding 

banquet, but in the context of commerce. “Help” comes to the vigilant merchant, and as this is at 

the start of Pacioli’s treatise, it is presumed that the words that follow are that help. Pacioli could 

thus be imagined as the long-awaited bridegroom in the tale. And he promises a gift from God that 

bears no resemblance to the text from Matthew: a crown. The watchful are not rewarded with a 

husband but ultimately, with a crown. Watchfulness and riches and power (and the Holy Church) 

are interlocked. 

Pacioli’s second use of scripture – this time from Paul – also concerns a crown. Again, free 

to co-opt scripture for his purposes, he reworks 2 Timothy 2:5. The biblical text says: 

In the case of an athlete, no one is crowned without competing according to the 

 rules.83  

 

Pacioli’s reinterpretation of the text is much more competitive and fierce. He writes: 

 
82 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 11. 
83 New Revised Standard Version.  
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Paul the Apostle says that no one is worthy of the crown, but he who legitimately 

 fought for it.84  

 

Pacioli’s treatise on double-entry bookkeeping provides the theo-economic weapons 

equipping the battle for the crown of wealth. Paul is only explicitly referenced in this one place, but 

that Paul is mentioned at all in a treatise on bookkeeping is significant. The Apostle Paul functions 

here as a theological forefather of Pacioli’s theo-economic process, a patriarch urging a battle for 

crowns, or riches. And here is seems that a willingness to fight for riches trumps a friendly 

competition according to the rules. Paul functions here as a patriarch blessing and legitimating that 

battle. 

A third scripture reference immediately follows this paraphrase of 2 Timothy, again from 

Matthew, chapter six verse thirty-three. And once more, royal language is key: Pacioli writes of the 

kingdom of heaven. He once again takes creative liberties with the biblical text. Here is the original 

text from Matthew 6:33, one familiar to many a reader: 

But seek first the kingdom of heaven and all these things will be added unto you.”85  

 

Pacioli adds a phrase that changes both the meaning and the agency of the original text. His 

rendering is: 

 Seek you Christians first the Kingdom of Heaven and then the other temporal and 

spiritual things you will easily obtain as your heavenly Father knows quite well what 

are your needs.86  

 
84 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 12. 
85 New Revised Standard Version. 
86 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 12. 
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All things will not be added unto you; all temporal and spiritual things you will easily obtain. The 

ease of obtaining wealth was a key aspect of Pacioli’s process, and it was inextricable from God’s 

kingdom, and the kingdoms of men. It matters that in Pacioli’s rendering, this promise is only for 

Christians. 

A fourth scripture Pacioli draws from is the idea of “bearing good fruit” from Jesus’ 

parable in Matthew 7:15-20. The Bible says:87 

Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly 

are ravenous wolves. You will know them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered 

from thorns or figs from thistles? In the same way, every good tree bears good 

fruit, but the bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor 

can a bad tree bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit will be 

cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus you will know them by their fruits. 

 

Pacioli’s reference is as follows: 

But we will do as mentioned above and give to every merchant a perfect document, in 

two principal parts, which we will make quite clear separately so that they may bear 

healthy fruit.88  

Pacioli is making an interesting theological turn. In Matthew, it is clear who is responsible 

for bearing good fruit: “thus you will know them by their fruits.” It is assumed that we are not really 

talking about trees, we are talking about people, about false prophets who bear bad fruit. Pacioli’s 

rendering the agency of bearing fruit is vague: “so that they may bear healthy fruit.” The “they” 

could apply to either the merchant preparing the documents, or to the documents themselves. He 

 
87New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition. 
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makes this less clear. If, as Pacioli later asserts, documents themselves can have good or bad faith, 

then perhaps a case may be made that Pacioli is putting agency for bearing fruit on those documents 

themselves, and not on the people behind them. If he is doing this, it could mean that culpability for 

documents that deal in human beings, for example, lies in those documents and not in the 

merchants behind them. The vague distancing on Pacioli’s part could be used in hegemonic ways. 

Pacioli’s trading of the descriptor “healthy” for “good” could also be hegemonic in the sense that a 

healthy return on investment should never be synonymous with what is morally and ethically good.  

It is clear that Pacioli used scripture, and is some cases, twisted it, to serve his theo-

economics. He also used two other Christian theological tools: the name of God or Jesus, and the 

sign of the cross.  

The Divine Name and the Sign of the Cross 

 
Pacioli was unwavering in his belief in the mystical power of the cross and the name of God 

or Jesus. His treatise begins with the sermon that the “business man must always commence his 

affairs in the name of God, whose name must appear at the beginning of every manuscript.”89  He 

calls for this to be done several times in his work. He writes that, while most merchants keep some 

sort of records of their work with the year, day, and location at the top of their writings, that is not 

enough for “a good Christian [man].” A good Christian first puts down “the glorious name of our 

Salvation, the sweet name of Jesus…in whose name all our operations should always be 

commenced.”90 

The glorious name of salvation for the male, Christian merchant is mystically also the means 

of his saving profit. James Aho in his essay Rhetoric and the Invention of Double Entry Bookkeeping writes 

of this theo-economic obsession with the divine name: “[Pacioli’s] suggestion that all business be 
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‘transacted in the sweet name of Jesus’ seems sincere. For profit-seeking to avoid the sin of avarice it 

must always, he says, be integrated into a Christian cosmos. ‘Seek ye first the Kingdom of God and 

His righteousness, and all these things [such, presumably, as profit] shall be added unto you.”91 And 

yet, according to Pacioli, profit shall not just be added, it shall, through his process be easily 

obtained. 

A second, instrument of Pacioli’s theo-economic legitimation is what he calls “that glorious sign 

from which all our spiritual enemies flee and at which all the infernal pack justly tremble”: the Sign 

of the Holy Cross.92 It is what “good Catholics” use. Here, just as business in the “sweet name of 

Jesus” guards against avarice and makes profit virtuous, the cross performs atoning work: it is used 

to mark a mistake.93 It scares away the spiritual enemy that is error, or irreconciliation, in Pacioli’s 

perfected (through artifice) process of created order. Pacioli ends his work with a scripture reference 

that weaves together both the cross and the name of Jesus: “You will then sign the new entry with a 

cross, and all is finished.”94 It is finished.95 The work of the cross for the “good” Catholic male 

merchant is complete. All is reconciled. 

 

iii. A Time and a Place: Fifteenth Century Italy 

 
Reckoning with the theo-economic legacy of double-entry bookkeeping must include analysis 

not just of Pacioli’s words and work, as I have done above, but of the time and the place from 

which those words and work emerged. Here, I account for Pacioli’s late Middle Ages context, and the 

coincidence of his treatise with Papal bulls legitimating conquest and the domination of non-

 
91 James Aho. “Rhetoric and the Invention of Double Entry Bookkeeping” (21-43) in Rhetorica: A Journal of the History of Rhetoric. 
Vol 3, No. 1 (Winter 1985). University of California Press, 30. Bracketing included in the original text. 
92 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 16. 
93 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 89. 
94 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 109. 
95 John 19:30. 
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Christian peoples. The lack of this sort of commentary in many writings about Pacioli by accounting 

scholars is glaring. My analysis of Pacioli’s time and place leads to a discussion of spatial order and 

the virtues (or vices) of Christian profit. In this section, I will explore the logics of a spatial ordering 

of the world by European Christian men of Pacioli’s time, and how these logics bled into his own 

spatial ordering of property on the ledger page. I will then account for perhaps the most challenging 

feat of Pacioli’s double-entry process: not only reconciling numbers into forced and artificial 

coherence, but reconciling profit with Christian virtue. His system makes possible a wealth blessed, 

ordered, and ordained by God.  

 

A Spatial Order(ing) 

 
Carl Schmitt’s harrowing analysis of how state power has worked to order and map the 

globe is eerily relevant to Pacioli’s ordering. Schmitt was a prominent Nazi, and wrote of how to 

effectively wield European state power, to genocidal effect. In his The Nomos of the Earth, he writes 

that, “No sooner had the first maps and globes been produced, and the first scientific concept of the 

true form of our planet and of the New World in the West been established, than the first global 

lines of division and distribution were drawn. Shortly after the discovery of America, the famous line 

in Pope Alexander VI's edict Inter caetera divinae (May 4, 1493) was drawn.”96 The years 1492-1494 

were immense in terms of legalizing, legitimating, and through Pacioli, ledgering that state power. 

Again, Pacioli’s bookkeeping treatise was published in 1494. 

As Patrick Wolfe in his essay “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native” argues, this 

papal edict is erroneously referred to as the singular Doctrine of Discovery that entitled European 

 
96 Carl Schmitt. The Nomos of the Earth: in the International Law of the Just Publicum Europaeum. New York: Telos Press 
Publishing, 2003, 87.  
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Christian men to lay claim to the land and bodies of non-Christians.97 This Christian doctrine was in 

fact a product of several papal bulls, the most famous of which is the Inter caetera divinae. I cannot 

help but wonder what truth-telling and honestly might occur should this doctrine be taught in 

seminary classrooms alongside other doctrines of sovereignty, incarnation, and atonement. As it is, it 

remains named in the singular, a singular shame of Christianity, rather than as what it actually is: an 

insidious, repeated Eurocentric logic of domination and conquest that has been woven into every 

other loci of Christian doctrine. As I show, this Eurocentric logic of domination and conquest is 

also woven into the theo-logics of Pacioli’s work. I call this reconciling humanism.  

The doctrine of discovery was performed not only through papal edicts; it required collusion 

with the state as well. Schmitt writes of the rayas, the Spanish and Portuguese lines dividing the 

world geographically into property territories. State power and church power met in the fact that 

two princes debating ownership along an artificially created property line had to have the same faith to 

do so. More specifically they had to have, according to Schmitt, a common spiritual authority. He 

writes, “Even if the pope did not allocate ownership of lands, but only freedom of missions, this 

shared authority also was an expression of a spatial order that distinguished between the spheres of 

influence of Christian and non-Christian princes and peoples.”98 

Shared (papal) authority was expressed in a spatial order, or named less statically, a spatial 

ordering of non-Christian peoples. And these non-Christian peoples were racialized and ordered at 

the same time. Tiffany Lethabo King in her essay “The Labor of (Re)Reading Plantations Landscapes 

Fungible(ly)”, draws from Hortense Spillers to name the Black fungible body a territory. The Black 

interchangeable body as a territory “becomes linked to the space-making project of the New World 

 
97 Patrick Wolfe. “Settler colonialism and the elimination of the native” (387-409) in Journal of Genocide Research, Vol 8, Issue 
4. December 21, 2006. 
98 Ibid, Carl Schmitt, 91. 



 

 67 

socio-political order of conquest.”99 Hortense Spillers in “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe” writes that the 

archives of accounting are part of the symbolic order of an American grammar. This means a 

language embedded with state-and self-making meaning that requires violence to speak. Words that 

kill. She writes that these words emerge, “from the grid of associations, the semantic and iconic 

folds buried deep in the collective past, that come to surround and signify the captive person.”100 

The signifying of the captive person – as an ungendered, unnamed, and renamed item of chattel – 

occurred within, and because of, Pacioli’s theo-economic process.  

The mapping of the “discovered” world was ultimately dependent upon itemizing (as in, 

entering into a ledger as items of property) the Black body and destroying the Indigenous body. 

Jennifer Morgan, also drawing upon Spillers, writes that this mapping erased gender in its efforts at 

totalizing reconciliation.101 This spatial ordering required racialized human lives, specifically Black 

lives, to write itself upon. This writing found its legitimation in another spatial ordering, thanks to 

Pacioli: accounting. This means that the doctrine(s) of discovery and Pacioli’s treatise as theo-

economic accounting doctrine are to be held together. Each supports the work of the other: the 

doctrine(s) of discovery support the idea that the world is to be mapped, ordered, and conquered for 

God. The theo-economic doctrine of Pacioli’s treatise provides the “help,” the methods, for 

profiting from this belief. 

These are the theo-logically charted waters in which Pacioli swam, and in which his 

bookkeeping treatise was baptized. It is not difficult to recognize this spatial ordering of the world 

reflected both in Pacioli’s spatial ordering of the cosmos by God, and his reinscription of that divine 

 
99 Tiffany Lethabo King. “The Labor of (Re)Reading Plantations Landscapes Fungible(ly)” (1022-1039) Vol 48. No 4. In 
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spatial order upon the unfailingly neat lines of the ledger. As Mary Poovey notes, “The system of 

double-entry displayed virtue graphically, by the balances prominently featured at the end of each set 

of facing ledger pages and by the order evident in the books as a system.”102 Virtue is linked to 

graphic neatness, and geographic property claims. The grid of geopolitical associations to signify a 

captive person was as much a neatly ordered ledger page as it was a map of the “discovered” world.  

In my final section of this chapter – the breathless numbers – I will deal with the impact of 

Pacioli’s system upon racialized persons in greater depth. But, for now, the point is this: the histories 

of conquest and of Christian profit, centered around 1494, are not to be read as separate and 

irrelevant histories. If the histories of harm to indigenous and African peoples are to be faced 

truthfully, these two are to be reconciled with one another. I now turn to the reconciliation project 

not-so-well-hidden at the heart of Pacioli’s theo-economic treatise, one hinted at throughout this 

chapter: the reconciliation of profit with Christian virtue.  

Reconciling Profit with Virtue 

 
I return a final time to that advertisement for the lucrative Christie’s auction of Pacioli’s 

double-entry treatise. Here it is written that, “Pacioli’s work is a major advance in reconciling 

business with ethics, providing a clear guide to virtuous…accounting and pursuit of profit . . . If, as 

Jacob Soll writes, ‘businessmen maintained republics,’ then Pacioli maintained the Christian ethical 

framework to fund those republics.”103 Pacioli reconciled ethical virtue with profit. 

This leads to the question of how profit and Christianity were unreconciled in Pacioli’s time. 

How was profit labelled a vice, and not a virtue? Here, Mary Poovey’s A History of the Modern Fact is 

instructive. She writes that, in 1494, merchants were not generally seen as respectable, and usury was 

banned by the Catholic Church. Usury is the gain of profit via lending. Poovey draws upon Aho to 

 
102 Ibid, Mary Poovey, xvi-xvii. Emphasis mine. 
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argue that Pacioli’s entire treatise was a rhetorical apology for profit: “the double transcription of 

each transaction was intended to demonstrate that the…profit was legitimate.”104 Virtue was to be 

found in ordered detail. If God so ordered the world in mathematical perfection, how could the 

well-ordered ledger ever be called into question? How could its profits be called into question? 

Pacioli does acknowledge that merchants are not always virtuous. As I noted earlier, he 

names this “bad faith.”105 Pacioli also might be said to have imagined the accounting record as 

having a soul: if books can have bad faith, they can also have good faith. Remember that “having 

faith” for Pacioli simply means that accounts are marked with the legal and theological signs of 

virtue. This marking – the sign of the cross, the name of Jesus – makes the profits from those 

accounts legitimate. This desire to prove the faith of “good” books is at the heart of Pacioli’s 

performance of Christian profit.  

Perhaps Pacioli was, in the process, proving his own faith as well, against the “bad faith” he 

had with his fellow friars, who tried to have him exiled from his order. James Aho argues this 

writing, “We might say desperately he [Pacioli] needed to account for his life in a way that would not 

only convince the community of his rectitude, but more importantly, himself. Double-entry 

bookkeeping answered this need. Developed in part through the efforts of a friar of St. Francis, 

patron of poverty — let us not overlook the immense irony of this juxtaposition — DEB provided 

the apology for the rational pursuit of wealth par excellence.”106 Pacioli reconciled the global church 

with commercial profits just as he reconciled his own poverty vows with personal wealth.  

This man of the cloth and of commerce believed that books could have faith, good or bad, 

like a human being. He also urged the reader to imagine a particular business, or shop, as a human 

being. He writes, “Accounting for a shop: For the sake of good order…for all the goods which you 
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supply to it day by day, you shall debit the shop in your books…and imagine that the shop is a 

person, your debtor.”107 Herein lies an irony in Pacioli’s process, one I will explore in the final 

section of this chapter.  

A ledger can have faith. A shop can be a person. But the process of double-entry worked 

effectively and violently in the reverse: people stolen and enslaved became nonhumans. They were 

rendered as soulless objects traded and sold to make up the personhood of a business. Their bodies-

as-things were ordered into books that, according to Pacioli, kept “good faith.” At the same time, 

these same books erased their gender, their kinship ties, their humanity, and their faith. African 

peoples became the chattel of states asserting their legal right of conquest, and of the church 

asserting its ecclesial right to missions. I now look behind Pacioli’s order-obsessed reconciling 

process to show the humans transformed into property by his theo-economics, what Katherine 

McKittrick calls the birthplace of blackness: “the list, the breathless numbers, the absolutely 

economic, the mathematics of the unliving.”108  

 

Section Three: The Breathless Numbers  

The archive is clear: Pacioli’s double-entry bookkeeping process was used by enslavers to 

keep an account of and profit from their human property. Stephanie Smallwood in Saltwater Slavery 

writes, “The ledger’s double-entry pages and the neat grid of the invoice gave purposeful shape to 

the story they told. Through their graphic simplicity and economy, invoices and ledgers effaced the 

personal histories that fueled the slaving economy. Containing only what could fit within the clean lines 

 
107 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 69. 
108 Katherine McKittrick. “Mathematics black life” (16-28) in The Black Scholar. Vol 44, No 2, Summer 2014. Taylor & 
Francis, Ltd, 17. 
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of their columns and rows, they reduced an enormous system of traffic in human commodities to a 

concise chronicle of quantitative ‘facts.’”109  

 

Caitlin Rosenthal, in her Accounting for Slavery, centers her book around the relationship between 

double-entry bookkeeping and chattel slavery. She argues that this logic of humans only as units of 

production – a logic achieved in part through what is now called a reconciliation process -- “made it 

remarkably easy for slaveholders to overlook the human costs of economic exchange.”110  

i. A Haunting 

 
Ian Baucom, in his Specters of the Atlantic, names this the “monetizing atomization” of the captive 

body, claiming that this atomization was, “the triumph, over an embodied knowledge of history, of 

something like double entry bookkeeping.”111 This atomization is the act of rupturing human life 

into disparate parts, even body parts, and then giving each part a financial value. I would add that 

this monetizing atomization did not occur through something “like” double-entry bookkeeping, but 

through precisely that technology. Baucom tells the terrible story of the Zong massacre.  

Toward the end of November in 1781, in Caribbean waters, the master of the Zong slave ship 

cashed in on the insurance policy on his cargo, on behalf of the Liverpool Gregson slave-trading 

syndicate. The master deposited 132 enslaved Africans into the sea, and in that violent act, so says 

Baucom, “hurried them into money.”112 Perhaps the most haunting legacy of Pacioli’s process is 

how, as a legal “factual” process, it legitimated the collusion of banks, slavers, and insurers by which 

captive life was cashed in on. These lives were sometimes more valuable dead than alive. Baucom 

 
109 Ibid, Stephanie Smallwood, 98, emphasis mine. 
110 Caitlin Rosenthal. Accounting for Slavery: Masters and Management. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018, 198. 
111 Ian Baucom. Specters of the Atlantic: Finance Capital, Slavery, and the Philosophy of History. Durham: Duke University Press, 
2005, 6. 
112 Ibid, Ian Baucom, 93.  
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writes that the specter of “the slave trader’s ledger book…is the specter, quite precisely, of another 

wounded, suffering human body incessantly attended by an equal sign and a monetary equivalent.”113      

Baucom calls this accounting history a haunting. How is the word reconciliation haunted by this 

horrific history, a history that still has not passed? I consider this in relation to Pacioli’s theo-

economic obsessions with order, the haunting of this history within reconciliation accounting. 

Pacioli clearly decreed that every item of chattel114 be reconciled in his accounting books. This mandate 

for ordering – that was, for Pacioli, a worshipful re-inscription of a divine order – has a cost. It has a 

human cost. This reconciliation, this double-entry, does the double work of capturing human life in 

numbers, and then capitalizing upon the propertied people within its pages.115 Christian enslavers 

and bankers and overseers and insurers relied upon his process, to terrible effect.  

 

Others and Order 

 
Jennifer Morgan writes that “we need to think more carefully about the bookkeepers of the 

slave trade and the process they used”, a process that brutalized enslaved Africans for state (and 

church) wealth accumulation while denying them the status of citizen, or subject.116 Morgan names 

the connections between slavery and the formation of the modern West as being at the “nexus of 

racism and numeracy”, where the history of the slave trade meets the rise of European political 

arithmetic: accounting for subjects of the state and ordering those subjects.117  

Though the enslaved African was denied subjecthood (and personhood), they were still 

disembodied by the logics and practice of counting and numbering. As I have named, a murderous 

 
113 Ibid, Ian Baucom, 7. 
114 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 116. 
115 This phrase comes from Saidiya Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self Making in Nineteenth Century 
America. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997, 13. 
116 Ibid, Jennifer Morgan, 43. 
117 Ibid, Jennifer Morgan, 42. 
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mathematics was legitimated and wielded through the reconciliation of Christianity with profit at any 

human cost. That human cost was part of a project of making the ultimate human: the idealized 

European male subject. Again, this is the rise of what I call a reconciling humanism, that I dedicate my 

final chapter to. This reconciling humanism requires racial others and operates through what Sylvia 

Wynter names a “matrix of Otherness.”118 A matrix once occupied by infidels and enemies of Christ 

(perhaps the original Muslim or Indian crafters of Pacioli’s process?) was then occupied by enslaved 

Africans and native peoples. This process of normalizing the White man as the highest ideal of 

Christianity, rationality, and commerce requires othering “lesser” peoples as not really people. It still 

does: the matrix of otherness persists, perhaps graphically, in Pacioli’s ongoing process of 

reconciling virtue with profit through order. A process still used in every country in the world.  

Unaccounted for Legacies of Slavery 

          There are several scholars of slavery and of blackness who note the centrality of Pacioli’s 

double-entry process as a key technology for profiting upon captive flesh. However, many scholars 

of accounting history and of Pacioli make no mention of the use of his process in chattel slavery. 

Entire centuries of conquest and racial capitalist capture are eclipsed. The reader learns, in great 

detail, of the birthplace of modern capitalism that was Pacioli’s homeland. The reader learns, in great 

detail, of Pacioli’s theologies of order and virtuous Christian profit that legitimated and underwrote 

his process. The reader learns, in great detail, of the continued legacy and use of double-entry 

bookkeeping as standard and legal business practice today throughout the world. But the bloodied 

pages in between Tuscany in 1494 and the United States in 2022 are deleted from their analysis. On 

slavery, they are silent. To briefly illustrate this, I juxtapose two scholars’ words on the same process: 

 
118 Sylvia Wynter. “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the Human, After Man, Its 
Overrepresentation--An Argument” (257-337) in CR: The New Centennial Review, Vol 3 No 3. Michigan State University 
Press, Fall 2003, 264. 
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professor of Gender Studies Katherine McKittrick who is a Black woman, and economics and 

accounting writer Jane Gleeson-White, who is a White woman. 

The slave's status as object-commodity, or purely economic cargo, reveals that a black 

archival presence not only enumerates the dead and dying, but also acts as an origin 

story. This is where we begin, this is where historic blackness comes from: the list, the 

breathless numbers, the absolutely economic, the mathematics of the unliving. 

-Katherine McKittrick Mathematics Black Life119 

Luca Pacioli’s double-entry bookkeeping treatise…appeared in the same decade that 

Columbus sighted America and Vasco de Gama discovered a sea route to India…and 

yet five hundred years later his bookkeeping treatise remains the foundation of modern 

accounting and its system is still in use throughout the world. This is extraordinary. 

-Jane Gleeson-White Double Entry120 

On the one hand, Katherine McKittrick names the status of the enslaved person as pure 

economic cargo. The enslaved person is transformed via the archive (in this case, the trinity of 

books) into a nonhuman unit of chattel. The enslaved person put into the ledger as chattel property 

is no longer really a human. They are no longer really living. They are without breath. The 

mathematical ordering of these humans is also breathless, but in another way. The process Pacioli 

instituted, when used by slaveholders and bookkeepers, is breathless in that it is tireless, unrelenting, 

mechanical, and immortal. Pacioli’s legacy is one that steals breath and life in the relentless pursuit of 

order and profit. Again, it very much matters that this is done in the sweet name of Jesus. 

 
119 Ibid, Katherine McKittrick, 17. 
120 Ibid, Jane Gleeson-White, 29-30. 



 

 75 

On the other hand, Jane Gleeson-White names that Pacioli’s legacy should be revered and 

respected for its juxtaposition among Columbus and de Gama. In the first chapter of her book, she 

argues that “the urge to account…is one of the oldest human impulses.”121 To be human is to 

account properly for property. She even includes a snippet of George Washington’s ledger as an 

example of this that, among other things, lists the cost of “extracting one of your Negroes tooth.” 

She does not comment on the enslaved African present in the ledger. She does, however, name 

Washington a “celebrated warrior and statesman.” I will show a similar valorization of George 

Washington from Letty Russell in my final chapter. Washington’s accounts are proof of his 

humanity. A humanity that – through Pacioli’s process – rendered human beings as nonhumans. 

Nonbeings. Breathless. Numbers. She is utterly silent on the violence wrought by Pacioli’s 

“extraordinary” process. She does, however, make a case for saving the planet . . . by commodifying 

it.122 

ii. Luca Pacioli on Property and People 

 
Pacioli was not entirely silent on the matter of property and humanity. He did not name 

enslaved persons as examples of property, as his book was written just at the beginning of the 

transatlantic slave trade, but he did create the theological and ideological space for them to fit into 

his books. This is found in the phrase “any other thing”, in which Pacioli urges the industrious 

Christian accountant to list every single possession in the ledger.123 He also later names those 

possessions chattels: “All household or shop chattels which you possess are required to be recorded 

 
121 Ibid, Gleeson-White, 10-11. 
122 Ibid, Gleeson-White, 254. “It seems that if we want to bring our infinitely voracious consumerism into line with the 
resources of our finite planet, we must consider giving our planet a value the market can recognize and account for, 
assign a monetary value to the oceans, air, forests, rivers, wilderness…Because unless we start accounting for our 
transactions with the earth, we will bankrupt it for all future human habitation.” It matters that Gleeson-White is a White 
British woman. I wonder if she was, instead, the descendent of a human rendered as property by accounting, how much 
faith she would have in the saving power of accounts. Who is we?  
123 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 113. 
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in order in the record book.”124 Every single item of property is required to be listed in the record 

book. Anything that escapes the ledger escapes God’s ordering, and for Pacioli, signals criminal 

behavior. There is no question of whether or not enslaved persons would be accounted for through 

his process. If they are chattel, they must be accounted for. And if they are accounted for, they are 

not really humans. Breathless. Numbers. 

Pacioli does explicitly reference entering human beings into accounting books in his treatise. 

These humans are debtors or creditors. As such, they are men. These businessmen are awarded 

something the enslaved person is never given: the agency for consent (or dissent). He writes: 

…notwithstanding that this [entry into an accounting book] cannot be done duly 

without his [the businessman’s] consent because never must a debtor be put down in 

the book without his knowledge, and nor must a creditor under any condition be put 

down without his desire. If you should do these things, you would not be doing right 

and your books would be reputed false.125  

This is where the reconciling logics of Pacioli for whom order was divine and profit was 

Christian virtue interlock with the reconciling logics of the transatlantic slave trade. Their connection 

point is in the definition of the human. From the very start, when an enslaved African person was 

put into Pacioli’s process without their consent, they were stripped of their personhood. They were 

made unhuman so that the master, the profiteer, could assert their own humanity. That humanity 

was, and is, often imagined through the lens of European identity, maleness, and Christian wealth. 

That humanity continues to be asserted through the elimination of the native, and of the African. 

That humanity is reconciling humanism, and it is violent. 

 
124 Ibid, Lucas Pacioli, 116. Emphasis mine. 
125 Ibid, Pacioli, 112. 
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Pacioli’s process did this work so effectively: with the stroke of a pen, a human life was 

captured, traded, sold, and cast away. Human life was, through Pacioli’s process, infinitely 

expendable and fungible, or interchangeable. I want to make this point very clear: the use of double entry 

bookkeeping in chattel slavery was not an aberration of Pacioli’s process, and it was not a perversion of it. The legacy 

of double-entry bookkeeping found in the books of the transatlantic slave trade was Pacioli’s process working exactly 

as it was designed to do. Order reigned. God approved. Profit was virtuous, at any human cost. 

 

iii. Saidiya Hartman Accounts for Slavery 
 

Saidiya Hartman in her essay Venus in Two Acts, writes of “the account books that identified 

[enslaved Africans] as units of value, the invoices that claimed them as property, and the banal 

chronicles that stripped them of human features.”126 They become propertied people. Hartman uses 

a key adjective in her analysis that informs my understanding of the legacy of Pacioli’s process in 

chattel slavery: banal. She even goes so far as to name the death of Black life in the transatlantic 

slave trade not its goal, but rather the collateral damage of early capitalism, writing in Lose your 

Mother, “It wasn't possible to kill cargo or to murder a thing already denied life. Death was simply a 

part of the workings of the trade.”127 Business as usual in the most unconscionable way. Business as 

banal.  

 
The Brutality of the Banal 

 
For all of Pacioli’s naming of his work as divine or sublime, its success and legacy was in its 

banality. His process made possible the transfiguration of the most barbaric acts of enslavement and 

murder into business as usual. His process made possible the blessing of profit for the “good 

 
126 Saidiya Hartman. “Venus in Two Acts” (1-14) in Small Axe. Vol. 12, No. 12, June 2008. Indiana University Press, 3. 
127 Saidiya Hartman. Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Transatlantic Slave Route. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2008, 31. 
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Christian merchant.” Perhaps this banality is why so few accounting scholars have even noticed the 

successes of Pacioli’s process in the brutalities of chattel slavery. Perhaps this ordinariness is why the 

connections between reconciliation accounting and performances of racial reconciliation rhetoric 

have been missed. Perhaps Pacioli’s process created the conditions for – as we will see in later 

chapters – a performance of reconciliation by White people that so easily hides the real intentions of 

profit and control. A performance of reconciliation that is swathed in language of Christian virtue, 

preached as best business practice, and hidden in plain sight.  

Hartman, in Scenes of Subjection, goes on to ask, “What does it mean that the violence of 

slavery or the pained existence of the enslaved, if discernible, is only so in the most heinous and 

grotesque examples and not in the quotidian routines of slavery? As well, is not the difficulty of 

empathy related to both the devaluation and the valuation of black life?”128 While the example of the 

Zong I gave above should be remembered, it should not be seen as any more horrific than the 

everyday banal business practices of double-entry bookkeeping to account for enslaved Africans. 

She also leads to further questions: how is empathy rooted, not in knowledge of the modern fact (as 

Mary Poovey has shown) but in knowledge of the ways Black life has been valued as expendable 

property? How does the emotional capacity of empathy rupture the mathematical, quantifiable order 

of Pacioli’s process and its afterlife as reconciliation? How is empathy empowered by truth-telling 

and the rupture of what is “known, discovered, proven, and factual”? If re-telling the story of chattel 

slavery in a way that elevates (and perhaps even fetishizes) its most gruesome acts does not lead to 

empathy, does re-telling the story of slavery in its banality and ordinary orderliness cultivate 

empathy? 

  When Hartman uses the word empathy, many of us might hear something like a Hallmark-

card sort of apathetic vague caring. We might hear anemic hints at affection, or performative tears of 

 
128 Ibid, Saidiya Hartman. Scenes of Subjection. 21. 
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White people with no action behind them. But her use of the word is actually much closer to 

something like reckoning: rupturing the anti-Black semantic structures that account for Black life as 

expendable, in order to see Black life survive and thrive. A reckoning that makes an honest 

accounting for the connections between slave economies and the continued White and male mastery 

of the market. We might also consider her use of the word empathy as something like truth-telling, 

but a truth-telling that does not cause further subjection to Black life by glorifying death.  

This reckoning and truth-telling is essential because we are, all of us, living in what Hartman 

names the afterlife of slavery. Chattel slavery is a past that has not passed. She says that the 

persistence of slavery as an issue for Black Americans (and White Americans) is “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.”129 She writes that she herself is the 

afterlife of slavery.   

The drawing of sharp lines between what was past and what is now, between what European 

ancestors did and what White people still benefit from, between the value of Black life to a 

slaveholder and to a current police officer, is as false as the lines of the ledgers that quantified and 

ordered human life. These lines are as false as the rayas that split the globe into property lines 

according to artificial claims of faith and sovereignty.  

 

A Brutal Inheritance 

 
The enslaver who accounted for his human property succeeded in his endeavors, to 

murderous and lasting, effect. And so, the continued use of double-entry bookkeeping, by a 

 
129 Ibid, Saidiya Hartman. Lose Your Mother. 6. 
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Christian name – reconciliation – requires reckoning with this murderous legacy. Saidiya Hartman, in 

her essay Venus in Two Acts, names this legacy of slavery an inheritance. She gives an example of how 

it is reflexive to hate an individual slaveholder who sexually abused women, and who used Latin 

language to describe that violence, writing, “It is too easy to hate a man like Thistlewood; what is 

more difficult is to acknowledge as our inheritance the brutal Latin phrases spilling onto the pages of 

his journals.”130 The language used, and how it was performed, matters. 

Given all of this, Hartman invites new examination of Pacioli and his double-entry process. 

She notes the use of erudite Latin to describe horrific sexual assault. The language itself – the 

materiality of it, the context of it, the performance of it – is as much an inheritance as the horrific 

acts themselves. The afterlife of property is the afterlife of the theo-economic words that have 

wounded. Words that continue to wound. As Hortense Spillers writes of the American grammar, 

“sticks and bricks may break our bones but words will most certainly kill us.”131 The language of 

Pacioli’s treatise that I have explored here – the materiality of it, the context of it, and the 

performance of it – is an inheritance for White Christianity. That this process has been transfigured 

into language of reconciliation with time does not erase its use as a key technology of slavery and 

conquest.  

On the contrary, reconciliation as it has been performed in Eurocentric Christianity, is in fact the 

perfect word for this work of ordering of captive humans into property for the purposes of 

Christian profit. Later chapters will show how United States performances of reconciliation by 

persons of European descent have inherited Pacioli’s logics of theologically legitimated masterful 

order and virtuous Christian profit. White people in the United States, particularly White Christians, 

are part of Pacioli’s legacy, whether we wish to acknowledge this or not. 

 
130 Ibid, Saidiya Hartman. Venus in Two Acts. 6 
131 Ibid, Hortense Spillers, 68. 
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iv. The Heart of the Discourse 
 

Reconciliation language used by White Christians – like the double-entry process that reconciled 

humans into property – is very good at hiding the true intent of the speaker. The aim is often profit 

at any human cost. The means are often order at any cost of personhood. Uniformity is key because 

difference registers at the level of the criminal. Appearances of virtue disguise human-made 

manipulative artifice. Performances of reconciliation in conversations about racial conflict are often 

performances of misdirection and disguise. Toni Morrison asks in Playing in the Dark: 

How could one speak of profit, economy, labor, progress, suffragism, acquisition of 

new lands, education, transportation (freight and passengers), neighborhoods, the 

military – of almost anything a country concerns itself with – without having a referent, 

the heart of the discourse, at the heart of the definition, the presence of Africans and 

their descendants? It was not possible. And it did not happen. What did happen 

frequently was an effort to talk about these matters with a vocabulary designed to 

disguise the [racial] subject.132 

Julietta Singh in Unthinking Mastery writes of how the use (or as I would name it, 

performance) of this reconciliation vocabulary, like any vocabulary, is always a choice. “The 

conscious and unconscious choices we make in relation to language…begin to reveal to and for us 

the ways that – often despite ourselves and our desired politics – we remain bound to structures of 

violence we wish to disavow.”133 I argue that given Pacioli’s particular history, and the use of his 

process as a surveilling technology for chattel slavery, reconciliation language binds all who use it, 

 
132 Toni Morrison. Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1992, 50. Bracket addition mine. 
133 Julietta Singh. Unthinking Mastery: Dehumanism and Decolonial Entanglements. Durham: Duke University Press, 2018, 9. 
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and all against whom it is used, to structures of violence. This is the case even when well-meaning 

White Christian people believe ourselves to be doing the opposite.  

Singh’s question troubles the discourse of racial reconciliation, asking how we remain bound 

to structures of violence we wish to disavow. How is the performance of reconciliation in United 

States conversations about race, particularly by White Christians, bound to these ongoing structures 

of the afterlife of slavery?  

Readers may begin to recognize the specter of slavery that haunts the word reconciliation. 

You may recognize patterns of theo-economic logic and practice in the ongoing performances of 

that word, patterns familiar to Pacioli. Order reigns, but that order is itself artificially constructed. 

Difference, or dissent, is named criminal. Profit is the primary motivator: unreconciled people make 

for bad returns. Profit is the will and blessing of God for Christians. Christian reconciliation gets 

performed primarily as public friendship between Black people and White people, a performance 

that often hides the deeper questions of reparations and equity, and the insidiousness of Whiteness. 

Profit trumps personhood. Racialized persons are still expendable for the sake of sociopolitical, and 

theological, order. The violence of enforced reconciliation remains hidden by the semantical 

overtones of Christian virtue. A vocabulary designed to disguise the subject, as Toni Morrison says. 

In this case, a vocabulary that disguises the racial subject, and the White person profiting from them. 

Conclusion: Rupturing the Rhetoric and the Possibilities of Irreconciliation 

I return once more to Hortense Spillers, in her essay “Mama’s Baby Papa’s Maybe,” where she 

names liberation for Black persons as twofold. The first source of liberation is a rupture: the 

breaking apart of anti-Black language through breaking apart the forms of knowledge that make 

such language possible. The second is a repair: introducing a new semantic field that better names 
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Black persons’ historical movement.134 My dissertation is a project of this first work of liberation: 

rupturing reconciliation language, revealing a colonial, capitalist, and racist underbelly that is so easily 

hidden, and creating space that I as a White woman do not fill. Creating a space for words, and a 

space for modes of human life beyond reconciling humanism. Christina Sharpe reckons with the 

archive of the slavery ledger (and, I would add, Pacioli’s process within it) by writing, “we must 

become undisciplined.”135 She invites new ways of engaging with the archive of the racial calculus of 

slavery that undo that archive.136 

It is my hope and intention that, in this chapter, my unmasking of the racial capitalism 

woven into the Christian rhetoric of reconciliation is one undisciplinary unraveling of the archive 

and afterlife of slavery.137  It is my hope that I am, in exposing the links between Luca Pacioli, chattel 

slavery, and contemporary United States Christianity, not repeating (or worse, amplifying) the 

violence this reconciliation has wrought, but rather, inviting its rejection both semantically and 

systematically. This rupture can and should involve accountability for past harm through Luca 

Pacioli’s inheritance. 

Luca Pacioli has bestowed a wealthy inheritance to White United States Christianity in the 

form of reconciling accounts and reconciliation language. What I have worked to do in this chapter 

is to account for that inheritance: to show how a process used to capture and transact upon Black 

human flesh was always embedded with particular Christian theologies of order, profit, and 

 
134 “Semantic” refers to language and the logic behind it. Ibid, Spillers. Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe. 79. 
135 Christina Sharpe. In the Wake: On Blackness and Being. Durham: Duke University Press, 2016, 13. 
136 Counting racialized human bodies for profit. 
137 English and Africana studies scholar Jodi Melamed’s essay Racial Capitalism argues that all capitalism is racial 
capitalism, as processes for accumulation are built upon the reproduction of inequality among human groups. Further, 
she claims that this accumulation never truly progressed past primitive accumulation, but rather, that the violent means 
of that accumulation through displacement, genocide, and other tools of coloniality lingers as a both damning trace and 
a present violence in its current iterations of differentiated human value. Critical Ethnic Studies. Vol. 1, No. 1 (Spring 
2015), pp. 76-85.  
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perfection. Whether or not Pacioli designed his process to be used as it was is irrelevant. Pertinent is 

what was, and what is. And, reckoning with the racial capitalist legacy of reconciliation that is a 

White Christian inheritance, I care about what might yet be in the possibilities of irreconciliation. I 

care about what might yet be, and maybe already is, in the assertion of creaturehood that is not the 

raw material for the (re)creation the powerful, White Christian man. I care about the unreconciled 

slippages the ledger never could contain, the life and existence that could not, and cannot, be 

commodified.  

 

The Next Act 

 
There is more work to be done in naming what was, and what is, where reconciliation is 

concerned. This leads from Italy in 1494 to the United States five hundred years later. This leads to 

my second act in this ongoing performance of reconciliation, when reconciliation language 

blossomed in the wake of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission. This 

reconciliation was exported in the early late 1980s and early 1990s to the United States to be 

performed with a very particular costume: as White-Black male friendship on Hollywood screens. 

This friendship, as shown among members of the police force, was forged in the blood of manly 

violence. I now turn to the buddy film phenomenon of the Lethal Weapon franchise, a phenomenon 

that managed White anxieties of otherness, and proclaimed the United States “race problem” to be 

settled by men who are really men, and a White manly savior cop.  

I now move on from Luca Pacioli in 1494 to Mel Gibson and Danny Glover. 
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Chapter 2. Reconciling the Buddies: Theo-Patriarchal Violence in 
Lethal Weapon 
 

An Introduction to Lethal Weapon as Interracial Buddy Film 

Negating, or at the very least, altering the history, sociology, politics, and economics 

of race relations in America, the interracial buddy film skews the real and the ideal, 

proposing to audiences that by consuming racial egalitarianism on the screen, they 

have participated sufficiently in responding to the complex racial issues prevalent in 

society.  

- Melvin Donaldson1 

 

I wouldn't be an actor if I wasn't an activist. Mel Gibson is my brother. I’ve been a 

part of the evolution of two men: myself and Mel. We’ve been around each other over 

thirty-five years. That doesn’t make us the best of friends. 

- Danny Glover2 

 

The closing scene of Lethal Weapon 4 displays a United States racial reconciliation fantasy in 

Black and White. All of the usual players are present, with Murtaugh (played by Danny Glover) and 

Riggs (played by Mel Gibson) surrounded by their families. There are two newborn babies: a White 

baby in an all-White family, and a Black baby in an all-Black family. Police and investigative 

colleagues are part of the picture. Riggs and Murtaugh have survived their most grueling violent 

 
1 Melvin Donaldson. Masculinity in the Interracial Buddy Film. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc. Publishers, 2006, 
11. 
2 Robert Yaniz Jr. “Danny Glover’s Net Worth and His Salary for ‘Lethal Weapon 4’” Showbiz Cheat Sheet. February 26, 2022. 
https://www.cheatsheet.com/entertainment/danny-glovers-net-worth-salary-lethal-weapon-4.html/ 

https://www.cheatsheet.com/entertainment/danny-glovers-net-worth-salary-lethal-weapon-4.html/
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encounters to date and are bandaged up and bruised. Everyone huddles together, with the two new 

mothers – Rianne, Murtaugh’s daughter with a Black baby, and Lorna, Riggs’ sort-of wife with a 

White baby – in wheelchairs. 3 They too bear the bruises of their womanly battle and duty: childbirth.   

A Black doctor suddenly appears and is made to take the group picture. He asks an odd 

question for this group picture situation: “Are you all friends?” The group, with one voice, shouts a 

resounding “NO!” followed by an excruciatingly stilted and rehearsed, “we’re family!” This slow-

motion, loud-volumed speech evokes children saying “surprise!” on the count of three. You can 

actually see the LAPD boss, Captain Ed Murphy, a White man, failing to say the words and simply 

moving his lips while pretending to speak. Even the speaking itself is fake. Still, the picture is 

perfect, and then frozen in the frame. The reconciliation fantasy of Lethal Weapon – achieved via 

spectacular manly violence and racial displacement – is complete. The credits roll over that perfect 

picture of American multiracial fantasy to the tune of the (aptly named) band War’s Why Can’t We Be 

Friends?. The viewer is left with a picture of interracial, but not miscegenetic, harmony set in the 

context of middle-class, police-centered life, where men are men and where women are fertile.  

Interracial buddy films in general, and the Lethal Weapon franchise in particular, provide 

insight into a performance of reconciliation as manly friendship that displaces racism as either an 

imported problem, or a long-dead foe of the American democratic dream. The Lethal Weapon 

movies, in an unrelenting spectacle of violence, particularly upon Mel Gibson’s White muscular 

body, perform the reconciliation fantasies of the White viewer, writ large in brotherly banter and 

blood.  Here it is needful to explain what interracial buddy films are. According to Melvin 

Donaldson in Masculinity in the Interracial Buddy Film, buddy films are not a genre in and of 

 
3 Murtaugh to Riggs when he learned of Rianne’s pregnancy: “Is he Black? The father of the baby. Please let him be 
black!” 
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themselves, but are rather, a paradigm that is applied to multiple genres.4 Interracial buddy films bear 

four key characteristics:  

1. The story’s center revolves around the relationship between the two male 
characters. There must be two. They must be male. They must be of different 
races. They often hate each other at first. In this sense, they follow the classic 
enemies-to-lovers literary trope. 

 
2. Their lives are intertwined in every sense: emotionally, personally, and 

professionally. Life-and-death scenarios are not just a given, but a necessary.  
 
3. The two males are heterosexual, conforming to traditional hegemonic norms of 

manliness. 
 
4. Their friendship is expressed as an intimate comradeship. Banter is frequent, as is 

shared space and even homoerotic touch and speech, but they never share sexual 
intimacy.  

Alongside these interracial buddy film characteristics, Melvin Donaldson names what how 

such films function to shape the collective consciousness of the viewer. Again, he provides four 

imaginary arguments interracial buddy films work to make. First, films “function as a keeper of 

America’s collective conscious – the repository for fears, guilt and hopes – the interracial buddy film 

creates a world where that conscious can find a peaceful balance…where conflicts can find 

resolutions.”5 For the purposes of this chapter, the interracial buddy film is then the repository for 

racial reconciliation fully realized, where White guilt and anxiety regarding difference are, in the 

imagination of the White movie watcher, entirely settled. Second, the interracial buddy film suggests 

that democracy means equality achieved, such that “if it exists on the big screen, it must exist in the 

world of those who watch.”6 In this way, these films are not only an apologetic for interpersonal 

racial reconciliation, but also for the national project of democracy, often achieved through police 

force. Third, the interracial buddy film promotes American capitalism as the forefather of humanity 

 
4 Ibid, Donaldson, 10. 
5 Ibid, Donaldson, 11. 
6 Ibid, Donaldson, 11. 
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and tolerance. Profitable reconciled accounts reconcile human relationships. Racial peace is 

profitable. Finally, the interracial buddy film places men of all races in a shared position of dominant 

power. Manliness means equality, regardless of race, and women are irrelevant (except when they are 

tools to assert heterosexuality). As I later name, race is consumed by gender. When men are really 

men, there is no such thing as racial animus.        

 The Lethal Weapon movies bear these characteristics of interracial buddy films. They provoke 

the sort of consciousness Donaldson describes in the viewer. They do the work of performing a 

manly racial reconciliation already achieved on the screen, which for Donaldson, means that the 

(White) spectator had already done enough to ensure racial peace simply by “consuming racial 

egalitarianism on the screen.”7 Popcorn is not all that is consumed in the watching of these films. 

Racial egalitarianism – the fiction of racial reconciliation – is consumed as well. This performance of 

racial reconciliation, according to James Baldwin, occurs “only in the absence of women: which is, 

simply, the American legend of masculinity brought to its highest pressure, and revealed, as it were, 

in black and white."8 I will expand upon the absence of women later in this chapter. What Baldwin 

means by absence of women is that women are not main characters, and even if they are strong, they 

are not heroes. Women are props to demonstrate the male actors’ virility, as a sex object, or their 

grief and rage, if the women are kidnapped or murdered.      

 Finally, the Lethal Weapon movies adhere to the unwritten, and yet canonical, rule of 

interracial buddy films: the Black man is always the buddy to the White male hero. In this case, Mel 

Gibson’s character, and more specifically his body, is the lethal weapon itself. The movie poster for 

the first film  makes this clear:9 

 
7 Ibid, Donaldson, 11. 
8 James Baldwin. The Devil Finds Work. New York: Vintage Books, 1976, digital edition 2013: 56. 
9  https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0093409/mediaviewer/rm63577088/ 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0093409/mediaviewer/rm63577088/


 

 89 

 

Movie poster for Lethal Weapon I. 

The poster text reads: “Two cops. Glover carries a weapon . . . Gibson is one. He’s the only 

L.A. cop registered as a LETHAL WEAPON.” Aside from the absurdity of such a statement, it is 

made clear from the very first movie poster that Mel Gibson is the star. His name comes first. He is 

in the front of every movie poster. And his body is the lethal weapon, the reason for the film title 

itself. Danny Glover’s character, on the other hand, remains in the back of the frame, literally 

backing up the hero Riggs. He is the reserved and reasonable buddy – he wears a tie and jacket. 

Though, as I will show, his proximity to “true”, raw masculinity means he becomes more wild, more 
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violent, and more like Riggs. His body is not a lethal weapon, but rather, a tool for displaying the 

undying potential of a Black man heterosexually loving a White man.10   

An Introduction to This Chapter 

In this chapter, I explore the performance of racial reconciliation as theo-patriarchal manly 

friendship, a friendship that reconciles via spectacular acts of violence. This exploration leads me 

through several key sites. First, I analyze what I term anxieties of irreconciliation and White fantasies 

of oneness. I argue that imagined reconciliation between all people is not a product of pure 

utopianism or idealism. It is a product of the deep-seated anxieties of whiteness, anxieties that are at 

once interpersonal – between individual humans – and national – the democratic ideals of an 

America for whom race is no longer an issue. Film, as Melvin Donaldson characterizes as a 

“repository for fears, guilt and hopes” provides a window in the latent anxieties of whiteness at the 

time of the Lethal Weapon movies, and in our own time. 11  

As Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon in Screen Saviors: Hollywood Fictions of Whiteness assert, 

the bond between the White hero and his Black buddy in Lethal Weapon represents “a utopian male 

bonding in which race is never an issue. Their common gender and their mutual devotion to their 

risky occupation apparently makes race irrelevant -- for them and, so the movie's unspoken 

assumption goes, for the rest of America as well.”12 In this section, I ask how race is rendered 

irrelevant in the Lethal Weapon franchise. I also ask how the irrelevance of race functions to soothe 

the anxieties of whiteness concerning difference. I argue that this racial disappearing act lies in the 

realm of myth, and a monetized myth, at that. I consider how the myth of racial reconciliation in 

these films not only believable, but bankable: How are the longevity and profitability of a given film 

 
10 Though very, very close to dying. 
11 Ibid, Donaldson, 11. 
12 Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon. Screen Saviors: Hollywood Fictions of Whiteness. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, Inc., 2003, 6. 
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reliant upon the successful managing of difference?13 How do the fantasies of difference in films like 

Lethal Weapon rely upon the audience not reading too deeply into those fantasies? And how are these 

fantasies fundamentally gendered? I name how the success of a given interracial buddy film relies 

upon managing difference in such a way that the truth behind the fantasy – the truth of racial terror 

behind the fantasy of reconciliation – is well hidden within the folds of patriarchal manliness.  

Finally, I give needed attention to the fact that these films are not just about a White male 

hero and his Black male buddy; these men are both Los Angeles Police Department cops, as noted 

on the first movie poster. The assertion of their masculinity is also an assertion of police power. 

Given the notoriety of the LAPD for racist targeting and brutality against Black and Brown persons, 

this is an especially outlandish work of fiction. This has been termed “copaganda” – a portmanteau 

of “cop” with “propaganda.”14 In this section, I draw upon the interpretations of Cynthia J Fuchs, 

Michael Ross, Sharon Willis, and Melvin Donaldson to support my own readings of these films and 

their many interlocking fictions.  

The rest of this chapter is an exploration of the spectacular violence that reconciles, that 

theologically intersects with the site of the cross. I begin with analysis of a pietà scene in Lethal 

Weapon films, guided by Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon. They make the argument that several 

scenes are to be understood as pietàs: where a White Christ figure in Mel Gibson is cradled by a 

Black Madonna figure in Danny Glover. I analyze imagery of Mel as Jesus and Danny as Mary, and 

consider the implications of such imagery for the salvific – that is reconciling – roles of each. After 

bringing these into sharp relief, I conclude this chapter with a deep and bloody dive into the 

spectacle and atoning work of blood itself. Here, the work of Ed Guerrero, Kent Brintnall, and Gil 

 
13 I’ll get into more detail on this later, but this idea comes from Sharon Willis. High Contrast: Race and Gender in 
Contemporary Hollywood Films. Durham: Duke University Press, 1997, 9. “Hollywood and its publicity machines have 
discovered that ‘difference’ is bankable...” 
14 Erin Corbett. “What Is Copaganda? A Look At The Dangerous Ways Police Seek Public Sympathy.” Refinery29. July 1, 2020. 
https://www.refinery29.com/en-us/2020/07/9887229/copaganda-police-propaganda-protests-meaning 
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Anidjar are most instructive. I argue that the bloody reconciliation displayed in Lethal Weapon is 

purchased through the White heteronormative male body in pain. This spectacle of the White male 

body in pain requires an audience, including the Marian buddy Murtaugh and us, the viewer.  

Why Lethal Weapon 

 
Racial reconciliation as a performance of manly friendship is displayed in many interracial 

buddy films. The Defiant Ones, In the Heat of the Night, Rush Hour, Men in Black, The Last Boy Scout, and 

Die Hard all qualify. And yet, Lethal Weapon holds a particular longevity and affection within that 

grouping in the imagination of the United States film watcher. There are even plans for the 

production of Lethal Weapon 5, with Mel Gibson set to direct it and star in it.15  Danny Glover, who 

is certainly “too old for this shit” will be back as the buddy Murtaugh. I find the Lethal Weapon 

franchise most interesting and relevant to my work on reconciliation grammar as a performance of 

whiteness for a few reasons.  

First, the time period of the movies – 1987-1998 – coincides with the Truth and 

Reconciliation movement in South Africa, a movement that finds its way into the second film, 

where a de-raced Riggs (Gibson) calls the White South African villains such names as “Aryan” and 

“Adolf,” without even the smallest hint of irony. This introduces an important aspect of the racial 

reconciliation myth in the White United States imagination: displacement of racism as an imported 

problem not endemic to the United States. Sharon Willis describes this the spectacular gesture of 

displacement whereby “the perpetrators of racism are located elsewhere.”16  

 

Second, the juxtaposition of Danny Glover, who explicitly names himself an activist, and 

Mel Gibson, who has been notorious for his antisemitic Aryan hate speech, and his racism and 

 
15 Anthony Lund. “Mel Gibson ‘Confident’ Lethal Weapon 5 Will Shoot in Early 2023.” Movieweb. September 21, 2022. 
https://movieweb.com/mel-gibson-confident-lethal-weapon-5-will-shoot-early-2023/ 
16 Ibid, Willis, 36. 

https://movieweb.com/mel-gibson-confident-lethal-weapon-5-will-shoot-early-2023/
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sexism, yields a fascinating distinction between the men on the screen and the men off the screen.17 

If there was any question of Mel Gibson being the lethal weapon, the primary hero, and Danny 

Glover being his supportive buddy, this matters is settled through the reality of their paychecks. It 

may be understandable that Gibson was the bigger earner on the first film. But even after the Lethal 

Weapon franchise was well established, there was still an egregious disparity in pay, with Gibson 

making more than three times what Glover earned. For the fourth film, Glover earned $7 million. 

Gibson earned $25 million.18 In teasing out some of the tensions between the real and the reel the 

regarding friendship, or not, between these two very different men, the argument of this dissertation 

is made for me: reconciliation is a fiction. It is a fiction that White people most profit from.  

Finally, Lethal Weapon is most relevant to my project analyzing the violent performances of 

reconciliation because of just that: its lethality, its violence. These films are by no means exceptional 

in their spectacles of manly violence among their action film peers. And yet, there is just something 

about the incoherent screams of Mel Gibson while his body is taking (yet another) beating that 

echoes William Wallace or more aptly, Gibson’s Jesus in The Passion of the Christ. Gibson’s own 

theological fixation with generative violence bleeds through each Lethal Weapon film. This 

 
17 Danny Glover’s website, http://www.mrdannyglover.com/, names him (in this order) a speaker, actor, activist, and 
humanitarian. His involvement with the Poor People’s Campaign is listed in events. Under the activist tab, the following 
description is given: “Off-screen, Glover has gained respect for his wide-reaching community activism and philanthropic 
efforts. Internationally, Glover has served as a Goodwill Ambassador for the United Nations Development Program, 
focusing on issues of poverty, disease and economic development in Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean. He 
currently serves as UNICEF Ambassador.” Gibson, on the other hand, has made the news several times for antisemitic , 
racist, and sexist rants. See Joshua Malina. “Cancel Mel Gibson: Why is Hollywood still hiring this raging anti-Semite?” in The 
Atlantic. December 2, 2021. theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2021/12/mel-gibson-anti-semitism/620873/ Malina, an 
actor best known for his role in The Big Bang Theory writes, “If Gibson is welcomed back to direct the latest installment of 
this beloved franchise, it may be time to stop publishing think pieces about the power of ‘cancel culture.’ Because if he 
can continue to find big bucks and approbation in Hollywood, cancel culture simply does not exist. Gibson’s political 
beliefs are—as my father would say—somewhere to the right of Ramses (check out YouTube to see Gibson saluting 
Donald Trump at a UFC fight). He has said sexist things and yelled racist slurs, and that should have been enough for 
liberal Hollywood to cut him off. But his reported anti-Semitism has been more consistent, more open, and more 
egregious . . . I write this knowing that it’s more likely to lead to a boycott by Warner Bros. of Joshua Malina than of Mel 
Gibson. But if that’s the result, so be it. I’ve had a nice career, baruch Hashem. It would be great if higher-profile 
executives, producers, and actors would also take a stand. Then I could believe in this cancel culture I keep reading so 
much about. And I could also believe that Jews do, in fact, count.” 
18 Ibid, Yaniz, Showbiz Cheat Sheet.  

http://www.mrdannyglover.com/
http://theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2021/12/mel-gibson-anti-semitism/620873/
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characteristic Gibson violence requires a spectator, be it Riggs cradling him like a lover or a son, or 

us moviegoers consuming this manly reconciliation that only comes through blood.  

 

The White Men Behind the Camera  

 
Before I explore the anxieties of irreconciliation and White fantasies of difference in the 

Lethal Weapon franchise, I want to peer behind the camera. Because the men – all of them White 

men – behind this reconciliation fantasy matter.  

The script for the first Lethal Weapon movie came from the mind of 22-year old White male, 

recent college graduate Shane Black. Black wrote the script in just six weeks. Many sources make 

mention that the role of Murtaugh, who ended up being played by Danny Glover was not written 

with any particular ethnicity in mind.19 And yet, it is argued by Ben Sherlock of ScreenRant that, 

“Since Shane Black’s script for Lethal Weapon didn’t specify Murtaugh’s race, the producers initially 

looked at white actors for the role.”20 Whiteness as the default is clear. It is rumored that Shane 

Black actually had Nick Nolte in mind for the role of Murtaugh. What a different buddy that would 

have been! Ed Guerrero in Framing Blackness: The African American Image in Film names how this 

assumption of a written character as White led directly to the reality that the Black man is always the 

“buddy” and never the star. He argues, “One reason for the contextual isolation of a black star or 

co-star is not hard to discern, simply because many of these vehicles were originally written for 

white stars, as was...Lethal Weapon for Nick Nolte.”21 

By a miracle of the cult-following of the Lethal Weapon franchise, I was able to find an 

interview with the producer and director all four movies, Richard Donner, where he names the 

 
19 Roger Cormier and Garin Pirnia. “25 Facts About Lethal Weapon” on Mental Floss. September 21, 2016. 
https://www.mentalfloss.com/article/76224/25-facts-about-lethal-weapon 
20 Ben Sherlock. “Lethal Weapon: 8 Actors Who Were Considered To Play Riggs (And 2 Who Were Considered For Murtaugh)” on 
ScreenRant. April 16, 2020. https://screenrant.com/lethal- weapon-actors-considered-play-riggs-murtaugh/ 
21 Ed Guerrero. Framing Blackness: The African American Image in Film. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993, 126. 

https://www.mentalfloss.com/article/76224/25-facts-about-lethal-weapon
https://screenrant.com/lethal-%20weapon-actors-considered-play-riggs-murtaugh/
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casting choice of Glover for Murtaugh. “We just got the best actor that we could for the part, and it 

happened to be he was black,” Donner said during a 1987 press conference for the movie. In the 

interview with Empire, Donner explained that it was casting director Marion Dougherty who 

suggested Glover. “She said to me, ‘Did you see The Color Purple? What about Danny Glover?’ 

And my first reaction was, ‘But he’s black!’ And then I thought, ‘Whoa, fuck, here’s Mr. Liberal. 

What a brilliant idea...’ I felt stupid. It changed my way of thinking.” 22 

Perhaps Richard Donner really did have a transformed mind through this single 

conversation concerning the casting of a Black man. Perhaps the idea of an interracial pairing for the 

film never occurred to him before, even though he was “Mr. Liberal.” Harlan Jacobsen, co-editor of 

Film Comment magazine is skeptical of this unintentional choice, and is quoted by Michael Ross of 

the New York Times as saying, ''I don't think any producer wants to create a controversial story 

along racial lines, a story of a wrong that might prove to be on the cutting edge of people's thinking. 

That would be box-office poison. But if people say they are not cognizant that they're pairing a 

black actor with a white actor, they're not being entirely forthcoming about the chemistry that 

ultimately translates into marketing strategy.”23 

Racial reconciliation performed on the screen as friendship between a Black man and a 

White man can be highly lucrative. If done carefully, in a way that reinforces gender norms and 

idealizes racial harmony, this interracial pairing is not box office poison, but gold. Donner’s choice 

of a Black man for Murtaugh was possibly not a charitable act of progressive enlightenment, but 

perhaps instead a carefully calculated marketing strategy.  

 
22 Ibid, Cormier and Pirnia, Mental Floss.  
23 Michael Ross. “Black and White Buddies: How Sincere is the Harmony?” in The New York Times, Late Edition (East Coast). 
June 14, 1987. 
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Harlan Jacobsen goes on to explain the context of United States geopolitics from which 

these films emerged: ''This is the era of Reagan and that's not what sells. 24 Most of these pairings 

cater to some desire to see blacks and whites together, but many movies give people permission to 

have their stereotypes. These films also cater to our preconceptions - and they're marketed that 

way.''25 Consider the juxtaposition of giving permission for stereotypes with marketing strategy.  

Cynthia Fuchs also names the transition from Reagan to Bush (Sr.) as coinciding with an 

emergence of even more buddy films, buddy films marked by larger numbers of interracial bonds, 

and “increasingly homophobic comedy.”26 And then, in a most cutting turn of phrase, she places 

these films – Lethal Weapon chief among them – in the context of the American war machine, 

writing, “The post-Vietnam popularity of buddy movies elaborates and builds on mythic wartime 

male camaraderie as a kind of last bastion against otherness.”27 This is important because Riggs, at 

the start of the first film, is said to have learned “the only thing he’s ever good at” – his murderous 

sharp shooting – in the jungles of Vietnam. Remember that the song that closes out the franchise in 

its final scene of perfect interracial reconciliation is “Why Can’t We Be Friends?” is by the band called 

War.28 

Lethal Weapon emerged from an entirely White and male crew of writers, producers, 

directors, editors, photographers, and even composers.29 Perhaps they are all Mr. Liberal White men 

who have their anxious response to Blackness erupt at the most inopportune moments: “But he’s 

 
24 “that” here refers to the aforementioned box office poison of a controversial story along racial lines. 
25 Ibid, Ross.  
26 Cynthia Fuchs. Chapter 10: “The Buddy Politic” in Steven Cohan and Ina Rae Hark. (Eds.) Screening the Male: Exploring 
masculinities in the Hollywood cinema. London: Routledge, 1993, 197. 
27 Ibid, Fuchs, 197. 
28 Interestingly, War is itself an interracial band, beset with tensions, conflict, and lawsuits. They, it seems, cannot be 
friends. https://classicrockbob.com/2013/01/23/why-cant-they-be-friends-the-war-for-war-rages-on/comment-page-
1/ 
29 As far as I can tell, the aforementioned casting director Marion Dougherty is the only woman involved in a key role in 
these films. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lethal_Weapon_(franchise) 

 

https://classicrockbob.com/2013/01/23/why-cant-they-be-friends-the-war-for-war-rages-on/comment-page-1/
https://classicrockbob.com/2013/01/23/why-cant-they-be-friends-the-war-for-war-rages-on/comment-page-1/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lethal_Weapon_(franchise)
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Black!” The managing of White anxieties of otherness, particularly Blackness, that occurs in the 

Lethal Weapon movies can be, even if obliquely, understood as a managing of these men’s own 

internal anxieties. The fantasies of racial reconciliation written via racializing tropes and idealized 

manly friendship are also their fantasies. The fantasy of a unified, reconciled America achieved via 

the violent obliteration of others in the name of freedom is also their fantasy. Could it be that the 

longevity of Lethal Weapon as a cult following might have something to do with how well these 

White anxieties were met with the fantasy of reconciliation?  

 

Section One: Anxieties of Irreconciliation, and White Fantasies of Oneness and 
Otherness 

Well, it's the master race. Ha. As usual you people have got everything all upside 

down . . . You fold up your tents and get the fuck out of my country.   

- Riggs (Gibson) to White South African villains, emphasis mine 

 

i.  The Fantasy of a Riggs without Race, and the Innocent White Woman 

 
The Lethal Weapon films are action movies, specifically cop-centered action movies. The 

special effects budgets certainly attest to this. There are good guys, and there are bad guys, and there 

are women serving as caretakers, love interests, murder victims, and ideological fodder for enacting 

revenge in response to those murders. The law is a mystical, powerful, intangible Good, said to be 

applied with full equity and fairness while vigilante cops employ spectacles of torture and murder. 

The world itself is governed by this law, with a faithful few good men as safeguards of this law and 

the land by all means necessary, and also by those mean not strictly necessary, but rather, enjoyable. 

Only one woman is allowed into this blue-blooded boy’s club: Rene Russo’s character, Internal 

Affairs officer Lorna Cole. She appears in Lethal Weapon III, and is Rigg’s love interest and ultimately 
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the mother of his child. She defies traditional feminine norms with deadly force herself (their 

foreplay is, after all, a showing of battle scars), though of course her fertility does not rupture those 

norms. Riggs’ describes her and the power of this cop brotherhood with one line: “Look, she may 

be wearing a skirt, but we're all brothers.” 

There is no doubt that the Lethal Weapon movies are action movies. And yet, here I want to 

propose that they simultaneously reside in another film genre: fantasy. By this, I mean the fantasy of 

an America untainted by histories of racial terror and slavery. The fantasy of the middle-class 

American dream of a home in the suburbs and a wife who does the laundry, even the laundry of 

your cop partner. The fantasy of violence as generative and effective and salvific. The fantasy of the 

White man who is not infected with whiteness. The fantasy of the Black man who exists for the 

protection and love of the White man. And most of all, the fantasy that a Black man and a White 

man can be blood brothers – family – without ever having to attend to race, apart from the 

occasional cute punch line.30 I might name this the fantasy of historical revisionism. 

I want to begin exploring the idea of these films as fantasy – as protecting and projecting 

White fantasies of racial reconciliation – through the two quotes at the start of this chapter, both 

spoken by Mel Gibson’s character, Riggs, and both occurring in the second Lethal Weapon film.  

 

Well, it's the master race. Ha. As usual you people have got everything all upside 

down . . . 

I'll make you a deal, Arjen, or Aryan, or whatever the fuck your name is, I'll make you 

a little deal. You fold up your tents - and get the fuck out of my country - and I won't 

do anything to you.  

 
30 Riggs to Murtaugh in Lethal Weapon II: “C’mon we're back, we're bad, you're black, I'm mad!” I mention this later as 
well. 
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The second movie, released in 1989, a year before anti-apartheid talks began in South Africa, 

has White villains. The villains are South African Afrikaner criminals who smuggle drugs and cash, 

and who have been given diplomatic immunity because their leader is an ambassador. As I noted in 

my introductory comments, Sharon Willis names the choice of White South African villains an act 

of displacement, writing, “In a more spectacular gesture of displacement, the adversarial figures in 

the second film are all South Africans, controlled by the consulate and, by extension, by the South 

African government, so that the perpetrators of racism are located elsewhere, "outside," in a 

comforting counterbalance with our own U.S. racism, which is made to appear manageable by 

contrast.”31  The word “manageable” here is key. Racism as an imported problem is easily managed; 

it requires no internal or institutional reckoning on the part of White people in the United States.  

The South African ambassador Arjen Rudd is portrayed as flagrantly racist, angry, and 

conniving. He uses frequent racist slurs. All of his male employees are equally so, with the notable 

exception of the “innocent” blond bombshell Rika Van den Haas. Riggs repeatedly taunts them with 

epithets like “master race”, “Adolf,” and “Aryan.” His language of displacement in the first quote 

above is key: you people. Riggs is a White man, but he is not the “bad” kind of White men we see as 

villains. They are the ones with the race problem. Riggs orders them to “get the fuck out of my 

country” again drawing a sharp distinction between the hateful whiteness of apartheid South Africa 

and the hateful whiteness of the United States built by enslaved African labor. This distancing 

language – you people, my country – is a border to help Riggs maintain distance from his own 

whiteness. This border of language helps Riggs, and all White audience members, to safeguard 

against the anxiety of whiteness, which is the anxiety of being a White person in a world where 

whiteness kills. This border, this wall of words, distinguishes the “good” White guys from the “bad” 

 
31 Ibid, Willis, 36. 
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White guys. The reader will also note the use of the word “tents” to evoke an antiquated colonial 

order based in Africa and not a very modern coloniality based in the United States. 

This border is often drawn around the protection of the purity of a White woman. Consider 

Rika, the White Afrikaaner woman, and how she reveals the ways interracial buddy films often 

negotiate gender. Rika is soft spoken, doe-eyed, and well, very naked in the film. She seems to be a 

sex object for the South African ambassador-criminal as well. We see him stroke her cheek as she 

recoils in disgust. What we do not really see is her outright denouncement of the actions of her 

country, actions that fund her salary. All this doe-eyed blonde “innocent” Rika says on the colonial 

realities of South Africa is this: “There are a lot of things I don’t like about my boss . . . and my 

country . . . but I like my job very much.” Note that line spoken in the first real dialogue between 

Riggs and Rika when he has been following her into a grocery store to get close to her:32 

 Rika: You followed me? 

Riggs: Well, I needed some pork chops and a toilet brush, too. 

            I wanted to apologize . . . for the other day, if we frightened you. 

Rika: I was a bit startled by all those guns. 

Riggs: I'm sorry. And I wanted to thank you, too. 

Rika: Thank me for what? 

Riggs: You don't like your boss very much, do you? 

Rika: I don't like many things about my boss and my country. 

            But I like my job very much. It keeps me here in Los Angeles. 

Riggs: You like this town? That's a new one. 

            I forgot your first name.  

 
32 https://movies.fandom.com/wiki/Lethal_Weapon_2/Transcript 

 

https://movies.fandom.com/wiki/Lethal_Weapon_2/Transcript
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Rika: It's Rika. Rika Van den Haas. 

Riggs: Ice cream?  

Rika: No, Van den Haas. It's Dutch. 

Riggs: That's real pretty. 

 

When Riggs meets the South African villains and learns their names, he immediately 

responds by mocking them, saying, “I’ll just call you Adolf.” But here, Rika with a last name that 

sounds like an ice cream brand, has a “real pretty” name. She is startled by guns, loves Los Angeles 

life, and she is Dutch, which is somehow not the sort of White of the Aryans (though of course it 

is). Riggs seems to thank her for not liking her evil boss, even if she loves her job.  

           As we see in Murtaugh’s middle-class status trumping racial concerns, here gainful 

employment trumps any pesky ethical matters such as an apartheid state. Rika “doesn’t like it” and 

that is all she says on the matter. And because she is an attractive White woman, that is enough. She 

is not an Aryan, or an Adolf, or a part of the master race. Because that master race of villains is, in 

the Lethal Weapon fantasy, a race of men.  

This fantasy of race as an imported problem is to be dealt with the American way – with a 

GMC pickup truck driven by a very angry muscular White man, Gibson. Rika is yet another White 

woman to be protected. When protecting her fails, her death is to be avenged. Here is the dialogue 

where Rigg’s rants to Murtaugh later in the film, and where his manly avenging rage trumps even his 

LAPD badge:33 

Riggs: They killed her. She's dead. They killed them both. 

Murtaugh: Slow down. Who are you talking about? Where are you? 

Riggs: She's dead, Roger. 

 
33 https://movies.fandom.com/wiki/Lethal_Weapon_2/Transcript 

https://movies.fandom.com/wiki/Lethal_Weapon_2/Transcript
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Murtaugh: Calm down. We'll take care of it. Where are you? 

Riggs: I'm not a cop tonight. It's personal. 

Murtaugh: You don't know what happened tonight. There's more.  

[Cops were also killed.] 

Riggs: I'm going to get those bastards. I'm going to fuck them. I'm going now. 

Murtaugh: We're not going to the stilt house! We're under orders! 

Riggs: Then the house will have to come to me. 

They killed them both. 

They got Rika and they got my wife.  

[It turns out that the South African villain tried to kill Riggs and killed his wife instead, 

before the first film even occurred.] 

 

Gibson’s trademark agonized moan, and attending violence in retaliation, is due to the death 

of Rika, and earlier, his wife. His agony and rage are not due to the constant abuse his Black partner 

receives from the White Afrikaner villains, or that all Black South Africans receive. Murtaugh is 

called many racist names by the White villains throughout the film. I cannot help but wonder if the 

story would end in the same way if it did not hinge upon the death of a (beautiful) White woman. As 

it is, Riggs the American hero, who can take on and off his cop badge as easily as he can take on and 

off his whiteness, literally pulls down the stilted house of the South African villains.34 Alongside that 

house, he is signaling the destruction of the White supremacist apartheid state itself, all in revenge 

 
34 A clip of this moment can be viewed here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7WqzJvhR9Fo I think it should have 
been a Ford.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7WqzJvhR9Fo
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for the death of a White woman. The multiculturalist fantasy of a post-racial United States has long 

required “innocent” White women in need of protecting and avenging.35  

 

ii.  Films as Bordering Fantasies 

 
 

For a deeper understanding of how films operate as purveyors of fantasy, I turn to the 

insights of Sharon Willis, professor of visual and cultural studies, whose High Contrast: Race and 

Gender in Contemporary Hollywood Films helpfully frames the power of films not only to capture their 

audience, but to capture the fantasies of their audience. And most importantly, she describes the 

power of the film industry to profit from that capture. She writes that the fantasies displayed via film 

often concern difference: negotiating it, atoning for it, erasing it, or as is the case with interracial 

buddy films, displacing it by other differences. Racial difference is consumed by gender, so much so 

that the friendship of a White man and a Black man occurs, as I noted from Baldwin earlier “in the 

absence of women.”36 Women are other. Racial difference is also consumed by economic difference, 

so that Murtaugh as a comfortably middle-class Black man has achieved the bourgeois American 

dream. Note the centrality (and alas, destruction) of his fancy two-story house and his wife Trish’s 

brand-new car. It might be argued that the trappings of his middle-class lifestyle are an added 

character in the films. The oddness of two LAPD partners doing police work in Trish’s personal car 

is not addressed; the point is to put his middle-class life on display.    

Willis argues, “If Hollywood and television…display persistent interest in systematizing and 

managing social difference in their representational fields, this is because they must specialize in 

reading our collective fascinations and obsessions, reshaping them as entertainment for 

 
35 There are numerous resources highlighting the links between racial terror and the protection of White women. I find 
Jessie Daniels’ Nice White Ladies (Seal Press, 2021) particularly astute and relevant.  
36 Ibid, Baldwin, 56. 
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consumption.”37 Here, and throughout much of her book, Willis is arguing that films read us, and 

give shape to those fascinations and obsessions – fantasies – that are most profitable. These include 

White fantasies for managing difference that are explored in Lethal Weapon primarily through racial 

and gender difference. But importantly, these readings do not go both ways. The longevity and 

profitability of a given film, that relies upon fantasies of difference, requires that the audience not 

read too deeply into those fantasies. It could be said that this entire chapter is a breaking of that rule.  

In this way, I can understand the work of films, especially fantastical films dealing with issues 

of race and gender, as bordering work. As Willis argues, films “contain the conflict, uneasiness, and 

overwrought affect that so often accompany the confrontation of differences.”38 If the conflict is 

contained properly – in this case the conflict of race contained neatly within the muscular borders of 

heteronormative manly friendship – any truth that does not fit within this containment field is 

ignored. I recall Harlan Jacobsen’s words earlier in this chapter: racial controversy must be 

contained, because a buddy film that directly confronts race would be box office poison. Reckoning 

with whiteness is not profitable, perhaps because it is just too close to the truth, and not enough of a 

fantasy. Willis argues that in films, difference is bankable. But this is not a disordered form of 

difference. Bankable difference is difference imagined properly, displaced properly, managed 

properly, and bordered properly.  

One key to closing off the possibility of the audience reading a film’s negotiation of 

difference too closely is repetition. Repetition plays a large role in the world of Lethal Weapon. If you 

blow up enough buildings, if you crash enough cars, and if you bloody enough villains’ faces, the 

pesky matters of racial and gender difference do not need to be read, or analyzed, or even noticed at 

all.39 Willis writes, “What is most interesting to me is not how films try to supply answers or 

 
37 Ibid, Willis, 24. 
38 Ibid, Willis, 1. 
39 Ibid, Willis, 58. 
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resolutions, but how they formulate the questions, and how those formulations close off other 

questions.”40 Close off, as draw a border around, questions regarding racism in the United States or 

police brutality, or the interplay between the two. In this way, the performance of racial 

reconciliation in the Lethal Weapon franchise is, as seen in other acts of reconciliation grammar dealt 

with in this dissertation, a disappearing act. It hides as much as it reveals. While revealing fantasies of 

a profound friendship between a Black man and a White man in a post-racial America, this 

reconciliation hides the reality of slavery and its afterlife in the United States, and of the inequity-

fueled tensions between Black and White people in this country. And it most certainly hides the 

reality of racial terror at the hands of the police in this country. 

The friendship between a Black man and a White man is the repeated border, keeping all 

ongoing histories of racial terror safely hidden away. While revealing fantasies of a violently virtuous 

police force that single-handedly rid this country of all villains, especially those irksome South 

African White supremacists, this reconciliation hides the reality of the racialized carceral state and of 

the persistence of police brutality upon Black and Brown bodies. This interracial buddy film 

reconciliation is sleight-of-hand via the onslaught of explosions. A reconciliation well bordered with 

bombs.  

Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon in Screen Saviors: Hollywood Fictions of Whiteness also name 

the cunning misdirection in the Lethal Weapon movies a preposterous fantasy. They write, “In a 

movie in which almost everything else is unbelievable, the idealized white-black closeness must be 

among the most believable elements.”41 Which is to say, racial reconciliation is a foundation upon 

which the plausibility of all other aspects of the films is built. As they name, this is a well-used 

rhetorical device: “The story of the white man whose best friend is a man of color is nothing new in 

 
40 Ibid, Willis, 59. 
41 Ibid, Vera and Gordon, 7. 
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American popular culture: it is a sincere fiction deeply embedded from the beginning in the white 

American imagination.”42 From this fiction, or as I name it, fantasy, grows other fictions and 

fantasies. This is what Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon name a denial of the reality of race in the 

United States “by a fictional sleight of hand that redefines racism as a foreign import.”43 Racism is 

brought to the United States by White South African drug dealers. It is not endemic here. As I will 

address in my final section, Michael Rogin labels this a “political amnesia” that reproduces White 

heroes and mythologies. This race-as-an-imported-problem hides the massive truth that the United 

States is built upon genocide and conquest. As my last chapter attended to, this truth is what Tiffany 

Lethabo King named “the socio-political order of conquest.”44 

 

The Copaganda Fantasy 

 
Again this fictional amnesia is built upon, and bordered by, the reconciliation across racial 

lines between a Black man and a White man. This fictional amnesia works in part through the 

significance that these men are cops. The Los Angeles Police Department itself – notorious for their 

racial profiling and brutality at the time of these films and in our time – is redefined as a beacon of 

post-racial perfection, ridding the country and world of racist villains one “just” murder at a time.45 I 

want to take a moment to explore this idea of what has been termed copaganda: propaganda by and 

for cops to assert the justness and goodness of their cause. Usually language of unity or 

reconciliation or healing serves this purpose. 

 
42 Ibid, Vera and Gordon, 154. 
43 Ibid, Vera and Gordon, 175. 
44 Tiffany Lethabo King. “The Labor of (Re)Reading Plantations Landscapes Fungible(ly)” (1022-1039) Vol 48. No 4. In 
Antipode. 2016, 1026. 
45 Police have killed 968 people in L.A. County since 2000. 80 percent were Black or Latino men. 
https://www.latimes.com/projects/los-angeles-police-killings-database/ 
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An especially bizarre example of copaganda was produced by the Metro Nashville Police 

Department in Tennessee in the wake of the state murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis in May of 

2022. The copaganda took the form of a country song and music video released by a White male 

cop named Henry Particelli.46 The viewer does not know Henry is a cop until two-thirds through the 

music video, where he suddenly (and bizarrely) appears in a uniform. The chorus goes: “I’m sure 

you never wanted this kind of fame, I’m sorry that’s how we know your name.” The “you” is 

George Floyd, but he never actually names Floyd. In between the earnest and seemingly perplexed 

crooning of Particelli are images of people of different races holding signs bearing general and vague 

messages of reconciliation, love, and healing. Once in uniform, Particelli proclaims a truth key to 

this copaganda machine, which is always also a nationalist machine: “United we stand, divided we 

lose.”  

According to Erin Corbett of Refinery29, “The music video for the song includes people 

holding signs with slogans like, ‘Peace,’ ‘Unity,’ and ‘Embrace everyone's differences.’ Most of the 

people featured in the video are other MNPD officers . . . While the intention behind the song, 

according to Particelli — who doesn't reveal he's a cop until the end of the video — was to 

demonstrate how people in law enforcement and across the country feel about Floyd's death, it's 

actually a pretty classic example of cop propaganda, or copaganda.”47 Corbett names that videos like 

these, with their messages of healing and unity and reconciliation, are part of a copaganda machine 

that includes film and television depictions of just and good cops, or cops whose work is a necessary 

good for the maintenance of order in the nation. The “good guy” cop narrative is a part of the 

narrative of race in this country, and is a part of the narrative of reconciliation. The fantasy of a 

 
46 https://www.nashvillescene.com/news/pithinthewind/mnpd-releases-officer-involved-acoustic-
ballad/article_64873e21-fb48-5e70-a017-4f56c01cde16.html I commend this video to be watched in its entirety. It is an 
experience, and certainly a case study in copaganda. I would like to know how much money was spent in the production 
and distribution of this music video.  
47 Ibid, Corbett.  

https://www.nashvillescene.com/news/pithinthewind/mnpd-releases-officer-involved-acoustic-ballad/article_64873e21-fb48-5e70-a017-4f56c01cde16.html
https://www.nashvillescene.com/news/pithinthewind/mnpd-releases-officer-involved-acoustic-ballad/article_64873e21-fb48-5e70-a017-4f56c01cde16.html
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“good cop” or a “good” policing system is a key tool of managing White anxieties of otherness by 

reinscribing a sharp and necessary border between civilians and police, and between criminals and 

protectors. This is always also a racial border. 

Before I turn in greater detail to how interracial buddy films protect and serve the anxieties 

of White people, I need to bring the most relevant, enduring, and incisive analysis of racial fantasy in 

film into this conversation, from James Baldwin’s essay The Devil Finds Work, written in 1976. 

Here Baldwin argues, “It is said that the camera cannot lie, but rarely do we allow it to do 

anything else, since the camera sees what you point at it: the camera sees what you want it to see. 

The language of the camera is the language of our dreams.”48 The question of who’s dreams is 

essential. Naming films a language of dreams, Baldwin importantly connects them to the church 

saying, “the church and theater are carried within us and it is us who create them, out of our need 

and out of an impulse more mysterious than our desire.”49 The question of who is “us” is also 

essential. My final piece of this section will deal in greater detail with the writing and production of 

the Lethal Weapon movies by and for an “us” that is entirely by White men.  

Interracial buddy films are not just a place to consume the White fantasies of racial 

reconciliation until the viewer is so full of all that blood and action and manly friendship that we do 

not have room for the deeper questions around race. They are not just a eucharistic of ecstatic and 

spectacular violence. They are also a place, perhaps not unlike church, where White people have our 

anxieties around race consumed for us: where racial difference is atoned for by the comforts of 

borders and bad guys and good cops, by moral superiority and righteous causes. Prompted by 

Baldwin, I ask: is the fear White people carry within us more mysterious than our desire? What will 

we pay to have those incoherent fears soothed with coherence, with sharp borders? How does this 

 
48 Ibid, Baldwin, 33. 
49 Ibid, Baldwin, 30. 



 

 109 

fear make films like Lethal Weapon, with their racial reconciliation fantasies, so profitable in the White 

imagination and at the box office? I now turn to those fears, to the latent anxieties of whiteness 

lurking behind the expensive explosions and the ecstatic union of a Black man and a White man.  

 

iii. Films as White Anxieties of Otherness and Difference  

 
I want to now explore a funeral scene from the films.  The scene, in Lethal Weapon III, occurs 

at a specifically Black funeral. In Lethal Weapon III, while the explicit villain is a White arms-dealing 

former cop who uses special armor-piercing bullets nicknamed “cop killers,” the implicit villain is 

gang activity in Black communities. Though Murtaugh lives a very upper-middle class suburban life, 

his son Nick (seemingly because he is Black?) is being wooed by a gang to which his Black friend 

belongs. This gang coercion outlandishly occurs right outside their very fancy  suburban home. This 

same gang member kid, named Darryl, later shoots Riggs, and Murtaugh shoots him as a result. And 

so, Murtaugh the Black cop shoots his son’s Black friend in defense of his White partner. I 

encourage the reader to sit with that sentence for a moment, and consider the messaging behind it. I 

want to now explore the messaging behind the funeral for Darryl.50  

Very loud gospel music underscores the scene. The viewer hears a baby crying, while a 

baritone Black male preacher prays, “Let them escape the judgment of vengeance, and enjoy the 

blessedness of eternal life. Oh Lord, we commit the soul of Darryl Smith. May he find peace in 

heaven that eluded him on earth. And may the scourge of violence claiming the lives of our children 

be ended by your grace and infinite wisdom, amen.”  

 

 
50 The funeral scene may be viewed here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cIcQZu0bSbA 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cIcQZu0bSbA
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We see a Black mother weeping, and then the camera settles for a moment on the only 

White people in attendance: Riggs and his girlfriend and fellow cop, Lorna. It somehow comes off 

as noble that these White people dare to come to a Black funeral. And yet, their only connection to 

the dead child is that they are police colleagues to the person who killed him.  

Murtaugh is also there, which is also a very odd choice given that he is responsible for the 

boy’s death. He goes up to speak to Darryl’s mother. When he tries to speak to her, in perhaps the 

moment of this scene most connected to reality, she slaps him in the face. Then her husband says, 

“You wanna do something, Sergeant Murtaugh? You find the man who put that gun in my boy’s 

hand.” Even in anger, the father of the slain boy is upholding law and order: Sergeant Murtaugh. He 

uses Murtaugh’s title, and in that one sentence shifts blame from a police officer shooting a Black 

boy to the weapon the Black boy was carrying. Consider all the times that weapons, real or fake were 

used to justify police murders of Black men and boys.51  

This Black funeral scene is doing much work in the imaginations of the viewer. It reinforces 

the stereotypes of Black communities as sites of gang activity marked by the “scourge of violence.” 

It reinforces the idea that Black boys are not at peace, but are rather, filled with some special amount 

of rage and anger, that is never connected to the racial terror they experience. It reinforces the idea 

that even at a funeral for a dead Black boy, the police are to be trusted as problem solvers and 

peacekeepers. It reinforces the separation between the Black and White communities in that the only 

White people attending were cops connected to Murtaugh. All of these ideas reinforce the White 

imagination of the Black community, but this is not just a product of White fantasy. This scene in 

particular is getting at something deeper: White anxiety. This scene is managing difference and 

otherness in a way that is meant to manage White anxiety about difference and otherness.  

 
51 Tamir Rice, a Black boy, was shot and killed on June 25, 2002 by a White cop, Timothy Loehmann, 
 while holding a toy gun on a playground in Cleveland. He was 12 years old. 
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Michael Ross in his 1987 New York Times article entitled “Black and White Buddies: How 

Sincere is the Harmony?” speaks to this, writing, “Much of what we know about people we consider to 

be "others" we learn through the movies. Through their technology and their language, films 

implement ways of looking at class, gender, and race differences. Filmmakers can make us see these 

differences, but they can also hide them from our sight by creating pleasing fictions.”52 When filtered 

through the anxieties of whiteness, this Black funeral scene is pleasing, or perhaps more accurately 

appeasing, in the sense that it reinforces – borders – and reifies White anxieties from the mouths of 

Black people themselves. If Black people call out the entirely unexamined, vague violence of Black 

communities and the need for the police to take all means necessary to reckon with that violence, 

White people don’t have to. Our anxieties are soothed with the appeasing fiction of Blackness as 

neatly fixed into a box of gang violence with its requisite justified police brutality. Blackness 

imagined as simultaneously deeply spiritual and deeply angry.  

White anxieties are most certainly soothed because the cop who did the shooting is Black. 

The Black buddy cop is key. He becomes the panacea for White anxiety about how police power is 

White power. Once again, Sharon Willis names this adeptly in her discussion of Black men in law 

enforcement roles in films. She calls this obsession with Black cops a “radical distortion of 

referentiality” because of how few Black cops there actually are. She goes further to argue that “this 

superego figure functions as the obverse twin of the threatening criminal id figure that historically 

has emerged so frequently in much popular entertainment.”53 So the Black cop is the moral compass 

to the primal implicit Black criminal. Both are needed to reconcile White imaginations of the other – 

 
52 Ibid, Ross, 9. 
53 Superego is the moral compass of the brain. The socialized aspect that knows right from wrong. Id is the most basic, 
or primal, part of our personalities; our unconscious selves. Ibid, Willis, 5. 
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here the Black other – with the latent White anxieties of losing power. James Baldwin names this 

anxious fantasy a spiritual and historical trap, called the racial.54   

 

The Racial (and Gendered) Trap 

 
This racial trap does not only concern White anxieties about blackness and the devices used 

to comfort those anxieties; it also intersects with White anxieties about gender. As I argued above, 

the conflict of race is contained neatly within the muscular borders of heteronormative manly 

friendship. Heteronormative masculinity is most affirmed in the interracial buddy film. This 

masculinity somehow transcends race, while continuing to reinforce particular White ideas for 

managing racial difference. As Cynthia Fuchs argues, “Built on the bankability of two male stars, the 

buddy film negotiates crises of masculine identity centered on questions of class, race, and sexual 

orientation, by affirming dominant cultural and institutional apparati.”55 This affirmation of 

dominant ideas, which is a way to manage and contain White anxiety concerning otherness, occurs 

most frequently in the Lethal Weapon movies through the character of Murtaugh’s daughter, Rianne. 

As my next chapter will deal with in depth, Rianne as a Black woman is what Zakiyyah Iman Jackson 

names “plastic” and what Saidiya Hartman names an infinitely malleable, flexible surface upon 

which Whiteness and masculinity are written.56 

Rianne is a key tool to deal with both the anxieties of gender and race simultaneously. Black 

men like Murtaugh can – to some degree but not fully – buy their way out of a racial trap by being 

middle-class and manly enough. Black women cannot. Regarding gender, Rianne’s virginity is 

essential to the work of maintaining traditional patriarchal and economic structures of dominance.  

 
54 Ibid, Baldwin, 47. 
55 Ibid, Fuchs, 195. 
56 Zakiyyah Iman Jackson. Becoming Human: Matter and Meaning in an Antiblack World. New York: New York University 
Press, 2020, 3. 
Saidiya Hartman. “Venus in Two Acts” (1-14) in Small Axe. Vol. 12, No. 12, June 2008. Indiana University Press, 7. 
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Robyn Wiegman, in her chapter in Unspeakable Images entitled “Black Bodies/American 

Economies: Gender, Race, and the Bourgeois Ideal in Contemporary Film” writes that, “The bourgeois facade 

of Lethal Weapon operates, in fact, to tie the black woman to a heterosexual economy where her body 

functions not only in the role of wife, as the plot space for the establishment of normative 

heterosexuality, but also in the role of virginal daughter, as the landscape upon which interracial 

masculine bonds can be maintained . . . gender is the only significant – seemingly natural – category 

of differentiation.”57  

Rianne must be a virgin, and her virginity is established throughout the films, even in the 

most on-the-nose controversy surrounding her filming a commercial to advertise condoms.58 At 

several points, she is seen as attractive by the much-older and highly sexual Riggs, with Murtaugh 

often asserting his fatherly protection of her by demanding that Riggs’ “stay away from” his 

daughter, verbally marking his manly territory.  

In this masculine fantasy that manages heterosexual male anxiety about women’s sexuality, 

when Rianne is no longer a virgin, she is suddenly secretly married, and pregnant. It very much 

matters that they occur in this order: married, then sex. Here, in the final Lethal Weapon film, 

Murtaugh’s first words upon learning of Rianne’s pregnancy immediately addresses the White fear of 

miscegenation. He exclaims, “Is he Black? The father of the baby. Please let him be black!” Again, it 

needed to be a Black man that said this. 

 

 
57 Robyn Wiegman. “Black Bodies/American Commodities: Gender, Race, and the Bourgeois Ideal in Contemporary 
Film” (308-328) in Unspeakable Images: Ethnicity and the American Cinema, ed. Lester D. Friedman. Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1991, 320. The wife reference alludes to Roger Murtaugh’s wife, Trish. Her bad cooking is a 
repeated joke throughout the films. 
58 Ibid, Shane Black, Mental Floss. “In a product placement deal, the makers of Ramses condoms paid more than 
$10,000 to showcase their product in Lethal Weapon 2.” I did not anticipate the connections of this name, Ramses. In 
footnote 17, I mention Joshua Malina’s description of Mel Gibson’s politics as “somewhere to the right of Ramses.” 
Ramses in the Bible (Exodus chapter 5) was a Pharoah of famously big ego, who increased the oppression of the 
Hebrews by forcing them to gather the straw to bind the bricks they made, while still producing the same quota every 
day. 
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Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon bring this punchline on a Black women’s sexuality into 

sharp relief, writing that, “For a happy ending, there must be a restoration of middle-class American 

family norms, which include not only marriage but also a guarantee against miscegenation.”59 I 

would add that there is not only a restoration of vague middle-class American family norms. These 

are middle-class White American family norms. And again, as in the Black cop being the one to 

shoot a Black child gang member, here these words denouncing miscegenation had to come out of 

Murtaugh’s mouth. Because in the genealogy of the interracial buddy film, a genealogy that stretches 

all the way back to The Birth of the Nation, the greatest White anxiety is impure blood. 60 Which is 

perhaps why the blood that needs to be shed to achieve reconciliation resides in a White male body: 

the body of Riggs, the Christ figure. I now turn to Rigg’s reconciliation achieved through his White, 

well-muscled body as a site of salvation, with his buddy, the Black Madonna Murtaugh, ever faithful 

by his side.  

Section Two: The Lethal Weapon Pietà 

Blood counts -- and there are bloods that count less. 

 - Gil Anidjar61 

 

The White Christ gave blacks slavery, segregation, and lynching and told them to turn 

the other cheek and look for their reward in heaven. Be patient, they were told, and 

your suffering will be rewarded, for it is the source of your spiritual redemption. 

- James Cone62  

 
59 Ibid, Vera and Gordon, 6. 
60 Ibid, Vera and Gordon, 188. “The warring races may have changed, but the defense of the purity of innocent white 
women against racial others is the same as in Birth of a Nation.” For background on this film, a blatant racist White 
propaganda tool, and its role in the resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan see: https://www.history.com/this-day-in-
history/birth-of-a-nation-opens.  
61 Gil Anidjar. Blood: A Critique of Christianity. New York: Columbia University Press, 2014, 19. 
62 James Cone. The Cross and the Lynching Tree. Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2011, 119. 

https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/birth-of-a-nation-opens
https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/birth-of-a-nation-opens
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This [The Defiant Ones] pietà image is repeated 31 years later, at the end of Lethal 

Weapon II in which Murtaugh cradles his wounded white partner Riggs. We wonder 

why the white imagination needs to repeat this particular icon of a black man nursing 

his white friend. It seems to suggest a fantasied mutual sacrifice that unites the races: 

the white Christ figure needs a Black male Virgin Mary to comfort him. 

- Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon63 

 

There are many ways to characterize the relationship between Mel Gibson’s Martin Riggs 

and Danny Glover’s Roger Murtaugh. The initial animosity between them gives way to a punch-line 

peppered friendship. That friendship deepens, until Riggs is considered part of Murtaugh’s family. 

Roger’s wife, Trish, even does Martin’s laundry, throughout many of the films. But the primary 

caretaking role ultimately falls to Murtaugh, who according to Melvin Donaldson, as referenced by 

Robyn Wiegman, is the Black “father” figure who loves the White hero back to life on several 

occasions. This is what Donaldson names buddy love pushed to its spiritual height: “Exerting the 

power of buddy love over death.”64 The Black buddy bears the “burden of restoration” and 

reinforces bourgeois family values.65 Donaldson argues that Murtaugh as a character is very much in 

line with the role of most actors of color in interracial buddy films. He is an emotional caretaker of 

the White lead. Always the buddy, never the big star, making sure that star shines as brightly, as 

ripped and whitely, as they can.  

 

Ed Guerrero states this more strongly, writing in Framing Blackness: The African American Image 

in Film that, "It seems that with the biracial buddy formula Hollywood put the black filmic presence 

 
63 Ibid, Vera and Gordon, 157. 
64 Ibid, Donaldson, 92. 
65 Ibid, Donaldson, 91. 
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in the protective custody, so to speak, of a white lead or co-star and therefore in conformity with 

white sensibilities and expectations of what blacks, essentially, should be."66 Hernán Vera and 

Andrew Gordon name the role of a Black man in the context of this sort of interracial manly 

bonding “a cross between toms and mammies: all-giving, all-knowing, all-sacrificing nurturers.”67 

This blackness in the protective custody of whiteness, the Black man who exists for the nurture and 

protection of the White man, occurs in an imagined cinematic world without race. Or, put more 

accurately, a cinematic world where issues of race are, as explored earlier, displaced as exports only, 

not endemic to what is called “America.”  

Just as the bourgeois values of the stable Black man rub off on the White hero, the reverse 

occurs. Riggs makes Murtaugh wilder, creating what Fred Pfeil terms in his book White Guys: Studies 

in Postmodern Domination and Difference, “the brotherhood of the wild.”68 Hernán Vera and Andrew 

Gordon describe this as a sort of transaction: in exchange for entry into a bourgeoise life 

unbothered by race, Riggs helps Murtaugh tap into his wildness. He encourages Murtaugh to shoot 

lethally. Ver and Gordon say, “Thus the black man helps to tame the wild white man and the white 

helps make the black more wild.”69 As the movie poster for the first Lethal Weapon film, shown in my 

introduction, states while Mel stares wildly into the camera and Danny stands behind him, 

brandishing a gun: 70 

Two cops. 

Glover carries a weapon… 

Gibson is one. 

 
66 Ibid, Guerrero, 128. 
67 Ibid, Vera and Gordon, 173. 
68 Fred Pfeil. White Guys: Studies in Postmodern Domination and Difference. London: Verso, 1995, 73. I recommend this book 
be judged by its cover. 
69 Ibid, Vera and Gordon, 173. 
70 https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0093409/mediaviewer/rm63577088/ 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0093409/mediaviewer/rm63577088/
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He’s the only L.A. cop registered as a 

LETHAL WEAPON. 

 

That the final sentence does not actually make sense is not a problem. But it is clear, from 

even before the movie was viewed, that Mel Gibson’s body is a lethal weapon, and as such, his body 

must also receive lethal violence, and survive. Danny Glover’s body exists to support, literally to 

back up his beloved buddy, the hero. Murtaugh is Riggs’ brother, his father, his caretaker, but most 

theologically compelling, his mother. The most generative image of the relationship between 

Murtaugh and Riggs for the task of theological analysis of this manly performance of racial 

reconciliation is as a pietà. A White Jesus, Riggs, in the care of a Black Madonna, Murtaugh. Several 

scenes in the films give a nod to pietàs, or images of Mary holding a dying or dead Jesus with visible 

wounds. But one key scene at the end of the second film has been named by several film and race 

scholars a pietà. I turn to this next.  

At the end of Lethal Weapon II, Riggs has been shot by the Afrikaner villain Arjen Rudd, and 

lies on the floor of a cargo ship. Arjen then shows his credentials to Murtaugh and taunts him with 

the heavily-Afrikaner-accented words “diplomatic immunity.” Murtaugh, who perhaps never would 

have shot unauthorized before he became Riggs’ lethal buddy, shoots Arjen, and quips, “It’s just 

been revoked.” 

He then shouts “Riggs!” three times. In response, a dying Riggs says “Rog” three times, as if 

“Rog” will be his final word. The scene cuts to Murtaugh cradling a dying Riggs, as Mary cradled a 

dying or dead Jesus. Knocking on Heaven’s Door begins playing.71 Subtlety has no place in these films. 

The dialogue continues: 

 
71 The choice of this song by Bob Dylan (and later, Guns N’ Roses) matters. The lyrics are:  
Mama take this badge from me 
I can't use it anymore 
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Murtaugh: You're breathing, you're alive, you're not dead. You got that? You're not 

dead until I tell you. You got that, Riggs? You're not dead until I tell you.  

You got that Riggs? You're not dead until I tell you. Breathe, Breathe. 

At this command, Riggs regains consciousness. 

Riggs: Rog, in my pocket, cigarette. Throw those things away those things'll kill ya. 

Murtaugh: You son of a bitch! I thought you were dying in my arms . . . 

Murtaugh lovingly pats Riggs’ head.  

Riggs: Where are they? Are they all gone, the bad guys, did you get ‘em? 

Murtaugh: They've been de-kaffir-nated.  

They both laugh. 

Riggs: Hey Rog, did anyone ever tell you, you really are a beautiful man.  

They continue laughing. 

Riggs: Give us a kiss before they come.   

(Murtaugh looks like he might!) 

Murtaugh: Where'd that bullet hit you anyway?  

 (This is a penis reference.) 

 
It's getting dark too dark to see 
Feels like I'm knockin' on heaven's door 
Knock-knock-knockin' on heaven's door 
Knock-knock-knockin' on heaven's door 
Knock-knock-knockin' on heaven's door 
Knock-knock-knockin' on heaven's door, eh yeah 
Mama put my guns in the ground 
I can't shoot them anymore 
That cold black cloud is comin' down 
Feels like I'm knockin' on heaven's door 
Dylan wrote the song for the soundtrack of the 1973 film Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid. According to Far Out Magazine, “the 
lyrics were intended to comment directly on the iconic scene in the film where Slim Pickens’ Sheriff Colin Baker is shot 
dead by Billy the Kid and his gang in front of his wife, Katy Jurado’s ‘Mama’.” This song was always about a man of the 
law struck down in duty. He cannot shoot his guns anymore. Unless he is the seemingly immortal Mel Gibson. 
https://faroutmagazine.co.uk/the-story-behind-bob-dylan-song-knockin-on-heavens-door/ 
 

 

https://faroutmagazine.co.uk/the-story-behind-bob-dylan-song-knockin-on-heavens-door/
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i. Heterosexual Male Bonding 

 
This pietà scene functions in several important ways. First, it is the scene of heterosexual 

male bonding. I note how many times there are homoerotic jokes in this one conversation: you 

really are a beautiful man, physically intimate touch, give us a kiss before they come, the reference to 

castration by bullet. This bonding, forged most deeply in the moments on the threshold between life 

and death, is undoubtedly charged with homoerotic tension. And yet, it never crosses the borders of 

heteronormativity. I recall how interracial buddy films – even when they are promoted as cutting 

edge and socially conscious – function to promote and preserve the norms of society. These norms 

are the norms of whiteness, of heteronormative maleness, of bourgeoise capitalist gain, of American 

exceptionalism, and of militarized police power.  

Sharon Willis invites questions of how scenes of interracial embrace, such as this one, 

establish particular truths, and particular modes of understanding racial difference. She argues that, 

ultimately, “this figure connects the mutilation of the white male body to social and erotic 

bonding.”72 This suggests what I hinted at in the epigraph to this section from Gil Anidjar: that there 

are some bloods that count, and some that do not. Just as there was never a question that the Black 

man is the buddy in the interracial buddy film formula, there was never a question of whose blood 

ultimately saves: the blood of the White man. The White Jesus figure in this pietà performance of 

reconciliation realized through blood.  

The interracial male bonding that occurs in this Black cradling of the mutilated White body 

can only occur with two men in their proper roles, and with the two men established as heterosexual 

via homophobic humor. While it may seem odd that Riggs uses his feeble, struggling breath to make 

sexually-charged jokes, when I consider how the entire relationship between Riggs and Murtaugh 

 
72 Ibid, Willis, 29. 
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hinges upon Riggs’ manliness, of course they must joke in this moment. After all, as Baldwin claims, 

bonds like these often occur “in the absence of women” and with men who continually prove that 

their manliness can overcome anything: race, terrorism, suicidal ideation, grief, even death itself. 

Naturally, this is the moment where their heteronormativity is reaffirmed, lest any viewer think this 

intimate embrace is romantic.  

Fred Pfiel calls this the “maternal-erotic charge…pushed beyond the point of parody: Lethal 

Weapon 2’s final image…is of Riggs lying sprawled across Murtaugh’s lap in a perfect Piéta, trading 

joke lines (despite the clip of bullets just emptied in Riggs by Afrikaaner arch-villain Arjen Rudd…) 

whose main butt is the sensitive, health-conscious, “post-feminist” guy (“Hey Rog – anybody ever 

tell you you really are a beautiful guy?” followed by hilarious snorts and brays).”73 In this scene, a 

maternal-erotic charge is rendered as amusing, hilarious, and as a leavening of a potentially heavy or 

too-intimate moment. 

Cynthia Fuchs writes of how the violence of these pietà images allows for a male-on-male 

touch that would not occur without it. Violence and sexuality are thus inextricable. A man can 

absolutely embrace another man, but only if one of them is mortally wounded. If the two men are to 

be the sort of buddies the film claims they are, the sexuality of the violent moment must be properly 

dealt with: as a punchline. The White Christ body of Mel is vulnerable to the penetration of bullets, 

and to intimate touch from another man, but not to actual homoerotic penetration. That border is 

never crossed.  

ii. Sacrifice that Reconciles 

 
Next, this pietà scene functions, as Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon claim, to “suggest a 

fantasied mutual sacrifice that unites the races.”74 Or as I might say for the purposes of this work, a 

 
73 Ibid, Pfeil, 79-80. 
74 Ibid, Vera and Gordon, 157. 
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fantasied shared sacrifice that reconciles the races. They aptly ask why the White imagination needs 

to continually repeat the icon of a Black man tending to his wounded White friend. The image of a 

White male Christ being comforted by a Black male Mary. Here, I cannot help but see direct links 

between what is called the reconciling work of Jesus on the cross and the reconciling of former racial 

enemies with one another.  

Both reconciliations – of the cross imagined as a site of the manly suffering of a White Jesus 

(I will deal with this more in the final section), and of the goal for humanity as united races – require 

violence to work. These reconciliations also require a Black Madonna as attendant, as a witness, to 

the suffering of the White man. If a Mel Gibson groans in agony, and no one is there to bear 

witness, what good does his manly suffering do?75 The Black man is as much a spectator as we in the 

audience are. Murtaugh is also a sort of surrogate: bearing the suffering body of Riggs, he literally 

willing him back to life. And in the most spectacular displacement of all, this fantasied sacrifice that 

atones for difference and reconciles the races makes the White man the victim of all things, White 

supremacy in the Aryan South African villains. Mel Gibson may be a lethal weapon, but he is also a 

victim of villainy, bruised for our transgressions, and by his White wounds we are seemingly healed 

of racial animosity, and of racism itself.  

The victim, however, cannot stay a victim for this pietà image to work. He must also rise 

again, defeating death through the power of buddy love and manly cop resilience. He must resurrect, 

as many times as it takes. 

iii. Signaling Resurrection 

 
Shane Black, the writer of the first Lethal Weapon script, notoriously wanted to kill off Mel 

Gibson’s character in the second film. This of course did not happen, and is perhaps why Black was 

 
75 I am echoing the old tree in a forest saying. 
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demoted to co-author on the second film, and did not write the screenplay for the subsequent films. 

If Mel Gibson is the Jesus figure, his passion cannot be the end of the story.76 He must rise again. 

And the more ridiculous and unbelievable the resurrection, the better. In the first film, Riggs and 

Murtaugh are, in what Sharon Fuchs described as the closest to “a love scene of reciprocal passion,” 

simultaneously being tortured by a thug named Chin.77 The choice of name is a direct nod to the 

Asian enemies of America twenty years prior.78  And so when Riggs withstands his own 

electrocution, resurrected by rage, and exacts his revenge upon Chin, what occurs is an exercise in 

historical revisionism. Fuchs argues that “Riggs's 'resurrection' and the film's political amnesia 

function together as historical revision, such that the white hero performs all roles.”79 Riggs 

resurrects himself, and raises the military reputation of the American empire with him. I will deal 

more directly with the concept of political amnesia, and how it is animated by spectacle, later in this 

chapter. 

It is helpful here, in this discussion of White manly suffering and resurrection, to bring Kent 

Brintnall’s analysis in Ecce Homo: The Male-Body-in-Pain as Redemptive Figure to bear. His description of 

action films, and his treatment of the ambiguity of the male-body-in-pain as it connections to 

Christianity, are profound. He writes of us, the film watchers, and of how our theologies of 

resurrection have been conditioned, not by deep cultural analysis or profound spiritual discernment 

or careful biblical work, but by, of all things, movies like Lethal Weapon.80 The scripts of manly 

survival, of triumphant suffering, are borrowed from Christianity, and given intensified masculine 

 
76 Gibson is planning a sequel to the passion of the Christ, about the resurrection. It may be curious this is at the same 
time he is working on Lethal Weapon 5. https://relevantmagazine.com/culture/movies/is-mel-gibson-really-planning-a-
passion-of-the-christ-sequel-a-relevant-investigation/ 
77 Ibid, Fuchs, 41-42. 
78 Ibid, Fuchs, 202. She writes, “More to the point of the film's politics of racial difference, Riggs's capture also allows 
his bare-chested, electroshock torture by a thug named Chin. This self-display and Riggs's deadly assault on Chin 
suggest, as Modleski points out, 'a defeat of the Asian enemy we were unable to accomplish twenty years ago.’” 
79 Ibid, Fuchs, 202. 
80 Kent Brintnall. Ecce Homo: The Male-Body-In-Pain as Redemptive Figure. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012, 63. 

https://relevantmagazine.com/culture/movies/is-mel-gibson-really-planning-a-passion-of-the-christ-sequel-a-relevant-investigation/
https://relevantmagazine.com/culture/movies/is-mel-gibson-really-planning-a-passion-of-the-christ-sequel-a-relevant-investigation/
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power in the action genre. As I note in my final section, this intermingling of Christian theology with 

action films is most seen in The Passion of the Christ. 

If, as I have argued, the Lethal Weapon movies are, at their root, racial reconciliation 

fantasy films – a fantasy that hinges on both heteronormative maleness and the proper 

bordering of White anxiety – then Brintnall pushes me to ask: how is this racial reconciliation 

fantasy not only animated by the White male sacrifice that counts? How is this reconciliation 

also animated by a resurrection that annihilates threats and preserves manly power? If the 

action film has, as Brintnall argues, become the primary imaginary from which White 

Christian ideas of sacrifice and resurrection emerge, how is the opposite also true: how have 

theologies of reconciling male suffering made their way into action films?  

To begin to explore these questions, I turn to the final and most bloody section of this 

chapter, what Sharon Willis names the “masculine sadomasochistic spectacle in the context of 

bonding with a black man.”81 This is the spectacle of manly violence within the Lethal Weapon films, 

and the spectacle of a muscular Jesus of The Passion of the Christ, and in muscular theologies. This is 

the spectacle of blood that binds, and banks upon, racial difference, reconciling it within ideological 

walls of order, profit, and entertainment. In the rejection of this bloody spectacle, there are 

imaginations of a Jesus unconcerned with manliness or glorified violence. There are the possibilities 

of a Jesus who is not White, and for whom salvation means so much more than just reconciliation.  

 

Section Three: The Bloody Spectacle of Reconciliation  

Blood, the symbol of Christian redemption, national reunion, and immutable and 

ineradicable differences of race, was routinely juxtaposed with gold and other treasure 

 
81 Ibid, Willis, 28. 
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expended on behalf of black freedom and that presumably indebted the freed to the 

nation. 

- Saidiya Hartman82 

 

Economic theology is the history of blood and money. 

- Gil Anidjar83 

 

Many ancients also thought that men were supposed to protect their bodily 

boundaries, and once again, the stereotype of the self-controlled, inviolate man still 

persists to this day.  

- Brittany Wilson84 

 

When I heard that [Mel] Gibson would direct a film adaptation of the life of Jesus, 

my first thought was, “What took him so long?” 

- Elvis Mitchell85 

 

Roger Ebert’s review of the first Lethal Weapon film perfectly captures the frenetic and 

unrelenting spectacle of a Black man and a White man becoming friends via lethal violence. His plot 

description goes as follows86: 

 
82 Saidiya Hartman. Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self Making in Nineteenth Century America. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1997, 130. 
83 Ibid, Anidjar, 141. 
84 Brittany Wilson. Chapter 2: “Masculinity in Luke-Acts: The Lukan Jesus and Muscular Christianity” (pp. 23–33) In J.P. 
Grimshaw (Eds.). Luke-Acts: Texts@Contexts. New York: T&T Clark, 2018, 25. 
85 Ibid, Brintnall, 26. 
86 Roger Ebert. Review of Lethal Weapon. March 6, 1987. (Published on the day of the film’s release.) 
https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/lethal-weapon-1987 He gave the film four stars, his perfect score. 

 
 

https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/lethal-weapon-1987
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The cops are played by Danny Glover, as a homebody who has just celebrated his 50th 

birthday, and Mel Gibson, as a crazed, wild-eyed rebel who has developed a suicidal 

streak since his wife was killed in a car crash. In the space of less than 48 hours, they 

become partners, share a family dinner, kill several people, survive a shootout in the 

desert, battle with helicopters and machine guns, toss hand grenades, jump off 

buildings, rescue Glover's kidnapped daughter, drive cars through walls, endure torture 

by electric shock, have a few beers and repair the engine on Glover's boat - not in that 

order. 

The reader may hear the undercurrent of proper masculinity firing this review. Ebert, a 

notoriously fickle film critic, adores the film. He says it thrilled him. He argues that, while Danny 

Glover had some significant roles in the past, such as in The Color Purple, this movie has made him a 

star. Mel Gibson’s star-status is already well-established. Glover is called the center of gravity of the 

film, while the macho charisma of Gibson swirls around him. Ebert argues that Lethal Weapon isn’t 

about violence at all, though it has plenty of it. If not for the word “weapons” he could be 

describing a ballet when he writes, “It's about movement and timing, the choreography of bodies 

and weapons in time and space.” The film is a dance; a deadly dance. It is the energy of the movie 

that matters to Ebert, not the violence. And yet, I note all of the violent acts he names in his rapid-

fire regurgitation of the film’s plot. Violence might not be central for him, but there is no dance 

without it. In this performance of racial reconciliation starring a White cop and his Black buddy cop, 

violence is the music they dance to. Violence is the choreography of muscular manly bodies. 

Violence is the site of male bonding. Violence is the just end of police power.  

But Ebert is most certainly correct on one point: these films are very much choreographed. 

They are choreographed to code racial difference as irrelevant so long as men discover their shared 

manliness. These films are choreographed to portray racial animus and whiteness as imported 
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problems to be dealt with by muscled White American men, and their American-made pickup 

trucks. They are choreographed to manage women as objects of desire, domesticity, or of revenge 

fantasies. They are choregraphed to show an American audience that racial reconciliation has already 

happened, and that it involves trusting the state power of the police, and ascending to middle-class 

status. This choreography is utterly dependent upon spectacular displays of violence. It is dependent 

upon – and deals in – blood.  

In this final section, I argue that this bloody, manly reconciliation realized on screen in the 

Lethal Weapon franchise has never been fully contained by its borders. This bloody, manly 

reconciliation is present in the valuation of blood in the United States, a valuation that, informed by 

Gil Anidjar, Saidiya Hartman and Kent Brintnall, I argue is as much about race as it is about state 

power. This bloody, manly reconciliation is also present in spectacles of patriarchal passion, of 

which Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ is merely the most memorable and bankable 

performance. The limits of patriarchal passion that reconciles are clear, and this bloody, manly 

reconciliation may be ruptured by otherwise modes of thought and being, particularly regarding 

theologies of the cross and atonement theories. I explore the antithesis to Ebert’s dance of manly 

violence. Brittany Wilson and M. Shawn Copeland help me begin to hint at a conception of a Jesus 

who is not traditionally male, a Jesus is not White, and a Jesus is not an agent of racial reconciliation 

via glorified, spectacular violence. A Jesus unreconciled with White, male, capitalist, and 

heteronormative power. I begin with the idea of these films as a spectacle that displaces race as 

settled, or irrelevant to a United States audience. A spectacle of violent masculine state power that 

reconciles the world into submission. 

 

i. Spectacle as a Performance of Reconciliation  
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The Lethal Weapon movies are, without question, saturated with spectacle. There are 

exploding buildings, exploding psyches, tortured manly bodies, damsels in distress, and even the 

spectacle of humor between Riggs and Murtaugh in the face of deadly force. Here, I argue that all of 

these spectacles, and more, function to conceal the fraught, fragile relationship between Black 

people and White people in the United States. In this sense, these spectacles of incredible violence 

work together as a reconciling force, smoothing over the seemingly less-spectacular problem of race 

relations, and beneath that, the utterly ordinary, hidden in plain sight, problem of whiteness.  

My naming of the Lethal Weapon films as a reconciliation fantasy is inextricable from their use 

of spectacle. The Oxford English Dictionary definition of spectacle is instructive here. 87 

spectacle, n. 

Senses relating to exhibition or display. 

A specially prepared or arranged display of a more or less public nature (especially 

one on a large scale), forming an impressive or interesting show or entertainment for 

those viewing it. 

 

A spectacle, according to this definition, is not ever spontaneous. It is carefully curated, and 

arranged with the audience in mind. It is a performance. In this case, spectacle is a performance of 

reconciliation. Its function is not pithy cultural commentary, or to be on the cutting edge of 

conversations regarding equity and justice.88 Its function is to entertain. And, as is not surprising, 

what entertains a White United States action-moviegoing audience is the reinscription of norms of 

 
87 “Spectacle” in OED Online, Oxford University Press, May 2022. https://www-oed-
com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/186057?rskey=Ri2T6l&result=1#eid 
88 Even if there was an anti-apartheid bumper sticker on Murtaugh’s fridge. Richard Donner claims he received death 
threats for what we might now call his liberal wokeness. “Whoa, fuck, here’s Mr. Liberal.” It is needful to ask what sort 
of imported racism message this important slogan is also making.  

https://www-oed-com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/186057?rskey=Ri2T6l&result=1#eid
https://www-oed-com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/186057?rskey=Ri2T6l&result=1#eid
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whiteness and blackness, of American empire, of capitalist gain, of police power, and of patriarchy. 

A rebuilding of those comfortable borders again. 

Michael Rogin in his essay entitled ‘‘Make My Day!’: Spectacle as Amnesia in Imperial Politics,” 

explains that spectacle in the context of action films functions as political amnesia. He defines political 

amnesia as “forgetting of what continues to see” in the context of the spectacle and secrecy of the 

American empire marked by racism and intelligence activity. 89 Rogin argues that this political 

amnesia is a motivated forgetting by which the constant representation on the screen is normalized 

into invisibility.90 I call this being hidden in plain sight. In the context of the Lethal Weapon films, the 

audience experiences the constantly repeated representation of Black-White male friendship. Friends 

during bombings. Friends during car chases. Friends during mental health crises. Friends during 

kidnappings of daughters, and murders of wives and girlfriends. The viewer is as inundated with this 

reconciling friendship fantasy between a Black man and a White man as we are with the violence. 

And the two work together, via spectacle, to reinforce norms of American might, male power, and 

racism as invisible, or an irksome import. A reconciliation that hides the reality of racial terror in the 

context of the United States, particularly in the context of the United States police force. 

Hernán Vera and Andrew Gordon write that the Lethal Weapon films are war movies, with a two-

man army. And in their usual unflinching analysis, they go on to describe the spectacle of 

reconciliation in the context of the spectacles of violence, arguing that:91 

The idealized closeness of the white and black heroes is the glue that holds it 

together. We get a fantasy about racial harmony achieved through male bonding in the 

midst of a world being blown apart. Action films already defy plausibility, so it is easy 

 
89 Michael Rogin. “Make My Day!’: Spectacle as Amnesia in Imperial Politics” in Representations 
No. 29 (Winter, 1990), pp. 99-123, University of California Press, 103. 
90 Ibid, Rogin, 103. 
91 Ibid, Vera and Gordon, 171. 
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to add the implausibility of racial harmony to the mix. Racial hostility is displaced into 

spectacular violence, and the comedy enables us to laugh it all off.  

 

The spectacle of reconciliation in these films is as loud and ever-present as the violence that 

punctuates nearly every scene. In other words, and this may well be the thesis of my chapter, if the 

explosions look real enough, the interracial friendship – or reconciliation – does, too. 

Returning once more to Michael Rogin, I want to highlight the significance of these films 

not just as spectacle in the singular, but as mass spectacle. He argues that spectacle functions so 

effectively in furthering political amnesia, and I would argue in a complete rewriting of United States 

history, because it is experienced en masse. He writes, “As the mass public withdraws from political 

engagement to spectacles, lo and behold it watches self-ironizing – Indiana Jones – or self-pitying – 

Rambo – displays of racial demonology.”92 He is arguing that we as the spectator public are not only 

watching Rambo or Indiana Jones; we are also watching racial demonology, a stereotyping of racial 

others as less than or evil, at the same time. And this consumption of race on the screen leaves 

White moviegoers less hungry for actual political engagement. Rogin directly connects this 

withdrawal of political engagement – this return to the reconciling release of the spectacle – with the 

Reagan era of colonial Golden Age longings for a time when America was “really” America. And 

when men really were men. When racial others stayed in their proper supportive place. And when 

police were given absolute power to defend all borders – physical or ideological – by any means 

necessary, and then some. 

Rogin is unequivocal in naming what this spectacle as a tool for political amnesia hides. This 

spectacle hides the origins of the United States. Those origins written in blood: “so with our 

 
92 Ibid, Rogin, 119. 
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historical origins, the obvious is rendered invisible by being taken for granted. The United States is a 

settler society. America began in European imperialism against people of color.”93  

Saidiya Hartman, in Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century 

America, names this a “history that hurts – the still-unfolding narrative of captivity, dispossession, 

and domination that engenders the black subject in the Americas.”94 She goes further to call the 

imagined immunity of the black body to this pain the spectacle of contented subjection. Perhaps it 

may be argued that this spectacle is present in every moment of laughter between Murtaugh and 

Riggs in the Lethal Weapon films. The contented subjection of a sensible Black man to a sadistic 

White partner, with laughter that signals amusement and joy at that subjection. The spectacle of 

suspended truth: that Black people have been made to serve the amusements and murderous whims 

of White people for generations. 

This is perhaps what Sharon Willis is naming when she claims that the Lethal Weapon films 

exhibit the “suspension of referentiality” to treat social, or I would say racial, difference as already 

managed.95  The manner of management is the question here. Management, as shown in my first 

chapter, and was key to the technology of slavery. Management remains key to the afterlife of 

slavery as well. These films do not simply show the suspension of referentiality, this spectacular 

displacement of racism via manly friendship. These films manage racial difference in such a way that 

they profit from the suspension of historical fact, peddling a political amnesia that makes violent 

White American cops the world’s heroes, with Black buddies at their sides. Blood brothers. That 

profit, as I show through the work of Saidiya Hartman, Gil Anidjar and Ed Guerrero, has always 

been blood money. 

 

 
93 Ibid, Rogin, 108. 
94 Ibid, Hartman, 51.  
95 Ibid, Willis, 34. 
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ii. Blood Money and Blood Brothers 

 
The first Lethal Weapon movie concludes, as they all do, with an epic fight scene. Mr. Joshua, 

played by Gary Busey, and Martin Riggs are outside of Roger Murtaugh’s home fighting not with 

guns, but with fists. As men do. The scene occurs during a heavy downpour, as if the heavens are 

taking their vengeance alongside Riggs. A helicopter conveniently hovers overhead, lighting up the 

scene. Murtaugh acts as Riggs’ guardian, keeping away all cops so that Riggs can “have” the villain. 

The dialogue continues: 

Murtaugh: Ok men okay, my responsibility here! 

Keep everyone back. 

This is Sergeant Rigg’s arrest. I’ll take full responsibility.  

This son of a bitch just killed two of our men.  

Murtaugh: C’mon get him kid, he’s yours! 

Now the fist fighting has given way to very bloody headbutting by Riggs.  

Blood streams down both of their faces. 

Murtaugh: C’mon Riggs, break his face! 

Mr. Joshua grabs a huge pole and starts swinging. 

Murtaugh throws Riggs a nightstick. His weapon as a White knight cop. 

As Riggs is being drowned in a puddle by the villain… 

Murtaugh: Kid, let us take him!  

Riggs spats a rage-filled…  

Riggs: NO. Back off! 

Riggs ends up shirtless of course, grinding the guy’s neck with his legs, Mr. Joshua is near his crotch. 

Riggs is arched up to put those abs on full display.  

Gibson employs his trademark groans of incoherent rage. 
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Murtaugh: Break his fuckin’ neck! 

Riggs: It’s not worth it. You lose. 

Riggs collapses into the arms of Murtaugh. The first pietà scene of the films. 

The villain then goes for a cop’s gun. Riggs and Murtaugh raise up to shoot him nearly 

simultaneously, their bodies up against each other, spoon-shooting.  

Riggs then collapses into Murtaugh’s arms once more. 

Murtaugh: I got you. I got you partner.  

 

This scene, and so many others like it in the Lethal Weapon films, illustrates how these films 

deal in a currency of blood. I mean this in three interrelated ways. First, these films are energized by 

the circulation of blood as a display of manly “lawful” power. For example, the choice of 

headbutting over handcuffs. Second, these films, as Roger Ebert noted in his review, center around 

the blood brotherhood of Murtaugh and Riggs, a brotherhood that means Murtaugh is to keep other 

cops at bay so that Riggs can exact his bloody revenge. This brotherhood does not concern itself 

with race because ultimately blue blood is what matters: they are brothers because they are cops. 

This connects to my earlier reference to Internal Affairs officer Lorna Cole in the third film: “Look, 

she may be wearing a skirt, but we're all brothers.” This blue blood does not actually erase gender 

differences, but it certainly works to erase racial difference. Third, these films, as other action films 

do, profit from the spectacle of blood on the screen, particularly the spilled blood of very sharply 

defined “bad guys.”96 As interracial buddy films, this profit is always occurring via the peddling of 

particular suspensions of whiteness. I would like to briefly explore each of these in more detail, and 

their theological implications, beginning with a brotherhood built by blood.  

 
96 My final section – the passion of patriarchy – will deal with the spilt blood and suffering of the hero. Here, my focus is 
only on the villains. 
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Kent Brintnall, along with Gil Anidjar, draws heavily on French philosopher Georges 

Bataille to describe how blood is fundamentally intimate. Violence isn’t pragmatic, it’s intimate.97 

What Bataille calls the intimacy of violence can also be understood as creating particular 

relationships, and as creating a particular understanding of the self. As I show in the next chapter, an 

ontology of being that creates inequitable relationships between human and the animalistic other. As 

I showed in the last chapter, the violence of reconciliation in the ledger created and furthered 

particular violent relationships between the enslaved and the slaver, relations that persist.  

In Lethal Weapon, I see an intimate relationship between Riggs and Murtaugh forged via 

blood. The more spectacular the blood, the more outrageous the danger and violence, the closer the 

two men become. And while the connections between the blood spilled by the two male cops and 

the blood ties they feel with one another may not have been intentional on the screen, these blood 

ties provide a helpful lens through which to see the ways blood has always been a part of 

conversations of race, reconciliation, and redemption.  

 

Gil Anidjar shines in his analysis of blood in this way. He argues:  98 

 . . . one can read the tensions and cooperations between efforts at keeping bloods 

separate . . . and the universal humanist dream of one world, one blood: from the one-

drop rule to the one-blood world. Either way…Blood counts and blood rules, if in a 

particularly ambivalent way. As Gilman herself writes, in the USA, ‘the uses of blood 

do not add up: both literal and figurative, blood, remains both a stubborn biologism 

and a vision of interracial harmony.’ 

 

 
97 Ibid, Brintnall, 28. 
98 Ibid, Anidjar, 25. 
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Blood understood as a stubborn biologism. “Is the father Black? Please let him be Black!” is 

said by Murtaugh of his pregnant daughter Rianne, because it needed to be the Black actor who said 

this. Blood understood as a vision of interracial harmony. “Are you friends? No, we’re family!” in 

the final scene of the final film. As Anidjar names, blood counts and rules, but this is an ambivalent 

sovereignty. One way to hide that ambivalence, which I take to mean the liberal humanist fantasy of 

pretending to be reconciled while simultaneously reinforcing bloody racial terror in its many forms, 

is spectacle. Spectacles are not ambivalent; they hide what is. The brotherhood between Murtaugh 

and Riggs is not ambivalent because it is a spectacle. Hidden, usually via humor or deadly force, are 

the actual dynamics of race in the United States at the time in which the films were made. Consider, 

for example, Riggs’ ridiculous “rap” at the start of Lethal Weapon II: 

 

We're back. We're bad. You're black. I'm mad.  

 

As Sharon Willis names, this absurd humorous moment functions to make “blackness 

appear on the same level as madness…So both cops are deviants.”99 Murtaugh is Black, and his 

personality is marked on the whole by restraint and timidity: from his shirt, tie, and suit jacket on the 

first movie poster to his repeated refrain of “I’m too old for this shit.” Riggs is White, and his 

personality is marked on the whole by wildness and insanity, from his earliest suicidal actions to his 

proclivity for choosing the most violent means of being a cop. In this way, Murtaugh represents 

traits of Black people described by Saidiya Hartman describes in Scenes of Subjection. Analyzing 

textbooks of freedom written during the nadir to “help” formerly enslaved Black people assimilate 

to their new way of life, she writes, “As explicated in the language of liberal individualism, the 

ravages of chattel slavery and the degradations still clinging to the freed after centuries of subjection 

 
99 Ibid, Willis, 35. 
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to the white race were obstacles to overcome through self-discipline, the renunciation of dependency and 

intemperate habits, and personal restraint.”100  

Murtaugh embodies many of these traits. He is the idealized Black man in this brotherhood 

because he has “overcome” the problem of racial animus via his temperate ascension to middle-class 

utopia. And yet, at the end of the day, his Blackness makes him one with madness. His association 

with Riggs certainly does that as well. How far the self-disciplined model of Blackness has come 

when, in the exact same film, the viewer is introduced at the beginning of the film to Murtaugh in a 

cozy bubble bath surrounding by his family and, at the end, he is shouting with nearly as much 

aggression as Riggs: “Break his fuckin’ neck!” The blood fever sets in, particularly in protection and 

defense of his White partner. In love for his White partner. 

Returning to Anidjar, he connects this blood lust to Christian theology. He argues that not 

all religions give meaning by way of blood, but Christianity most certainly does.101 He writes, “You 

could shed blood in the name of love, therefore (like King David), without becoming a man of 

blood. Or shedding that blood that is not one (not one true blood, that is, not like Christian blood), 

you would thereby join in the brotherhood. You could become . . . a different man of blood, a man 

of different blood . . .”102  

I want to unpack these incredible few sentences as they relate to the brotherhood between 

Riggs and Murtaugh. Anidjar is writing of the impact of affect – affection, feelings, intimacy – upon 

blood shedding. Killing for love. Love, that is killing another in defense of one you love, atones for 

that violent act, and perhaps even glorifies it. Especially if the person killed is considered outside of 

the brotherhood to which you belong: a reprobate, a heretic, a gang member, a terrorist. If a person 

 
100 Ibid, Hartman, 132. Emphasis mine. The nadir is the period between the 1870s and the turn of the twentieth century 
marked by racial terror, discrimination, and a Confederate resurgence. For more on this, and on what is termed a second 
race relations nadir, read this: https://bostonreview.net/forum_response/n-d-b-connolly-our-second-nadir/ 
101 Ibid, Anidjar, 56. 
102 Ibid, Anidjar, 134. 

https://bostonreview.net/forum_response/n-d-b-connolly-our-second-nadir/
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is outside of borders. Because the blood of the brotherhood is what counts. Anidjar is writing of 

Christianity, but here I can consider the connections of his arguments with the blue-blooded brotherhood 

of United States police. If the borders between the “good guys” and the “bad guys” are rigid 

enough, neatly contained in arterial walls that separate blood from blood, the spilling of bad guys’ blood is 

what itself constitutes the good guys.  

I have argued that, in this brotherhood, Murtaugh absorbs a transfer of bloodlust from 

Riggs. But the opposite also happens: Murtaugh’s temperance focuses Rigg’s bloodlust. It does not 

curb it, to be sure. But the former Vietnam War sharpshooter, the mentally broken man who nearly 

takes his own life, the man of blood, becomes a man of the blood brotherhood. He is still a lethal 

weapon. But that weapon is reserved only for those whose blood is lesser: the villains who, without 

the police force, would seemingly flood this nation with terror. This blue-blooded brotherhood spills 

blood in the name of love for America and each other.  

This leads to the question of religious and state power that profits from such bloody 

narratives, what Gil Anidjar calls the “hematology of Christian politics.” Hematology is the study of 

blood and blood disorders. Anidjar seems to be defining hematology as what I might call 

infrastructure: the social, religious, and racial fabric of society, something like a circulatory system. 

Anidjar argues that the idea of the state is “articulated up,” or flows from “a logic of members and 

parts, inclusion and exclusion, inside and outside.”103 The church is a key means of this flow. The 

state actually needs the church. The state, as diffuse – circulated – throughout all of society, needs 

and is a part of “a community…defined by the imaginative and organizing force of the Pauline 

contribution, by the fundamental role played by Christ’s body.”104  

 
103 Ibid, Anidjar, 121. 
104 Ibid, Anidjar, 121. 
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Now, to be clear, the organizing force of the “Pauline contribution” is a very vague and 

broad descriptor. And yet, I can begin to note how particular readings of the Pauline contribution, 

especially concerning submission, reconciliation as God’s mandate for Christians, and suffering as a 

site of glory do lend themselves to the apparatus of the state.105 One need only look at the 

overrepresentation of particular readings of Paul around submission and women and queer folks in 

their “proper” place, submission to authority, and reconciliation as gospel among those who vote 

for political policies that give the state (as a blood brotherhood) the most power over wars, bodies, 

and money. A banking upon blood, funded by theology, and within that, a theology that 

appropriates particular readings of Paul.  

This brings to mind the term blood banks. According to Gil Anidjar, the term “blood bank” 

was coined by Doctor Berhard Fantus at Chicago’s Cook County Hospital in 1937.106 While banks 

and the American economy were collapsing, “American surgeons became blood ‘bankers’ who 

discussed loans, deposits and balance sheets.”107 I certainly hear echoes of Pacioli’s theo-economic 

order here. I will modify Anidjar’s definition with some needed descriptors: White, male American 

surgeons became blood bankers. Blood became itself a currency, the material stuff of wealth 

circulation; capital. But of course, blood has always been a kind of currency in the imagination and 

practice of American empire.  

Anidjar argues that economic theology is the history of blood and money. The phrase 

economic theology, for Anidjar, names not just the Paciolic records of banks but the bodies behind 

them, an economy entangled with blood that is both property and possession.108 An economic 

theology that, as Saidiya Hartman asserts, is suffused in, “a sea of blood and gold…that enabled the 

 
105 These are appropriations of Ephesians 5:22-25, 2 Corinthians 5, and Romans 5:3-5. My final chapter deals, in part,  
with the circulation of a “Pauline contribution” within the flow of White feminist theology.  
106 Ibid, Anidjar, 103. 
107 Ibid, Anidjar, 103. 
108 Ibid, Anidjar, 66. 
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violent remaking of the nation.”109 Before Reconstruction – the nadir – as Tiffany Lethabo King 

would name, there was a sea of blood and gold that funded and furthered the murderous conquest 

and genocide that built this nation.110 The sea blood and gold flows from the conquest of the 

“Americas” to the Middle Passage to the Reconstruction of racial capitalism to the carceral state, and 

back again. Ebbing and flowing, forever intertwined. The past is not really past.111 The great 

founding myth that, as Rogin argues, the political amnesia of films works to conceal, still flows, in 

blood. 

Economic theology, or theo-economics, as my first chapter showed, is inextricable from 

slavery and its afterlife. Saidiya Hartman names how blood money worked to indebt formerly 

enslaved people to those who enslaved them. In her usual incisive, piercing analysis, she writes, 

“Emancipation instituted indebtedness. Blame and duty and blood and dollars marked the birth of 

the free(d) subject . . . indebtedness was central to the creation of a memory of the past in which 

white benefactors, courageous soldiers, and virtuous mothers sacrificed themselves for the enslaved. 

This memory was to be seared into the minds of the freed. Debt was at the center of a moral 

economy of submission and servitude . . .”112 

Emancipation engendered indebtedness via affect: by way of a fictitious account of the past, 

not unlike the historical revisionism of Lethal Weapon movies, whereby White people are the heroes, 

and Black people are their buddies, incapable of saving themselves. This debt-creditor relationship is 

a work of fiction, of White reconciliation fantasy. It binds Black people to White people, whether 

 
109 Ibid, Hartman, 130.  
110 Tiffany Lethabo King. The Black Shoals: Offshore Formations of Black and Native Studies. Durham: Duke University Press, 
2019, 39. 
111 Christina Sharpe. In the Wake: On Blackness and Being. Durham: Duke University Press, 2016, 7. She writes that, “In the 
wake, the semiotics of the slave ship continue.” (21) The past is never over. 
112 Ibid, Hartman, 131. Hartman calls this a “calculus of blame” whereby the formerly enslaved owe the enslaver for 
their freedom. 
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the chains are visible or not. And it did not end with the nadir; this blood banking on blackness that 

needs Whiteness to survive and thrive still flows. As Hartman phrases it:  113 

 

Bound by the fetters of sentiment, held captive by the vestiges of the past, and cast 

into a legal condition of subjection – these features limn the circumstances of an 

anomalous, misbegotten, and burdened subject no longer enslaved, but not yet free. 

 

Ed Guerrero sees this burdened subject clearly in what amounts to profitable bloody 

entertainment on the big screen. He writes that Hollywood has never had as its aim human 

liberation. Rather, Hollywood has focused “its increasingly shallow product on escapism, sentiment, 

glamour, romance, and more recently, spectacular orgies of violence and sexploitation, all in the 

service of feeding the dulled cravings and fantasies of the dominant social order.”114 The 

representation of Black people in movies and television is, then, “one grand, multifaceted illusion.” I 

have argued that reconciliation, however “natural” it seems, is always manufactured. Perhaps films 

display, and bank upon this, this most clearly. The worldwide box office profit of the Lethal Weapon 

franchise to date hovers just under a billion dollars at $952,592,350.115 This number does not include 

the lucrative royalties from film streaming services. That is some highly bankable bloody 

reconciliation fantasy.  

Gil Anidjar observes that the bankability of blood in Hollywood and beyond it as a symptom 

of a widespread hemophilia – a love of blood – in popular culture, which is inextricable from the 

many cultures of Christianity. He writes that the title of a successful film “makes ever more explicit 

what the dominant object of cinematic promise has become by announcing that ‘there will be 

 
113 Ibid, Hartman, 206. 
114 Ibid, Guerrero, 2. 
115 https://www.the-numbers.com/movies/franchise/Lethal-Weapon#tab=summary 

https://www.the-numbers.com/movies/franchise/Lethal-Weapon#tab=summary


 

 140 

blood.’ In countless ways, Hollywood graphically enacts, and seems to confirm, the force of blood in 

popular culture, and otherwise unaccounted and bloody investment in ‘the Passion of the 

Christ…’”116 I will, in my final section, turn to that passion, the passion of theo-patriarchy that 

requires the suffering of a muscular White Jesus figure for reconciliation to occur.  

 

iii. The Passion of Theo-Patriarchy 

 
In Lethal Weapon 2, recall how we first see Riggs dislocate his shoulder and smash it 

back into place on a bet, then see him do the same again . . . In that second smashing 

of his shoulder to put it right . . . and in the howl he gives out, we feel and hear an 

amazing mélange of significance in which our dripping, sexy hero (at the moment of 

maximum pain and undress in these films, our heroes often come wet) demonstrates 

all at once his wildness and his sensitivity, his vulnerability to pain and his incredible 

ability to take it. And those torn but still beautifully exposed slick-muscled bodies, 

those bulging arms and firm springy pecs: how do we distinguish between their fierce 

(re)assertion of gendered difference and their submission to the camera . . . as objects 

of its gaze and our own? What, likewise, is the boundary line between the diehard 

assertion of rugged white male individualism and its simultaneous feminization and 

spectacularization? 

- Fred Pfeil117  

 

Earlier in this chapter, I described how – via pietà scenes – the Lethal Weapon films depict 

Danny Glover’s Murtaugh as a caregiving Mary figure, and Mel Gibson’s Riggs as a suffering manly 

 
116 Ibid, Anidjar, 24. 
117 Ibid, Pfiel, 113-114. 
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Jesus figure, or as Fred Pfeil argues, as “a dripping, wet hero at the moment of maximum pain.” 

Perhaps these words could adorn Mel Gibson’s tombstone.  

Here, I describe not only how Mel Gibson is a Jesus figure in these films, suffering for the 

sake of the women he loves, for the sake of the state, and for the sake of his Black partner, often in 

that order. I also explore how that suffering occurs upon his muscled, White body. I explain why it 

is his body that most matters in this reconciling suffering. I explain why a muscular White male 

suffering body counts, and needs the besotted gaze of a Black buddy, of the camera, and of us the 

moviegoer to complete its spectacle of salvation via generative suffering. This spectacle is an 

atonement for difference only achieved by a willing White heteronormative male. And this spectacle 

of the suffering of this White heteronormative man is always, in some ways, erotic. My analysis of 

the passion – suffering – of a manly White hero is aided by Fred Pfeil, Cynthia Fuchs, and most 

fully, Kent Brintnall, whose analysis of Georges Bataille is particularly helpful.  

According to a Mental Floss post by Roger Cormier and Garin Pirnia entitled “25 Facts About 

Lethal Weapon,” Shane Black, the young White male writer of the first Lethal Weapon movie, set out to 

write “an urban western, mixed with Frankenstein.” 118 Inspired by Dirty Harry, Black wrote the story 

with Riggs’ character as the most developed and central, and violence ever-present around and 

through him. He wanted people to revile Riggs like they do Frankenstein, the creator of monsters. 

He then wanted “violence [to] intrude in a horrible way” until we have to reanimate 

Frankenstein/Riggs and say “Well we kind of need what you do even though we hate and revile you. 

Please come out and kill these people for us.” Perhaps this is why, in keeping with Frankenstein, 

Black desired to kill his creation Riggs in the second film, which of course did not happen. The 

director, Richard Donner, was himself influenced by John Wayne films, and toned down (!) the 

initial violence of Black’s script. But still, in the final version we see on the screen, Riggs remains a 

 
118 Ibid, Cormier and Pirnia, Mental Floss.  
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character suffused with violence: his rage directed at other bodies, and the rage felt upon his own 

body.  

The choice to keep Riggs alive – again and again, throughout and despite ever more 

spectacular violence upon his body – changed what may be called the soteriology of the films. In 

Christian theology, Jesus fully died and rose from the dead. Riggs as a Jesus figure one-upped the 

original: he embodied that ambiguity of death in the beloved film The Princess Bride. He was only ever 

mostly dead. And he rose in rage, again and again, wet and muscled, as enduring and resilient as the 

American dream itself.  

Kent Brintnall, in his book Ecce Homo: The Male-Body-in-Pain as Redemptive Figure, describes the 

regenerative and retributive capacity of the male hero’s body, because that body is the true heart of 

the action movie genre. He writes, “A narrative of suffering and triumph fuels the action genre. 

Torments, trials, and resilient bodies craft a fantasy of ever renewable power springing naturally and 

inevitably from the male body . . . In the action film, retributive violence always follows the hero’s 

triumph. Escape is only half the battle: the enemy must be eradicated. And the hero’s suffering is the 

measure of his revenge.”119 

The hero’s suffering is the measure of his revenge. And to exact his revenge, he must 

survive. Which is why Brintnall argues that, “For all its special effects wizardry, the action film is 

essentially an ordeal narrative: Will our hero prove his manhood by surviving?”120 This ordeal of 

course centers on the White male muscular body on display: the spectacle of manliness that bleeds.  

This bloody display of manly passion fuels particular Christian imaginations of the Passion. 

Suddenly, when read through a hermeneutics of Hollywood, there is found a Jesus whose body is 

 
119 Ibid, Brintnall, 56, 58. 
120 Ibid, Brintnall, 29. 
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not actually vulnerable, or penetrated. Brintnall names this interlocking between theology and action 

films in this way: 

It is not (merely) that the action genre influences contemporary presentations and 

interpretations of the Passion narrative, but that the action genre’s celebration of the 

hero’s capacity to overcome injury, suffering, and death (or the threat thereof) provide 

insight into how resurrection narratives sustain cultural understandings of a masculine 

subject as totally without vulnerability or weakness.121 

 

This invulnerability, as I show in my final section, is inconsistent with the witness of 

scripture, and Womanist and feminist thought. But an invulnerable masculine savior is highly 

bankable in muscular Christianities, particularly when displayed upon the big screen. I consider that 

massively popular film by Mel Gibson, The Passion of the Christ. Here, the crucifixion story is told via 

the ethics and effects of the action genre: this Jesus must prove his manhood by surviving. Though 

the film is called the passion, it does not end with suffering and death. It ends with a resurrection 

scene with the darkness of death suffused with the white light of resurrection. A shining White 

Jesus, as impeccably manscaped as Jonathan Van Ness, rises solemnly. As he does, we catch a 

glimpse of his firm, naked body, with already healed holes in his hands. There is even the hint of his 

bare bottom – a Gibson feature as trademarked as his incoherent moans of suffering.  

That this hero Jesus is sexualized is precisely the point. Gibson’s heroes – those he plays, 

and those he creates – always suffer extreme displays of violence upon their taut White male bodies 

and persevere. The display of the idealized beautiful White male body, in pain or triumph, is key. As 

Brintnall names, this is erotic suffering that bonds men together. It nearly always occurs as Baldwin 

so astutely named nearly fifty years ago “in the absence of women.” Brintnall argues, “Gibson does 

 
121 Ibid, Brintnall, 62. Emphasis mine. 



 

 144 

not merely disavow the male body’s erotic allure, he explicitly raises the issue of homoeroticism so 

that it can be denounced, rejected, and vilified.”122 Gibson’s Jesus is beautiful, but heteronormatively 

so.  

This, finally, brings me to Georges Bataille, whose significant work I can only briefly touch 

on in this chapter. Georges Bataille connected the sacrificial to the erotic, horror to ecstasy.123 Kent 

Brintnall posits that action films like Lethal Weapon and The Passion of the Christ work both in opposite 

of and in tandem with Bataille: their triumphant storyline manages, and reconciles, the anxieties of 

the audience regarding mortality and vulnerability, while Bataille worked to push these anxieties to 

the place of the ecstatic.124 Put more simply, action films and their relationship to violence upon the 

(White) male hero’s body are sexual, but not at all ambiguous. There is no question of the hero’s 

survival. There is no question of his manliness, or of his impenetrability, or of his triumph. This is 

may be contrasted to Bataille’s ideas of Jesus as profoundly ambiguous and vulnerable. And yet, 

action films like Lethal Weapon and The Passion of the Christ cannot totally escape ambiguity, try as they 

might, through might. The anxieties of existence, and of racial animus, cannot be completely 

reconciled. The viewer is suspended in the spectacle of manly violence, awaiting the triumph of our 

hero.  

Again, Brintnall highlights this suspension, though not without snark, writing, “Trained by 

the action genre — not to mention Easter sunrise services — audiences wait patiently, if nervously, 

 
122 Ibid, Brintnall, 45. 
123 I could write an entire chapter, or dissertation, on Bataille. Here, I simply want to connect with his ideas of a suffering 
intimate God, the passion of the passion. For Bataille, an experience of the sacred is simultaneously divine ecstasy and 
extreme horror (Botting and Wilson, eds. The Bataille Reader. Malden, Mass: Blackwell Publishers, 1997, 11.). Bataille 
writes that “The Son of God’s ignominious crucifixion” demonstrates that even God is not invulnerable to violence, 
suffering, and death. He writes that, “From the very first, it appears that sacred things are constituted by an operation of 
loss: in particular, the success of Christianity must be explained by the value of the theme of the Son of God's 
ignominious crucifixion, which carries human dread to a representation of loss and limitless degradation.” (Botting and 
Wilson, eds. The Bataille Reader. Malden, Mass: Blackwell Publishers, 1997, 170.) He argues that the love for God draws a 
Christian toward torment. Love and torment, torture, are inextricable, but they are not reconciled. This ecstasy, unlike 
the ecstatic violence of the Lethal Weapon movies, is ambivalent. The loss experienced via pain of particularly Riggs is 
recouped, reconciled via revenge and resurrection.  
124 Ibid, Brintnall, 28. 
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through the hero’s trial in order to celebrate his triumph. The narrative arc both fosters anxiety and 

suspends it. Insofar as loss, vulnerability, and mortality challenge the illusion of masculine plenitude, 

the action genre covers them over to sustain the prevailing fantasy of masculine power.”125 

And so, the delicate, highly choreographed dance of violence upon the White male muscled 

body continues, as that body itself bears the weight and ambiguity of reconciliation fantasies: of a 

world fully reconciled, where race is no longer an issue, and where men are men. 126 A world that is 

itself wholly other from the Jesus found in the Bible, particularly in Luke, a Jesus unreconciled to 

White masculine invulnerable power.  

iv. The Unreconciled Jesus: Not a Lethal Weapon  

 
Jesus does not conform to the protocols of elite masculinity. Jesus is born into a low-

status family…Jesus is conceived without male penetrative power [and is] a sexual 

ascetic . . . Jesus mainly associates with Jewish peasants, and he criticizes the religious 

and political powers-that-be . . . In Luke’s Gospel, both male and female followers are 

called to follow Jesus, but Jesus himself does not follow the parameters of elite 

masculinity.  

- Brittany Wilson127 

 

The suffering and death of Jesus of Nazareth rebuke our national amnesia, our 

forgetfulness of enslaved bodies, our indifference to living black bodies. 

-  M. Shawn Copeland128 

 

 
125 Ibid, Brintnall, 63. 
126 Ibid, Ebert. 
127 Ibid, Wilson, 29. 
128 M. Shawn Copeland. Enfleshing Freedom: Body, Race, and Being. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009, 3. 
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After having explored the reconciliation fantasy of the Lethal Weapon films, with their violent 

spectacles of manliness and their pietà images of a White Jesus and a Black Madonna, I would like to 

at least hint at otherwise theologies of the cross and otherwise theological anthropologies of Jesus. 

To do this I turn to the two women quoted above, White feminist New Testament scholar Brittany 

Wilson, and Black Womanist theological anthropologist Mary Shawn Copeland. They provide a 

needed critique of the Hollywood hermeneutics of Jesus and the cross I have shown. A Jesus who is 

not marked by manliness, but by vulnerability. A Jesus who will never fully fit into the reconciliation 

fantasy of Lethal Weapon films and their enduring legacy of whiteness.  

Brittany Wilson, in her chapter in Luke-Acts: Texts@Contexts entitled “Masculinity in Luke-

Acts: The Lukan Jesus and Muscular Christianity,” traces the historical movement known as muscular 

Christianity. She describes that, in the late nineteenth century in the United States, this movement 

grew from a desire to counter what was perceived as the ‘feminization’ of Protestantism. Wilson 

writes, “Such men responded to this perceived crisis by valourizing strength…and holding up Jesus 

as the epitome of manly ruggedness.”129 Surely, Gibson’s Jesus in Jim Caviezel would fit the bill. 

Gone was the man who wept, and gone was the man for whom the cross was defeat. Enter the 

manly carpenter with the biceps to prove it.  

As Hollywood reveals, this muscular Christianity is not a thing of the past. The number of 

churches who connect heteronormative patriarchal manliness with godliness are profound. You can 

“be a man…follow Jesus” and live into the slogan of The Man Church.130 You can purchase the 

Every Man’s Bible, “a Bible for every battle every man faces.”131 The Deluxe Explorer edition is 

especially popular. Wilson names how muscular Christianity has led to interpretations of Luke-Acts 

 
129 Ibid, Wilson, 23. 
130 https://www.themanchurch.com/  
131 https://www.lifeway.com/en/product/every-man-s-bible-nlt-deluxe-explorer-edition-P005681782 

https://www.themanchurch.com/
https://www.lifeway.com/en/product/every-man-s-bible-nlt-deluxe-explorer-edition-P005681782
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whereby Jesus and his disciples are named heroes who emerge as “triumphant defenders of the 

faith.”132 

But this muscular Jesus is not who Wilson herself discovers in the Jesus of Luke-Acts. 

There, she encounters a Jesus who “problematizes ancient constructions of masculinity.”133 She 

argues that Luke’s Jesus violates two key masculine markers: Jesus weeps, and Jesus’ body is invaded 

on the cross.134 She names how ancient conceptions of manliness privileged impermeability: a manly 

body required clearly defined and defended borders. Luke portrays Jesus’ body penetrated by 

violence, beginning with 22:63-65:135 

Now the men who were holding Jesus began to mock him and beat him;   

they also blindfolded him and kept asking him, “Prophesy! Who is it who struck you?”  

 They kept heaping many other insults on him. 

 

Jesus is blindfolded and beaten, and in the ultimate bodily transgression, killed. Not mostly dead; dead 

dead. This passion is an invasion of Jesus’ body by others, an invasion he seemingly welcomes. 

Counter this to Mel Gibson’s Jesus – both his Jesus figure in Riggs and his Jesus figure in The Passion 

of the Christ. For Gibson, resurrection is always the emphasis. Suffering is spectacular and necessary, 

particularly in its display upon the muscular, White, male body. But that suffering must requisite 

revenge, be it the revenge of a murderous Riggs upon the bad guys, or the revenge of a stoic shining 

White Jesus, naked and beautiful, defeating dark death itself. The horror of the violent penetration 

of a male body only matters as an erotic means to assert a manly victory in the end. Muscular 

Christianity that reconciles the world is not kenotic, self-emptying love. It is retribution. Again, this 

 
132 Ibid, Wilson, 24. 
133 Ibid, Wilson, 24. 
134 Ibid, Wilson, 25. 
135 New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition. 
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is not the Jesus story found in Luke. Jesus does not, in Luke or any biblical account, fight back with 

violence upon humans.  

The Jesus celebrated by Womanist theologian M. Shawn Copeland her Enfleshing Freedom: 

Body, Race, and Being is also incoherent with Gibson’s Jesus. Copeland is not concerned with a Jesus 

who is suffers in order to prove his manly survival. She is concerned with a Jesus always in empire. 

She powerfully reframes the scandal of particularity not as the scandal of Jesus becoming human and 

saving all people, but as Jesus’ body in all its markedness becoming a means of salvation for all 

people. A Jesus subjugated by empire, a subjugation that continues in our bodies.136 As I explore in 

my next chapter, this is a very different sort of scandal of particularity seen in Letty Russell’s 

theological anthropology. 

Copeland argues that the body of Jesus of Nazareth (and yes, she always names his 

geopolitical location: of Nazareth) points the way to a theological anthropology that honors and 

celebrates all bodies. Jesus’ body, like the body of the church, is marked by gender, race, sex, and 

culture. And his body points the way to honoring all bodies because of his “turn toward” the others, 

his kenotic pouring out “for all others across time and space.”137 This body that suffered, and that 

suffers still in the subjection of all who are made to be others, awakens a theological imagination for 

radical acts of solidarity, liberation, and freedom.  

For Copeland, Jesus’ body is not marked by its rippled, wet, White muscular maleness, or by 

its ability to take spectacular abuse and survive, by resurrection or other means. Jesus’ body is Black, 

because of his location in empire and his resistance to it. Jesus’ body is queer because he “performed 

masculinity in ways that opposed patriarchal expressions of maleness through coercive power, 

control and exploitation of ‘other’ bodies, exclusion, and violence.”138 And, Copeland argues, only 

 
136 Ibid, Copeland, 57. 
137 Ibid, Copeland, 5. 
138 Ibid, Copeland, 63. 
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those who follow Jesus of Nazareth by “(re)marking his flesh as ‘queer’… may set a welcome table 

in the household of God.”139 Gone are the anxious homophobic jokes to assert heteronormativity, 

the racist quips as lullabies to keep the White United States national consciousness asleep to the true 

realities of race relations in this country. This Jesus, in all of his scandalous particularity, refuses the 

deluded American dream of reconciliation seen in films like Lethal Weapon.  

Conclusion on the Legacy of Lethal Weapon 

 
James Baldwin wrote in 1976, in his analysis of In the Heat of the Night words that could just as 

easily have been describing the Lethal Weapon films: 140   

There remains the obligatory, fade-out kiss. I am aware that men do not kiss each 

other in American films, nor, for the most part, in America, nor do the black detective 

and the white Sheriff kiss here. But the obligatory, fade-out kiss, in the classic 

American film, did not really speak of love, and still less of sex: it spoke of reconciliation, 

of all things now becoming possible. It was a device desperately needed among a people for 

whom so much had to be made possible . . . And nothing, alas, has been made possible 

by this fade-out kiss, this preposterous adventure: except that white Americans have 

been encouraged to continue dreaming, and black Americans have been alerted to the 

necessity of waking up.  

 

The Lethal Weapon films, as weapons in the arsenal of reconciling whiteness, continue to 

matter because we as White people in the United States are still not awake to the harm our 

reconciling rhetoric and fantasies has done, and continue to do, to Black people. We still trust the 

 
139 Ibid, Copeland, 78. 
140 Ibid, Baldwin, 47. Emphasis mine. 
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truth preached as manly violent spectacle on the silver screen before we trust the truth Black people 

have been preaching for generations: that racial reconciliation is a delusion insofar as it furthers the 

privileging of White male power, and profits from the violence of racial terror.   

And these films, with their fantastical rewriting of United States history, are especially 

relevant for those of us who call ourselves Christian theologians. As M. Shawn Copeland powerfully 

stated, “We Christian theologians in the United States work in a house haunted by the ghosts of 

slavery.”141 We cannot bring down the house of whiteness without first exorcising its ghosts. 

Perhaps one of the most insidious evil spirits among us – hidden from our sight as a spectacular and 

yes, entertaining, specter – is the performance of reconciliation.  

 

The Next Act 

 
I now move to a final act in this singular performance of reconciliation. I turn to the rhetoric 

of reconciliation that defines the human itself, and the subhuman: reconciling humanism. 

Reconciliation as a recognition of humanity in one another is not good news if that humanity is built 

upon the violent theo-technology of racist ontology. A reconciliation that means becoming human 

over and against and through racialized others. This reconciling humanism has infected theology as 

much as it has infected biology. If in Lethal Weapon, I name a world where race is no longer an issue 

when men are really men, in my next chapter, I name how White feminist theologians have 

sometimes also allowed race to be consumed by gender. By this I mean, race is negotiated in the 

form of stereotyping tropes and appropriative anecdotes, while also claiming a universal humanity 

and a universal sisterhood. Theological proclamations of one new humanity in Jesus or a universal 

 
141 Ibid, Copeland, 2. 

 
 
 



 

 151 

sisterhood, however grounded in scripture and story, cannot ever escape the violent technology of 

reconciling humanism. There is no human, theologically or otherwise framed, without the racial.  
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Chapter Three. Reconciling the Human: A Theo-Technological 
Violence 

 

If being recognized as human offers no reprieve from ontologizing…violence, then 

what might we gain from the rupture of "the human"? 

-  Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, Becoming Human1 

 

In the case of slavery, humanization and captivity go hand in hand. Humanization is 

not an antidote to slavery's violence; rather slavery is a technology for producing a 

kind of human. 

- Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, Becoming Human2 

 

God is a humanist.  

- Letty Russell, Becoming Human3 

An Introduction to This Chapter 

In this dissertation, I have argued that reconciliation grammar, however lovely or innocent it 

may sound, has been a means of working violence upon racialized persons, particularly Black 

persons in the United States. In my first chapter, I name how reconciliation is performed as violence 

via valuation – reconciling captive Black flesh in White Christian ledgers of profit. In my second 

chapter, I name how reconciliation is violent through performances of White heteronormative 

masculinity in action films like Lethal Weapon. These films display reconciliation fantasies to soothe 

White guilt and anxiety, make White men the hero Christ figures with Black buddies their 

 
1 Zakiyyah Iman Jackson. Becoming Human: Matter and Meaning in an Antiblack World. New York: New York University 
Press, 2020, 20. 
2  Ibid, Jackson, 46. 
3 Letty M. Russell. Becoming Human (Library of Living Faith Series). Philadelphia: Westminster John Knox Press, 1982, 38. 
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Madonnas, and deny past and present racial terror, especially by the police force, in the United 

States. In this way, my first chapter concerns the theo-economic violence of reconciliation, the 

second concerns the theo-patriarchal violence of reconciliation, and this chapter introduces a new, 

key framework: reconciliation as theo-technological violence through the invention of the human.  

All of these acts of reconciliation perform violence upon Black flesh in distinct and yet 

intersecting ways, and all of these acts of reconciliation intersect with theology. They can all be 

understood as projects of salvation: saving the “good Christian merchant” from loss of money, 

saving the soul of America and the world via a White heroic manly man, and saving human beings 

from the curse of inhumanity or irreconciliation.4  Each act of this performance of reconciliation 

grammar invites the same questions: salvation for who? By whom? To what end, or profit?  

These are also all projects of semantics: shaping particular truths of reconciliation by closing 

off other possibilities via the neatly ordered, immovable lines of ledgers, scripts, and theological – 

especially biblical – language. Finally, these are all projects involving technology: the technology of 

the ledger as a key surveilling tool of slavery, the technology of film production and marketing that 

profits from carefully curated tropes of heteronormative manliness and interracial buddy friendship, 

and, in White feminist writings on reconciliation, the technology of the Black woman as an object 

lesson or tool, rather than a nuanced, complex human being.   

In this chapter, with Sylvia Wynter, I argue that reconciliation is a “coercive semantic 

technology” deployed by racism.5 If reconciliation is a technology, it is animated by, and in turn 

animates, something. I argue that reconciliation as a technology animates the idea of the human and is 

itself animated by theologies that center White people, including White women. Reconciliation is 

 
4 Frater Lucas Pacioli. An Original Translation of The Treatise on Double-Entry Bookkeeping, translated by Pietro Crivelli. 
London: The Institute of Book-Keepers, Ltd., 1924, 99. 
5 Sylvia Wynter. Chapter 2: “Towards the Sociogenic Principle: Fanon, Identity, the Puzzle of Conscious Experience, and What 
It Is Like to Be ‘Black’” in Antonio Gomez-Moriana and Mercedes Duran-Cogan (Eds.) National Identities and Socio-
Political Changes in Latin America. New York: Routledge, 2001, 48. 



 

 154 

animated by theologies that promote ideas of salvation-as-humanization: from discovering “one new 

humanity” in Jesus as the prototype of the human, or naming common humanness as the basis for 

Christian, and societal, and even perhaps cosmic, unity. 6 However, just as I have shown that 

reconciliation language is not pure or value-neutral, but rather bears the haunt of racial capitalist 

violence, language of humanness is not pure or value-neutral, either. Because the idea of the human 

was born through the idea that some people are subhuman. The concept of the human grew as a 

poisoned plant from rotten soil. The human, in Enlightenment thought, was understood to be the 

White man of European descent, and all others, particularly all racialized others, were degradations 

of that idealized humanity.7 A racial hierarchy was constructed that placed the man of European 

descent as the pinnacle of human development, and each category was given characteristics of virtue 

and civilization according to their proximity to that perfected European male human.8 In other 

words, there is no human without the racial.  

In this chapter, along with Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, I argue that reconciliation has been 

theologically framed by White feminists as humanization, but that this humanization is not good 

news if it fails to engage with the troubling history of how the human came to be defined, and 

understood. It is not good news if it fails to attend to the rotten soil, and the poisoned fruit. This is 

because the human as a project of the racial is still seen in police brutality against Black life, in 

conservative backlash against teaching the true history of slavery to our children or the realities of 

 
6 The Oxford English Dictionary defines humanization as “The action or process of making more humane, civilizing, or 
refining.” Consider how, even in this definition, this humanizing bears a haunt of the colonial: the human is a project of 
civilization and refinement. “Humanization” in OED Online, Oxford University Press, September 2022. https://www-
oed-com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/89281?redirectedFrom=humanization 
7 I will go deeper into Enlightenment thought and the invention of the human later. 
8 For an understanding of this hierarchy of the human as it relates to virtue and literature, see: Whitney Wilkinson 
Arreche. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and the Monster of Whiteness (Print title: Promethean Dreams) April 2022. The Christian 
Century, Vol. 139 No. 8. https://www.christiancentury.org/article/opinion/mary-shelley-s-frankenstein-and-monster-
whiteness. 

https://www-oed-com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/89281?redirectedFrom=humanization
https://www-oed-com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/89281?redirectedFrom=humanization
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/opinion/mary-shelley-s-frankenstein-and-monster-whiteness
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/opinion/mary-shelley-s-frankenstein-and-monster-whiteness
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racism, and in a multitude of ordinary but overlooked terrors against Black life. 9 What Jackson 

names an ontologizing violence of the human; a violence that continues to be worked by White 

actors both implicitly and explicitly. 10  

My questions of how the idea of the human has animated reconciliation are not solely mine. 

These are questions Black feminists and Womanists have been asking since long before I was born. 

And so, I engage with Jackson’s Becoming Human: Matter and Meaning in an Antiblack World in this 

chapter. I also bring Dolores Williams’ seminal text Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist 

God-Talk into this conversation to name some of the assumptions and holes in White women’s 

feminist theology. Jaqueline Grant’s White Woman’s Christ/Black Woman’s Jesus is especially helpful to 

name how some of the most significant differences between White feminist and Womanist theology 

lie in the question of Christology: who Jesus is, and what he did and does.  

Jaqueline Grant explicitly names a valued voice in my own feminist Reformed theological 

tradition, Letty Russell. Like me, Letty Russell was a White feminist Presbyterian minister. Her book 

I most deeply analyze is entitled Becoming Human.11 And so this chapter is a discussion of how 

reconciliation theology can be just another (albeit well-hidden) project of the human, through the 

lens of both wildly different takes on becoming human, from Zakiyyah Iman Jackson and Letty Russell. 

Here, I begin to tease out the theological connections between the idea of reconciliation as 

humanization with the idea of Jesus as the archetype of humanness. I explore these connections, 

between humanness and Jesus, through a close reading of Letty Russell’s Becoming Human text, noting 

 
9 There has been a push by some Texas educators to rename slavery in second-grade social studies textbooks 
“involuntary relocation.” The rationale was the board of education’s mandate to “consider updates to social studies 
instruction a year after lawmakers passed a law to keep topics that make students ‘feel discomfort’ out of Texas 
classrooms.” The board has pushed back that this language does not reflect the realities slavery, but consider how these 
educators are already teaching this history to children, with or without the endorsement of the Texas Board of 
Education. Brian Lopez. The Texas Tribune. “State education board members push back on proposal to use ‘involuntary relocation’ to 
describe slavery.” June 30, 2022. https://www.texastribune.org/2022/06/30/texas-slavery-involuntary-relocation/ 
10 Ibid, Jackson, 20. 
11 I could not resist putting these two titles together.  

https://www.texastribune.org/2022/06/30/texas-slavery-involuntary-relocation/
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how her argument is animated by particular interpretations of “one new humanity” from Galatians 

3:28, and other key Pauline texts. I first trace dynamics of reconciling humanism in Letty Russell’s 

hermeneutics of Paul, then in the use of the Black woman as plastic and surrogate, and finally, in the 

necropolitical, or death-dealing, hiding in the theological and philosophical. I offer a counter-

theology from Womanist theologians like Delores Williams, whose sisterhood theology is about 

survival, and not surrogacy. The question for Williams is not “how do we become human in Jesus?” 

but rather, “What is God’s word of survival for Black people, who are only ever quasi-free?” While I 

am engaging primarily with Russell’s book Becoming Human, I also track some of the changes in her 

ideas, particularly around oneness, in her later writing. Finally, I offer an antihumanist hermeneutic 

of Psalm 8, informed by Wil Gafney. The question is not what is man that you are mindful of him, 

but rather, what we that you should be mindful of us, the woman-born that you attend to them? 

Some key questions for this chapter include: what do oneness and humanness have to do 

with each other? How is oneness a precondition for humanness that furthers a project, as I’ve 

shown throughout this dissertation, of reconciliation as managing difference, enforcing coherence, 

and funding White ideologies? In a Christian theological frame, how have narrow and strategic 

regurgitations of Pauline narratives of reconciliation-as-oneness animated theologies that center 

White people? How have some White feminist theologians been agents of a reconciliation that 

places them only as victims, never as agents of harm? How has this led to feminist theologies 

marked by oneness, in contrast to Womanist theologies marked by survival? How have Black 

women, understood by Zakiyyah Iman Jackson as “plastic” been the surface upon which some 

White women’s feminist theologies of reconciliation are written?12  

 

 
12 I will deal with what Jackson means by the term “plastic” in greater detail later.  
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An Introduction to Reconciling Humanism  

As I have argued throughout this dissertation, language creates and conditions particular 

relationships of power. And the language of reconciliation – a word revered by Christians, especially 

White Christians, bears a particular haunt and a violence. Here, I explore the violence of 

reconciliation through one overwhelming ontology, or origin story: the idea of the human. Through 

a reading of Letty Russell’s Becoming Human, I argue that reconciliation is fundamentally performed as 

a singular, smoothed out reality. Reconciliation is performed as the ultimate telos for Christians who, 

in union with Jesus, overcome all manners of difference. And reconciliation is performed affectively 

through terms like friendship and unity. This performance requires a carefully curated scaffolding of 

scripture. The words of the Bible are both the script and the set for this performance of 

reconciliation. 

I call this mingling of reconciliation theology with constructs of the human reconciling 

humanism. This is the argument that reconciliation finds completion in the fullness of humanity. 

While both of these ideas sound life-giving (reconciliation and the human), working together, 

reconciling humanism masks an uglier reality. That reality is the creation and re-creation of the 

human over and against the Black subhuman, particularly the Black woman. This masking, as I have 

earlier argued, is itself a technology of whiteness: of White people, including White women. 

I have shown how reconciliation grammar can create inequitable relationships throughout 

this dissertation. In my first chapter, Luca Pacioli’s theo-economic reconciling created and creates 

relationships marked by racial capitalism, capture, value, and “godly” profit. In my second chapter, 

the Lethal Weapon interracial buddy film performance of reconciliation creates a national fantasy 

regarding the relationship between Black men and White men in the United States, rendering actual 

race relations between Black and White people in this country as settled, coherent, and perfected via 

patriarchy. In this chapter, reconciling humanism creates relationships of conquest over racial 
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others, particularly the Black woman. Reconciling humanism creates relationships that are death-

dealing, or as Achille Mbembe names, necropolitical.13 Reconciling humanism works, as Zakiyyah 

Iman Jackson argues, ontologizing violence. What this means is that reconciling humanism is a 

violence that began long before the human as we know it was invented, that has lingered ever since, 

hidden in plain sight, peeking above the surface of racist ideologies in egregious displays of racial 

terror, and – this is key – just as clearly in well-intentioned displays of reconciliation theology. 14  

Reconciling humanism is seen in the ledger that accounts for some flesh as a fungible – 

interchangeable – means of profit for those of European descent, and reconciling humanism is seen 

in displays of manly, bloody friendship that manage difference and assuage White anxieties of 

otherness. Let me be very clear about this, reconciling humanism is not some mystical autonomous 

force creating necropolitical relationships wherever it goes. Reconciling humanism is a way – just 

one way, but I believe a crucial way – to name what human beings do to one another in the racial 

order people of European descent have invented and funded. Perhaps alongside words like 

whiteness, racism, and capitalism, reconciling humanism is a framework to guide understanding of 

how real people, through both individual and institutional sinfulness, cause intergenerational harm. 

Reconciling humanism is a linguistic framework that requires actors, much like a film’s script. These 

actors are people who create and celebrate particular forms of human relationships. These 

relationships are animated by ideas of racial difference either as an object lesson, or as a problem to 

be overcome by Jesus. As I argue here, some of these people, these actors, are White feminist 

women.  

 

 
13 Achille Mbembe. Necropolitics. Durham: Duke University Press, 2019. Necropolitics is defined as deciding who lives 
and who dies. This decision is always part of a social and political process. 
14 There are numerous sources for understanding biological, or scientific, racism. I find this resource from Harvard 
especially helpful. https://library.harvard.edu/confronting-anti-black-racism/scientific-racism 

 

https://library.harvard.edu/confronting-anti-black-racism/scientific-racism
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And so, this chapter simply begins to take a framework already present throughout this 

dissertation, a theme that in many ways animates each act of this ongoing performance of 

reconciliation, and bring it to the fore. I do this through the lens of a key beneficiary of 

reconciliation grammar not yet analyzed in this dissertation: White women like me. In particular, 

White women Reformed theologians like me. White women theologians who want to assert that we 

are human beings, worthy of dignity and agency, and yet can so easily slip into asserting our 

humanity via a process of racialization. Asserting our humanity via our whiteness. Growing our 

theologies from poisoned soil. 

 

A Note on Using Black Women’s Work and Words 

 
In this chapter, I argue, through a close reading of Letty Russell’s Becoming Human, in 

conversation with Zakiyyah Iman Jackson’s Becoming Human, that Black women are used as 

anecdotes or object lessons for building a White feminist theology of oneness. I want to name here 

that my project has the potential for reproducing such harm. I do clearly use the work of Black 

women to animate my own ideas of reconciliation as a project of the human. It is possible that, even 

with the greatest care and intention, my own privilege as a White woman could lean into 

appropriation of Black women’s ideas.  

What I can do – in a way that Russell and other White feminists did not do in their early 

work – is use Black women’s ideas to call out my own whiteness, and my own particular privilege as 

a White woman. Here, Williams, Grant, Jackson, Spillers, Wynter, Lethabo King, Gafney and other 

Black women are essential to my project. Rather than use plastic Black women to build my own 

humanity and theology, I draw upon the unique contributions of these Black women to help me 

begin to understand the links between reconciliation and humanization. I try, to the best of my 
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ability, to let their arguments stand on their own terms, including as much of the original language as 

possible.  

 

Becoming Human and Becoming Human 

 
I begin this exploration of reconciling humanism through Becoming Human by Black English 

and Africana studies scholar Zakiyyah Iman Jackson and Becoming Human by White feminist 

theologian Letty Russell. While the juxtaposition of these same-titled books – written nearly 40 years 

apart – seems coincidental, I have placed them together for several reasons. Jackson’s 2020 book 

explores some of the most current ideas of the human as a racialized construct over and against the 

animal. She articulates how “Eurocentric humanism needs blackness as a prop in order to erect 

whiteness,” and uses art to propose life beyond the constructs of the Eurocentric male human.15 Her 

book is embedded with questions about belonging, being, and belief in particular expressions of 

truth. She is asking how blackness is a tool for the building of whiteness, especially the Black 

woman. She is asking if humanness is even a helpful framework for creaturely relationships beyond 

conquest. She is dreaming of life beyond the human as the pinnacle and center of creation. 

Russell’s 1982 book explores the deeply Christocentric idea of Christ as the ultimate model 

for humanity. Reconciliation figures as the telos of God’s will for all people. Russell’s book embodies 

the White women’s feminist theology critiqued by many Womanist theologians, including most 

explicitly Jacqueline Grant. I am able to trace Russell’s humanist theology, with attention to how she 

presumes universality in women’s experience, relies upon racialized tropes of Black women and 

slavery metaphors, privileges a linear progression of salvation with reconciliation as its goal, and 

engages with selected readings of scripture to support all of these arguments. Russell is not in any 

 
15 Ibid, Jackson, 4. 
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way unique or the most egregious in her universalizing White woman’s feminist theology. She is, 

without question, a key voice in feminist Christian theology, and my analysis of her is not intended 

to cancel her numerous contributions to the field. And yet, I invite her into this conversation 

because she is, particularly in this early book, a normative expression of White women’s feminist 

theology on reconciliation. Letty Russell is a clear window into progressive mainline White women’s 

theology that reveres reconciliation while often failing to see our own whiteness. Her early, 

generative writing helps bring the performance of reconciliation as humanness – reconciling 

humanism – into stark relief.  

             I also come at Letty Russell for personal reasons: she was one of the first women ordained 

as a minister in the denomination in which I am ordained – the Presbyterian Church USA. And I am 

a White woman. I have been formed in some of the same White women’s Reformed theologies as 

Russell. Thus, analyzing her is, at least tangentially, an analysis of myself and my own theological 

formation and foundations.  

If we listen to what Womanist theologians have been saying all along, we just may find life 

beyond the human on the other side of this conversation. A life unreconciled from the constructions 

of humanness through the infinitely malleable Black woman. I begin with my first mode of 

reconciling humanism: as a semantic technology that words the world with relations of power and 

conquest. This leads me deep into conversation with the work of Sylvia Wynter.  

 

Section One: Reconciling Humanism as a Coercive Semantic Technology  

i. Sociogeny and Tekhne 
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I propose that reconciliation may be described as what Sylvia Wynter calls a “coercive semantic 

technology” deployed by racism. 16 First, I want to begin to unpack what Wynter means by this 

phrase, and then turn to my own readings of it as it relates to reconciliation. In Wynter’s chapter in 

National Identities and Socio-Political Changes in Latin America entitled, “Towards the Sociogenic Principle: 

Fanon, Identity, the Puzzle of Conscious Experience, and What It Is Like to Be ‘Black’”, she is exploring 

Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin/White Masks to ask how language creates the human. To understand her 

argument, I first have to understand what Fanon meant by the word sociogeny. Wynter describes 

sociogeny in this way: “although born as biological humans (as human skins), we can experience 

ourselves as human only through the mediation of the processes of socialization effected by the 

invented tekhne or cultural technology to which we give the name culture.”17 I note the use of the 

word tekhne. Culture. Culture is understood as the root of technology, a technology that creates 

meaning, that creates humanness, and subhumanity, in relation to others. When Wynter uses the 

word technology to describe the work of language to create and uncreate humans, the reader should 

always hear cultural technology. The process of socialization by which we come to understand 

ourselves, the other, and the world. This is the sense in which I call reconciling humanism theo-

technological violence. 

 

ii. Language as the Weight of Civilization 

 
This process of self-and-other definition comes, among other means, by way of language. 

Writing of the experience of the Caribbean Black person, Wynter discusses how language as an 

imposed system of meaning fuels ideas of what it is to be, and Jackson would say become, human. 

Riffing on Fanon, she writes, “one must recognize that ‘to speak’ does not mean only ‘to be in a 

 
16 Ibid, Sylvia Wynter. Toward the Sociogenic Principle…, 48.  
17 Ibid, Wynter, 53. 
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position to use a certain syntax, to grasp the morphology of this or that language.’ It means, above 

all, ‘to assume a culture, to support the weight of a civilization’ (BS: 17-18).”18 Wynter, and Fanon, 

name how the language spoken by a Caribbean Black person signals progression, or not, along the 

linear path of civilization. The telos of this path of civilization is the language of the colonizer, in this 

case French. Speaking one’s mother tongue, when it is not the tongue of empire, marks the speaker 

as subhuman, or as a precursor to the human. Wynter argues that, in speaking French, the Caribbean 

colonial subject becomes “‘proportionately whiter’ and thereby proportionately "closer to being a 

real human being," in "direct ratio" to one's mastery of the French language.”19 The Black Caribbean 

person is thus, trapped “within the language which it speaks and which speaks it.”20  

This double speech of subjection occurs by the White man, in this case, the French colonizer. 

Fanon describes this form of existence a cultural construction of himself, writing that he has been 

created "by the other, the white man, who had woven me out of a thousand details, anecdotes, 

stories."21 Jackson names this a blackened existence. 22 I may call this racialization by way of tekhne – 

the technological production of a master culture. It is important to recognize that this technology is 

not only rooted in the biological sciences, though it certainly is there. It is also rooted in the realms 

of imagination, fiction, creative writing, storytelling, and the everyday, utterly ordinary forms of 

speech that shape how the Black person has been understood and invented by the White person. 

The speech signs that signal humanness, or subhumanity, mastery, or subjection. 

 

 
18 Ibid, Wynter, 35. 
19 Ibid, Wynter, 35. 
20 Ibid, Wynter, 35. 
21 Ibid, Wynter 41. Frantz Fanon. Black Skin, White Masks. London: Pluto Press, 1952, 84.  
22 Ibid, Jackson, 12. She argues, “Liberal humanism’s basic unit of analysis -- Man -- produces untenable dichotomy 
human/animal; the blackened female is posited as an abyss between the two.” 
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iii. Coercive Semantic Technologies         

           
Finally, with an understanding of both technology as culture and semantics as colonizing 

speech, we arrive at Wynter’s use of that phrase so seminal to my project: coercive semantic 

technologies. Here it is necessary to read her phrase in its fuller context:23  

If we see, therefore, that the experience of what it is like to be human is only made 

possible by means of the, at first, sacred religiocultural and, now in our contemporary 

case, objective secular-cultural discourses and their coercive semantic technologies by means 

of which the genetic-instinctual self of the individual is transformed through processes 

of social conditioning into that of each order's culturally prescribed sense of the self 

or sociogenic principle, then it is this principle, and the institutions by means of which 

it is imprinted that gives the constant able to provide a transculturally applicable 

“common reality” . . .  

 

Sylvia Wynter is naming that what we understand the human to be in our time is a product 

of sacred, secular, and sociological processes that need words to work. Our sociogeny – or social 

conditioning around what it means to be (and become) human – is achieved via coercive semantic 

technologies. Persuasive words that create culture, and this culture is often presented as itself 

transcultural – as common, shared, and yes, reconciled. One new humanity. A common reality that 

is said to transcend culture, all the while, remaining very much a product of dominant cultural 

expression through things like colonialism and racism. I would, with Gražina Bielousova, push back 

against Wynter’s overly binary and linear depictions of an initial religious interplay with culture, that 

has now been replaced by a secular interplay with culture. 24 I believe, as I have shown in Pacioli’s 

 
23 Ibid, Wynter 48, emphasis mine. 
24 Gražina Bielousova. The Making of Savage Europe: Religious Difference and The Idea of Eastern Europe. Doctoral Dissertation, 
Duke University, 2022, 96. To be published. “In contradistinction to Sylvia Wynter’s thesis that this time period would 
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theo-economics and in Lethal Weapon’s theo-patriarchy, that the so-called sacred always bleeds into 

the secular. Even if what is called “religion” is less credible or visible in the face of what is called 

“secular”, the two have never really been separate in either ideology or practice. They remain 

inextricably linked, which is why I am so prone to use the hyphenate “theo-.” 

And yet, Wynter is naming something essential to my project and to this chapter: culture 

produces, by means of language, the fiction that there is such a thing as a “common reality”, as a 

universal human experience. At the same time, that very same culture relies upon ideas of 

civilization. These ideas of civilization are suffused with ideas of race, replying upon the existence of 

subhumans, what both Wynter and Jackson call the Black(ened) human as the nadir of Man.25 

Culture presumes, and this is key – coerces – a common humanity even as it produces subhumanity. 

Language is the primary vehicle of this coercion and production. Because “culture” is not some 

autonomous evil force, but rather the relationships created by very real, very concrete structures of 

power, dominance, knowledge, and money by very real humans. Our experience of what it means to 

be human, and what it means to be human together, to be what I might call a reconciled humanity, 

occurs within the context of these relationships. And the sneakiest thing of all is that, while 

particularly White people believe our idea of our human selves occurs instinctually and 

autonomously – that is, within ourselves and in our genetics – it has ever been a communally-

generated reality: a social genesis, a sociogeny. 

All of this means that when someone, and especially a White person, uses the word 

reconciliation in conjunction with humanization, this language is part of a system of meaning-

 
mark a certain “degodding” of the World, a secularization, even if superficial, of Western global and racial reasoning, I 
find that the travelogues that I consider maintain theological and scientific mindsets simultaneously, and not as disparate 
or compartmentalized sets of beliefs…”  
25 Ibid, Jackson, 20. “A recognition of black humanity is not denied or excluded but weaponized by a conception of 'the 
human' foundationally organized by the idea of a racial telos. Wynter: the Negro is not excluded by the category Man and 
its overrepresentation of humanity but is the nadir of Man.” 
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making that has long preceded them. This language represents a technology – a tekhne – that defines 

what it is to be human. Even when the speaker or writer may not intend to reproduce technologies 

of domination and racialization, these structures are already bound to the language itself, just as they 

are bound to the person who utters the words.  

 

iv. A Thought Experiment  

 
Here is a simple thought experiment. Imagine for a moment that the first time you heard the 

word forgiveness, it was in the context of being told by an authority figure as a child that you must 

forgive someone who harmed you, or God will not forgive you. Imagine how that word will always 

bear a haunting of that early harm. Imagine the distrust you might have for that word, or the 

questions you might have about who benefits from you forgiving. Now imagine (and some of you 

do not need to imagine, for this is reality) for a moment that your ancestors were stolen from their 

home, and forced into labor, and ripped of their language and faith and kinship ties, and ordered 

into books as property to be bought, sold, traded, and discarded. And imagine that this process 

would come to be called reconciliation. Now imagine if, in the face of state authority figures causing 

harm to people who look like you, and in the face of religious thinkers who largely ignore your 

existence or use it for their own ends, you find that word being pushed upon you. You are even told 

it is God’s will for everyone, and that it is the end goal of salvation. You might even be told that if 

you reject this word, you cannot get into heaven.26 Imagine how that word might be haunted by all 

of this ongoing history of harmful relationships: of ordering people into books until they become 

 
26 Gary W. Deddo. Chapter 5 “Persons in Racial Reconciliation: The Contributions of a Trinitarian Theological Anthropology” in The 
Gospel in Black and White. Dennis Okholm, Ed. Westmont Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1997, 65. “Resisting reconciliation 
is not just a violation of an abstract commandment; it is resistance to the essence of who we are who God is. Resistance 
can only mean the rejection of the grace of God, and constitutes a threat not just to the relationships among the races 
but also to our being and becoming. It is a rejection of God's essential purposes. Those unreconciled cannot enter the 
kingdom of God.” Gary Deddo is a White man and a Presbyterian Church (USA) pastor. 
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nonpeople, of harm that never gets addressed, but only covered over and theologized. You would 

not only be suspicious of the word itself, you would also be suspicious of all the work that word 

does: of all the violent relationships it creates, of all the people it destroys.  

At risk of oversimplification, I believe this is what Fanon means by sociogeny. This is what 

Wynter means by coercive semantic technologies. In admittedly complicated language and ideas, 

Wynter is working to help us understand how words shape worlds. And words that easily lend 

themselves to hegemonic power, as I argue here reconciliation does, create relationships of harm, of 

humans and subhumans. And the slyest thing of all is that these words that create worlds do not just 

occur formally in racist biologies and healthcare, and racist economic policies. They occur, as Fanon 

argues, in “a thousand details, anecdotes, stories” in which the White man (or woman) defines the 

racial other, and thus defines themself. Because many readers of my own work will have heard these 

words as children, spoken by religious authorities, this anecdote works. These are not the stark 

pronouncements of biological racism, but they are also hegemonic. They are also violent.  

In fact, in its adept disappearing act, in the sneakiness of language that sounds innocuous or 

even holy, it is possible that such softened sociogenetic storytelling causes more harm. White people 

often fail to see it for what it is: coercive semantic technology. Reconciling humanism – the linking 

of reconciliation with humanization – is a coercive semantic technology because it performs the 

fiction that “the human” is a clear-cut biological, or theological, category untainted by racism. 

Reconciling humanism is a coercive semantic technology because it produces a culture of one 

universal humanity without addressing how this oneness (reconciliation) is a fiction. As a 

technology, reconciliation language, however instinctual or “natural” it is presented, is an invention. 

As I have argued throughout this dissertation, reconciliation grammar is perhaps most insidious 

because of its presumed innocence and inherency. And yet – on the pages of accounting books 

artificially crafted to create coherence, and on the silver screen of movies artificially crafted to create 
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state racial coherence – it is always constructed by particular human beings for their own ends, or 

profits.  

Reconciling humanism is a coercive semantic technology because it theologically argues that 

human beings will be saved if we only see our sameness, or better yet, if we instead look to the 

singularity of Jesus who supersedes all of our lesser particularities. I now explore in close reading 

detail some of the reconciling humanism I see on display in the work of Letty Russell’s Becoming 

Human and invite Zakiyyah Iman Jackson’s Becoming Human to talk back to that text.  

 

Section Two: Letty Russell’s Hermeneutics of Reconciling Humanism  

Letty Russell, in her Becoming Human, argues that salvation is humanization, with 

humanization meaning “reconciled humanity.”27 Though in her later writings, Russell to some 

degree complicates such a uniform pronouncement of “reconciliation”, “humanity”, and 

“salvation”, here she presents a fairly singular and universal meaning for these words. I see that 

Russell’s reconciling humanism, as displayed in Becoming Human, is animated in three ways: by 

particular use and readings of Pauline scripture, by notions of a universal sisterhood, and by what 

Zakiyyah Iman Jackson names the plastic Black woman. I will engage with each of these in turn. 

Again, Russell as a formative White feminist theologian is not unique in these dynamics. Her work is 

a helpful lens through which to see the scripts behind this performance of reconciliation grammar.  

Dolores Williams, in her Sisters in the Wilderness, names Letty Russell in that seminal book, 

specifically arguing that Russell’s assumptions of scripture as liberatory do not always meld with 

Womanist thought. Williams is revealing a tension between Black women and White women doing 

theology, specifically in the area of hermeneutics: the interpretation of scripture. She argues, “Most 

 
27 Ibid, Russell, 90. 
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feminist and womanist Christian theologians agree with liberation theologian Letty Russell that there 

is a liberating word in the Bible. But women have to turn over many layers to get to this liberating 

word, and in the process, they may have opposing views about how biblical interpretation 

(hermeneutics) should be approached. It is about hermeneutics that womanists, theologians, and 

scholars of religion need to be in conversation with each other.”28   

There are indeed many layers to be turned over to get at the good news in some of Letty 

Russell’s interpretation of scripture, particularly Pauline scripture. Part of this is to do with how 

Russell’s hermeneutics are primarily prescriptive: scripture functions here as a roadmap to 

reconciliation and redemption. Like all maps, much is lost in the drawing of her sometimes-too-

sharp theological lines. Beyond the mapped terrain, there be monsters. Beyond the borders, there 

are unreconciled places of contradiction and complexity that Russell’s reading of Paul smooths out 

and flattens into a seamless narrative, built of echoed Pauline and traditional Reformed theological 

language. If Russell’s reconciling humanism feels a bit too rigid or hemmed in by oversimplified 

ideas of human oneness, she has built those ideas upon a hemmed-in hermeneutical map of Paul’s 

words.  

I begin with key readings of Paul used in Russell’s Becoming Human, particularly noting language 

of oneness and slavery metaphors. It is important to name here that I am not doing my own 

hermeneutical and biblical work on these Pauline texts. Rather, I am reading Russell’s hermeneutics 

– her interpretations of these key texts – with an eye toward reconciling humanism. I am not asking 

how these texts should be interpreted. This valid question is not the core concern of my dissertation. 

I am asking what White feminist hermeneutics of these texts have done, how the words of Paul can 

 
28 Delores Williams. Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk. Maryknoll NY: Orbis Books, 2013 edition, 
originally published 1993, 166. 
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become a coercive semantic technology for reconciling humanism. How particular readings of Paul 

seen here have created, or at least theologically funded, particular human relationships of harm.  

 

i. Paul’s Writings: Oneness in Galatians 

 
As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  

 There is no longer Jew or Greek; there is no longer slave or free; there is no longer 

male and female, for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, 

then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise. 

        - Galatians 3:27-3729  

 

Russell interprets this text from Galatians, peppered with ideas from Philippians 2:12, in this way:30 

One way of describing the story of salvation today…would be to say that it has to do 

with the total process of becoming human. Such a process of restoring broken 

relationships is rooted in God’s act of redemption. In Christ, God has acted to mend 

creation once and for all. Christ acted as one for all in rehumanizing the world in the 

midst of its dehumanization…In this sense we are already human. Yet from our brief 

consideration of Galatians it is clear that we not only receive this possibility of 

humanity and freedom as a gift, we also have to work it out "with fear and trembling." 

By the power of the Spirit which is at work in our lives we are in the process of becoming 

human in the midst of our struggles with our old human nature. And one day we will 

be fully human when we are set free from the restraint of Old Creation and full united 

with God.  

 
29 New Revised Standard Version. Ibid, Russell, 76. 
30 Ibid, Russell, 91, emphasis hers. 
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While Russell would not have, in 1982 at the time of this book’s publication, identified linear 

logics of progression with coloniality, today’s reader can recognize such elements. Her reading of 

Galatians is presented as a linear “total process” timeline of salvation-as-humanization: we are 

already human because Jesus on the cross has made us so, but we are somehow not yet fully human 

until we find full communion – that is, reconciliation – with God. In between these two states, we 

are to work out our humanity, which she seems to equate with salvation, by struggling against our 

sinful human nature. To become human is to, with the work of the Spirit, fight what Russell 

understands as our old selves enslaved to sin. We are human, but not fully, because of sin. We 

become human, but not fully, because of our slavery to our old selves. We only become fully human 

at the telos of this reconciliation story: when we are set free from Old Creation. I suppose this means 

we only become fully human when we die, or when Jesus returns. I wonder if Russell intended such 

a pronouncement. 

This notion of the human has been what I might call fully absorbed into Christian theology 

– fully reconciled with Christian theology.31 Humanness here is not a biological concept. It is not a 

product of sociogeny. Humanness is Christogeny – created only through and by and for God in 

Christ. How would Russell frame humanness for those who do not practice Christianity? How 

might the theological, presented here as deep reliance upon the words of Paul, escape (but not fully) 

the biological and sociological? 

While oneness in Jesus – understood as the restoration of broken human relationships 

achieved via the redemption of God in Jesus – sounds lovely, how might this language become a 

coercive semantic technology itself? How, for example, are very specific sins of racism by very 

specific people collapsed into the catch-all of “our old human nature”? Is she framing sin as an 

inevitability given our “Old Creation” selves in a way that makes reckoning with particular sins more 

 
31 Christian theology in a very particular form, not all of Christian theology. 
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difficult? How does the argument that we are human because Jesus has made us so trump arguments 

by particularly Black women that they have not been treated or seen as such? If Jesus is the ultimate 

marker of humanity, the pertinent theological question should always be: whose Jesus?32 This is why, 

as I will later show, Womanist theologian Jaqueline Grant in her White Women’s Christ and Black 

Women’s Jesus critiques Russell’s hermeneutics and Christology. We do not all worship the same 

Jesus. My reading of Sylvia Wynter encourages me to name that our conceptions of Jesus – and of 

his work – can never be “pure” theology. They are always already sociogeny, too.  

Where Russell’s language of oneness in Jesus interlocks with slavery and submission language, 

her White feminist theology is put on starker display. This leads us to her use of the Christ hymn in 

Philippians, and finally, to that core canon for much of reconciliation theology: Paul’s second letter 

to the Corinthians.  

 

ii. Paul’s Writings: The Christ Hymn of Philippians 

 
In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus: 

Who, being in very nature God, 

    did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; 

rather, he made himself nothing 

    by taking the very nature of a servant, 

    being made in human likeness. 

And being found in appearance as a man, 

    he humbled himself 

 
32 Whitney Wilkinson Arreche in Liberating Church: A 21st Century Hush Harbor Manifesto, Brandon Wrencher and 
Venneikia Samatha Williams, Eds. Portland: Voices (an imprint of Wipf and Stock), 2022, 49. “We do not all follow the 
same Jesus. We also do not all read the same Bible.” See also: M. Shawn Copeland. Enfleshing Freedom: Body, Race, and 
Being. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009. 
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    by becoming obedient to death— 

        even death on a cross! 

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 

    and gave him the name that is above every name, 

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 

    in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, 

    to the glory of God the Father. 

- Philippians 2:5-1133 

 

In her use of this text from Philippians, Russell moves from the humanity of humans to the 

humanity of Jesus. Jesus is not only the singular means of salvation from our “Old Creation” selves. 

Jesus is also the archetype of what it means to be human. She roots her reconciling humanism in 

what has been theologically named the scandal of particularity: that God, in all sovereignty and 

divinity, would choose to come in the form of a particular human being in the person of Jesus.  

Russell riffs on the traditional theological scandal of particularity in a new way: Jesus came 

not only as human, he came as one understood to be less than human. He came as a slave. Now, the 

obvious truth to state is that Jesus did not come as a slave. He was born to a lower-status laboring 

family, to be sure, but he was not born nor was he sold into slavery. Russell is drawing upon ideas in 

the original language of this text that Jesus came in the form of a slave, or as the New International 

Version translates, in the nature of a slave. The slavery of Jesus, not unlike actual chattel slavery, is 

linked in the Christ hymn with imminent death. And yet, again, this death is very different from the 

 
33 I use the New International Version here because the masculine language is significant, as is language of Jesus coming 
not in the form of a slave (how it is often translated), but in the nature of a slave. 
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death-dealing realities of slavery and its afterlife. It would seem that Jesus, this one like a slave and 

yet not, chose this death. He humbled himself to the point of obedience to death. This is where 

Russell grounds her words on Jesus as the archetype not just of humanness but of a humanness 

inextricable from, and even obedient to, suffering:34 

. . . here in the hymn we hear that Christ was able to be a truly human person, able to 

glorify God in showing God’s humanity to us. It is not surprising that the early 

Christian church called Jesus “Lord”…The word doulos (“slave,” “servant”) was always 

coupled with the word kyrios (“Lord”) because it was this startling history of 

incarnation and resurrection that was the beginning of new humanity. Because he was 

willing to be less than human in the form of a slave, Jesus also became more than human, 

and those who called him Lord belonged to him and not to Caesar or to any human 

or demonic authority . . . This image of new humanity and the story of obedience…are 

crucial to use as we seek out what God intends for us. God's intention for obedient 

partnership in the work of New Creation is most clearly seen not in a myth but in one 

man.  

 

The reader, as I do, may feed discomfort with Russell’s rhetoric that names enslaved persons 

less than human. The reader may also, as I do, find the language of “what God intends for us” 

haunting in the context of this description of obedience to suffering, slavery, and death. Russell is 

very much in line with traditional Reformed Pauline language that relies upon slavery metaphors. 

And in some ways, she is even pushing against those metaphors, naming that “for those who see 

 
34 Ibid, Russell 51-52, 54. 
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themselves victims of involuntary servitude because of racism, classism, sexism, and the many other 

isms of this world . . . talk of humility and dominion is ‘cheap talk.’”35  

But even within her important honesty here, the lumping together, or reconciling, of various 

“isms” does not do enough, and neither does the softened language of “involuntary servitude” for 

slavery. And after naming this concern, she essentially lands once more upon the centrality of the 

language of servant, arguing that however tainted slavery language may be by the power 

relationships of humans, scripture argues for its use: “. . . But that is not what the Gospels tell us. 

They tell us that the Servant is Lord and the Lord is Servant.”36 She is pushing this language to a 

logical conclusion that would perhaps not be reached were she not a White person: her scandal of 

particularity requires slavery. And Russell, in a similar way to how she later uses a plastic Black 

woman to make her point, uses James Cone make this claim.  

Russell writes, “In Jesus' ministry, Lordship and Service were together ‘in the establishment 

of justice through suffering’ (James Cone). The symbols of slavery or servanthood, so often used in 

the New Testament, continue to evoke strong images and experiences of domination and 

involuntary subordination. Yet the scandal of the words is at the heart of the gospel story. The Lord 

who voluntarily became a servant, who suffered out of love for others, has called us to do 

likewise.”37 

Again, Russell is naming historic and present realities of harm in ways that matter. But just as 

in the use of the tiny conjunction “but” above, here another tiny conjunction looms large. Consider 

how the petite but potent word “yet” in this paragraph represents a coercive semantic technology of 

reconciling humanism. Russell acknowledges that slavery metaphors signal lived histories of slavery. 

But the theological might of the metaphor trumps those lived realities: again, this scandal of Jesus as a slave is 

 
35 Ibid, Russell, 54-55. 
36 Ibid, Russell, 55, emphasis mine. 
37 Ibid, Russell, 52, 54, emphasis mine. The naming of James Cone in parenthesis is how it occurs in her text. 
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seemingly the heart of the gospel story. Russell does change her tune in later writings, and no longer 

centers her understanding of the gospel on this metaphor, but rather on decolonial work and 

liberation in partnership with God. In Becoming Human, Russell’s words on this scandal of 

particularity are not only scandalous because she places slavery at the heart of the gospel; they are 

also scandalous because she invents the idea of voluntary slavery, which is fiction.  

Would someone who is not White so easily pronounce enslavement by choice a reality? A 

later Letty Russell, who engaged with questions of race and colonialism, would not. But there is an 

implicit theological bias that still animates writings, sermons, and teachings of White theologians, 

including White feminist theologians today. Slavery is evil, yes. And yet, if Paul used language of 

slavery as a foundational grammar through which to understand the personhood of Jesus, we 

should, too.38 It is one thing to claim Jesus was marginal in many ways, that he did not embody full 

markers of the masculinity of his time, that he intentionally aligned himself with those on the fringes 

of society in confronting the powers and principalities of his time, and that he was grotesque in the 

sense of vulnerable and open to others.39 It is quite another thing to claim that Jesus was less than 

human because he was voluntarily a slave, and that he then calls all of us who would be human to 

follow in that path of suffering slavery.  

As I have argued in this section, Jesus is described by Russell via Philippians as the suffering 

servant, the archetype for the human. Jacqueline Grant paraphrases Letty Russel in this way: “Given 

the accounts of Jesus recorded in the New Testament, it would appear that Jesus' reward for 

obedient servanthood was suffering rather than exaltation. What therefore is the relationship 

 
38 Though Paul’s understanding of slavery needs to be explored, and its coherence or dissonance with chattel slavery. 
39 Brittany Wilson. Chapter 2: “Masculinity in Luke-Acts: The Lukan Jesus and Muscular Christianity” (pp. 23–33) In J.P. 
Grimshaw (Eds.). Luke-Acts: Texts@Contexts. New York: T&T Clark, 24. Wilson describes a Jesus who “problematizes 
ancient constructions of masculinity.” Charles Campbell describes the body of Christ as grotesque in that it is weeping, 
bleeding, sweating, and breathing. In contrast what he calls the weaponized grotesque where bodies are made to be 
monstrous or savage through a White gaze (what we may here call reconciling humanism), this form of grotesque is 
joyful, defiant, carnivalesque, and resistant.  Charles Campbell. The Scandal of the Gospel: Preaching and the Grotesque. 
Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2021, 7. 
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between servanthood and suffering? . . .There is suffering on the part of the divine as the divine has 

become human. It is through suffering that justice is established.”40 Here, in this summary of 

Russell’s arguments, we find the linking of justice – both divine and human – with slavery. 

Paul’s suffering as a slave is also praised. Russell writes, “[Paul’s] His humiliation and slavery 

in jail are of no ultimate importance because he is there as a servant of the Lord . . . Paul [has] joy in 

suffering.”41 If Paul was obedient to suffering enslavement, even joyful about it, to be a human is to 

be just as obedient to suffering as Jesus and Paul.  

Russell as a feminist theologian is not glorifying suffering for its own sake. But she is 

claiming that being fully human and being fully obedience to suffering are inextricably bound. 

Crucifixion conditions what it means to be human. The cross as a key necropolitical site, and 

following in the path of Christ’s suffering, is reframed as love and joy, as the voluntary suffering that 

reconciles the world. I am reminded of the words Saidiya Hartman wrote in Lose Your Mother 

regarding the Christian trade of enslaved African people, “Love was the language of dominion, and 

its offspring were men and women in chains.”42  

Here I see the violence of White feminist theological humanization. Naming these 

theological writings as violent may be jarring. And yet, to those whose ancestors knew slavery as 

anything but voluntary, suffering as anything but salfivic, when a White woman uses Pauline 

language of slavery as pure metaphor, and even elevates it to the heart of the gospel of Christianity, 

this is violent, whether that violence is intentional. Ideas of slavation as salvation, be they for Jesus, 

or for humans, are violent. Because in all of its incarnations, but especially in its chattel form, slavery 

 
40 Jacquelyn Grant. White Women’s Christ and Black Women’s Jesus: Feminist Christology and Womanist Response. Atlanta: AAR 
Scholars Press, 1989, 124.  
41 Ibid, Russell, 50. 
42 Saidiya Hartman. Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007, 
62. 
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is violent, and that violence has still not ended for Black people still deemed less than human by state 

and church power.  

Given Russell’s assertion that we find our humanity in the Christ who was less than human – a 

voluntary slave and showed us the path of suffering – I turn to a final key text she uses from Paul. 

She uses Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians as a coercive semantic technology to argue for 

becoming more than human.  

 

iii. Paul’s Writings: The Reconciliation Hymn of Corinthians 

 
From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though 

we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that 

way. So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; 

see, everything has become new! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself 

through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God 

was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and 

entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since 

God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled 

to God. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we may 

become the righteousness of God.  

 - 2 Corinthians 5:16-2143 

 

 
43 New Revised Standard Version. 
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This text from Paul, possibly written in the context of tensions with the church in Corinth, is 

unequivocally the darling of normative reconciliation theology.44 The pericope is rife with binaries. 

Old creation/new creation. Human viewpoint/Christological viewpoint. 

Irreconciliation/reconciliation. Sin/righteousness. In these binaries, I find that the first words are 

often paired together, as are the second. This means that logically, at least in the interpretation of 

this text evinced by Letty Russell in Becoming Human, I can see a linking of old creation, human 

viewpoint, irreconciliation, and sin. To summarize, this means that to be unreconciled is to be stuck 

in the sinful, human ways of old creation. Christians must, as Russell argues, become more than 

human. Becoming more than human is thus achieved through the linking of the positives of the 

pairing in this text: new creation, Christological viewpoint, reconciliation, and righteousness. To be 

reconciled is to be newly created in the light of Christ through whom righteousness is possible. 

Reconciliation and righteousness are synonyms, just as irreconciliation and sin are synonyms. This 

text, when read in this way, may be easily co-opted for the purposes of reconciling humanism, 

intentional or otherwise. 

Russell writes that, “It is difficult to look at the world from a new point of view and to 

change many of our most "sacred" views of things. Yet this is just what we are called to do through 

our commitment to Jesus Christ. As Paul reminds us in II Cor 5:16-21, we are not longer to regard 

anyone from a human point of view, but rather from the point of view of Christ's death and 

resurrection. All persons and all creation are to be viewed as objects of God's love. . . ”45  These 

words sound lovely – who does not want to be viewed as an object of God’s love? And yet, Russell 

is in some ways undermining her entire conversation about what it is to be less than human and to 

 
44 The context of Paul’s relationship with Corinth needs to be explored in more detail than I can do here. This will be 
later work for me. And again, here I am focusing not on the right or most accurate interpretation of Pauline texts; I am 
focusing on a particular White woman’s reconciling hermeneutic as displayed in Letty Russell in this moment. 
45 Ibid, Russell, 30. 
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become human with the idea that neither matters as much as the understanding that, in Jesus, we are 

more than human.  

What is the significance of humanness among people made to be subhumans, if it is really 

only the humanness of Jesus that matters? And if it is really only the subhumanity of Jesus that 

matters? Russell argues, “Our humanity is more than human because God has chosen to become a 

nobody and to share our humanity with us.”46  The choice of God to become a nobody is, as stated 

earlier, the choice of Jesus to come as a servant, a voluntary slave. We are more than human because 

Jesus came as less than human.   

Given all of these Christological formulations of sub/latent/super humanity, what does it 

mean to “regard no one from a human point of view,” especially in the context of what could be 

named Paul’s hymn to reconciliation? And why does this posthuman construction lend itself to 

reconciling humanism so well? This brings me back to Russell’s scandal of particularity. God in 

Christ, in sovereign love, chose to come to the world as a human being of lesser status, for her, a 

voluntary slave. This particularity consumes all other – the particularities of our “Old Creation” 

selves. I consider this akin to what Eduardo Bonilla-Silva names the White myth of nonracialism.47 If 

Christians only see the particularity of Jesus, or if we are only to see others through the lens of (our 

most definitely sociogenic reading of) his particularity, what actual differences regarding status, racial 

constructions, economics, gender, and sexuality are we missing? And how does difference itself 

 
46 Ibid, Russell, 59. 
47 Eduardo Bonilla-Silva. Racism without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in America. 5th edition. 
Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018, 56. “Naturalization is a frame that allows whites to explain away racial phenomena 
by suggesting they are natural occurrences. For example, whites can claim ‘segregation’ is natural because people from all 
backgrounds ‘gravitate toward likeness.’ Or that their taste for whiteness in friends and partners is ‘just the way things 
are.’ Although the above statements can be interpreted as ‘racist’ and as contradicting the colorblind logic, they are 
actually used to reinforce the myth of nonracialism.” 
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become just another “ism” to overcome, a problem to be solved through the perfectly reconciling 

Christ? 

Regarding no one from a human point of view, in this particular application of Paul’s words 

to the Corinthians is a reconciling technology, and not only because of the use of the word 

reconciliation in this passage. If, as I have argued throughout this dissertation, reconciliation 

grammar functions to smooth out difference, to negotiate otherness according to the terms of 

whiteness, to not see unique and multifaceted humans, but rather to only see objects of God’s love, it 

can become hegemonic. Human beings are, after all, not only products of what Christians affirm 

Jesus has done in being human, though I believe we are this. We as humans are also always products 

of sociogeny – of the racial order that continues to determine humanity along a gradient of 

civilization and virtue. No matter how resounding Russell’s reconciling scandal of particularity is, we 

never do fully lose our particularity, both the particularity that is beautiful and the particularity that is 

a product of hegemony. Jesus does not consume all difference until we reach some utopic new 

creation state of euphoric reconciliation. And particularity cannot be collapsed into what in this 

book Russell refers to as many “isms” of society. The life and work of Jesus actually attests to 

something much different than this rather flattened reading of Paul’s words. I find, in accounts of 

Jesus weeping, and his human exhaustion, and his divine rage, a Jesus who is himself unreconciled, 

grotesque, full of contradictions and complexities, and more than a little resentful of those religious 

people who would too easily find comfort in the settled-ness of state power.48  

I am not advocating for an outright rejection of Pauline texts like this from II Corinthians, a 

text that functions here as a coercive semantic technology for a reconciling humanism that desires to 

 
48 John 11:35; Luke 5:16; Matthew 21:12-13, Mark 11:15-18. 
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only see Christ’s particularity and not our own. Alternative hermeneutics of these texts that could 

result in a more liberative interpretation and application will be a task for another day. I am looking 

at how Letty Russell uses these texts to support her reconciling humanism, and how her 

hermeneutics might have been shaped by her experience as a White woman.  

I advocate for holding these texts in their proper place, not as supracanonical definitive 

declarations of a singular truth, but as one way among many to name the life and work and humanity 

of Jesus, and of human creatures. I now turn from Pauline technologies for Russell’s reconciling 

humanism to language used by many other White feminist theologians: sisterhood. How might a 

word that sounds warm and inviting collapse all other difference into a singular, reconciled, White 

idea of womanhood? Here, Jacqueline Grant, Delores Williams, and Zakiyyah Iman Jackson help me 

question Russell’s assumptions of universality, her sisterhood of and by and for White women. 

 

Section Three: Letty Russell’s Plastic and Surrogate Sisterhood 

i. Sisterhood vs. Survival 

 
Among women [humanization] is the process of coming to sisterhood by learning to 

affirm oneself and one's sister in her aspirations, whatever the divergence of race, 

language, geography, ideology, and tactics, which provides a key to humanization. 

- Letty Russell49 

 

Russell writes in the precursor to Becoming Human, Human Liberation in a Feminist Perspective, 

that women are bound together into a sisterhood marked by humanization. This can be understood 

as a supporting idea from which Becoming Human emerged. The word “whatever” in the above 

 
49 Letty Russell. Human Liberation In A Feminist Perspective – A Theology. Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1974, 140, 
emphasis hers.  
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passage is doing a great deal of work. That language holds what Russell calls the divergence of race, 

language, ideology etc. – collapsing particularities here – as something to be overcome on the linear 

path to sisterhood. Her language seems to indicate that, if there is no universal sisterhood, there is 

no humanization. And her language of difference as a problem to be solved brings to mind Luca 

Pacioli’s theo-economic obsession with order. Surely, for example, affirming one’s sister in her 

aspirations occurs not “whatever” her particularity might be, but in part, because of that 

particularity. Honoring and supporting a woman with chronic illness, or a woman who is a victim of 

racial state violence, or a woman with no access to healthcare is very different than honoring and 

supporting women whose lives are marked by relative health, safety, and comfort. Women cannot be 

honored in the abstraction of a vague sisterhood; women can be truly honored in, and in some sense 

because of, particularity.  

Womanist theologian Jacqueline Grant calls out the potential violence in Russell’s language 

of sisterhood, writing, “ . . . when we read narratives of slaves and ex-slaves, current "sisterhood" 

rhetoric appears simply as one of two possibilities: (1) a crude joke, or (2) the conciliatory rhetoric of 

an advantaged class and race.”50 I see here how grammar of a universal sisterhood begets a 

reconciling humanism that makes difference either laughable (even, say, the historical difference 

between an enslaved person and an enslaver), or indicts it as an obstacle to true humanity. Or in the 

language of Letty Russell, renders difference a sign of the sinful Old Creation.  

Zakiyyah Iman Jackson’s Becoming Human helps this conversation of universality and 

language. Jackson writes of the history of slavery and its afterlife, and argues that, “What observers 

and commentators did not question was their own universality, their grid of intelligibility, and how it 

conditioned not just what they saw, or even how they observed, but how they knew what they saw.51  

 
50 Ibid, Grant, 196. Also a reconciliatory rhetoric. 
51 Ibid, Jackson, 7, emphasis hers. 
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Letty Russell, at least in this early work, did not question her own assumptions of 

universality as a White woman. She did not question how she knew what she saw as sisterhood. I 

show this in the following section where I describe her use of the plastic Black women as a 

scaffolding to build her reconciling humanism upon. She did not see how language of sisterhood 

could serve ideas of reconciling humanism that read particularity as a problem to be solved. But 

there are women who have been using language of sisterhood in a way that does not rely upon ideas 

of reconciled universality. These are Black women.  

The perhaps most well-known and enduring text of Womanist theology has that word in the 

title. Delores Williams’ 1993 book Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk lays out a 

form of sisterhood theology, but this sisterhood does not center around a reconciled oneness, or as 

Russell names, a sisterhood of supporting aspirations. This is a sisterhood of survival. Williams’ is a 

life-or-death sisterhood, and this sisterhood is not spoken primarily through the words of Paul but 

through the words of Black women including Hagar: Womanist God-Talk.  

Williams lays out the question of survival early on in her book, asking, “ . . . how do I shape 

a theology that is at once committed to black women’s issues and life struggles that simultaneously 

addresses the black community’s historic struggle to survive and develop a positive, productive 

quality of life in the face of death?”52 Theology takes a very different turn when it becomes not 

about a universal reconciled humanity who find their fullness in Jesus but rather, about believing 

God wants Black people, and especially Black women, to survive and thrive. If Russell’s theology, at 

least in this early Becoming Human, is about transcending humanness in Jesus, becoming more than 

human, William’s theology is triage. The beginning and middle and end of this Womanist theology is 

the survival of Black women who have had their humanity denied repeatedly. 

 

 
52 Ibid, Williams, xv. 
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This sisterhood is not located in a safe space of assured mutuality; this is a sisterhood in the 

wilderness. As Williams names, “While some feminist theologians claim the prophetic tradition 

significant for the biblical foundations of feminist theology, they give little or no attention to the way 

in which wilderness figures into the work of making the prophet and making a people. Womanist 

theologians can claim the biblical wilderness tradition as the foundation of their enterprise and as a 

route to discourse not only because Hagar's, black women's and black people's experiences with 

God gained dimension in the wilderness, but because the biblical wilderness tradition emphasizes 

survival, quality of life formation . . . and the work of building a peoplehood and a community. . .”53  

This is the wilderness of life that is, as Christina Sharpe argues “in the wake” of the 

semiotics of the slave ship, of an “emancipation [that] did not make free Black life free; it continues 

to hold us in that singularity.”54 A wilderness Saidiya Hartman names the “burdened subject no 

longer enslaved, but not yet free.”55A wilderness Katherine McKittrick names as the linguistic 

tension between being a Black woman being spoken of as unfree – in this case in the context of a 

slavery ledger record – and yet speaking freedom for herself. A woman of African descent carving 

out freedom in the context of captivity and subjection. 

Says she was born free.  

Says she was born free.  

She is not free.  

 
53 Ibid, Williams, 142-143. 
54 Semiotics means the study of signs and symbols and their use or interpretation. Sharpe writes, “We must think about 
Black flesh, Black optics, and ways of producing enfleshed work; think the ways the hold cannot and does not hold even 
as the hold remains in the form of the semiotics of the slave ship hold, the prison, the womb, and elsewhere in and as 
the tension between being and instrumentality that is Black being in the wake.” Christina Sharpe. In the Wake: On 
Blackness and Being. Durham: Duke University Press, 2016, 21. Consider her words: blackness as the tension between 
being and instrumentality, between life and utility. Language is, in many ways, the slave ship that lingers, a material sign 
of the ongoing relationships that trap Black flesh between life and usefulness. Ibid, Sharpe, 106. Singularity may be 
understood through Jackson’s understanding of the burden of inclusion into a racially hierarchical system. The 
singularity of the human that is always subjecting of Black flesh. 
55 Ibid, Hartman, 206. 
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She says she was born free.  

The unfree nonperson is embedded in--at work within--the verb "says" and the noun 

"she." 

The unfree nonperson says she was born free.  

She says she was born free.  

She says she was born free at Newtown, Long Island:  

she is not free.  

She says she is free.56  

 

The wilderness is found in this tension between freedom and unfreedom, where Womanist 

God-Talk refuses to be silent: she says she is free, even if she is not. Even in this tension, the Black 

woman is unreconciled. That unreconciliation is not only a product of living a precarious existence 

between freedom and subjection – it is a product of her own speech. Survival is not found within 

the smoothed out reconciling humanism that was never really meant for her. Survival is found in 

speaking freedom directly into the scene of subjection.57 What Williams’ names a “quasi-free people 

struggling to build community in the wilderness.” 58 She then asks a preacher’s question in this 

unreconciled wilderness place: what is God’s word about survival and life formation? Not for all 

people, not for a common humanity. For these quasi-free people.  

 

 
56 Katherine McKittrick. “Mathematics Black Life” in The Black Scholar. 44.2, Taylor & Francis Group, Summer 2014, 6. 
http://www.theblackscholar.org/ 
57 Saidiya Hartman. Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self Making in Nineteenth Century America. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1997. 
58 Ibid, Williams, 143. 

http://www.theblackscholar.org/
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This is a very different centering question than what Letty Russell asks throughout her 

Becoming Human: “what does it mean to keep human life human?”59 Williams talks back to Russell in 

a way, arguing that Womanist theology, like White feminist theology, affirms the full humanity of 

women. But Womanist theology does not stop at the question of the human woman. Instead, it asks 

how White feminists perpetuate White supremacy and continue to dehumanize Black women.60 

Jacqueline Grant names this even more starkly when she says: “Black women are dealing with 

survival issues, White women are dealing with fulfillment issues.”61 Grant argues that White women 

have often used Black women to achieve their fulfillment, including the use of stereotypes of Black 

women in their writing. This leads to my next section, on how Black women have been made what 

Zakiyyah Iman Jackson calls “plastic” – stretched and misshapen to serve the ideas and words (and 

theologies) of White women. In the next section, I begin to ask how Black women, are rendered as 

plastic, and how as Delores Williams names, they continue to be forced surrogates for the 

reconciling humanism of White women, in this case, Letty Russell.  

 

ii. The Plastic Black Woman 

 
Through God's gracious action in Christ we have been set free from sin and our 

humanity restored (Romans 5:1-5) . . . How does this freedom look like to someone 

like my friend from East Harlem who said salvation meant: ‘I'm more free’? What did 

it mean in her life as a black woman, single parent, welfare mother, with three children? 

Freedom for the future meant that she didn't give up! She refused to be caught in the 

circle of fated poverty because she trusted in the promise of God's partnership in her 

life and that of her people . . . The problems of violence in the street, sickness in her 

 
59 Ibid, Russell, 31. 
60 Ibid, Williams, Xvii. 
61 Ibid, Grant, 199.  
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home, poverty all around her became more ‘manageable’ as she found strength to help 

others who had even greater needs. Freedom to be helped meant that she found a 

Christian community that affirmed she was worth God's help . . . In attending house 

Bible study groups, in demonstrating for better schools, in breaking open the Word 

and Bread of life she was finding the freedom of Christ that allowed her to be free. 

- Letty Russell62  

 

Zakiyyah Iman Jackson introduces a new term to describe how Black women have been 

subjected in slavery and its afterlife, a term that is deeply connected to reconciling humanism. She 

calls this plasticization, and then uses it in its many forms. Jackson argues that, “Slavery's technologies 

were not the denial of humanity but the plasticization of humanity.”63  Plasticity is defined as the 

flesh of blackness being fodder for experiments, thought and otherwise. Blackness is endlessly 

malleable, able to be bent to the will and the argument of the White person. It is in this sense that 

she names how “blackness is produced as sub/super/human at once, a form where form shall not 

hold: potentially ‘everything and nothing" at the register of ontology.’”64 She names this use of 

Blackness a form of engineering, what in line with my arguments, I may call a technology of 

whiteness.65  

These are important words. Jackson argues that plasticity means blackness is less than 

human, the animal stuff from which the true White European Man evolved. Here words like 

primitive, savage, hypersexual, and violent are sometimes used. Plasticity means that blackness is also 

superhuman. I am reminded of depictions of Black athletes as machines of perfected endurance, or 

 
62 Ibid, Russell, 91, 94-95 emphasis hers. 
63 Ibid, Jackson, 71. 
64 Ibid, Jackson, 3. 
65 Ibid, Jackson, 71. 
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of the arguments used during slavery, and still echoed in today’s medical practices, that Black people 

have a higher threshold for pain. When Jackson writes of Black people being rendered as 

ontologically “everything and nothing,” she is arguing that both are a means of degrading the 

humanness of Black people; making them perfected specimens of athleticism and musicality is just 

as subjecting as making them imperfect specimens of backwardness and bestiality. Plasticity is a 

product of the White imagination of blackness.  

             Drawing upon Hortense Spillers, Jackson goes further to say that no one is more plastic 

than the Black woman, who is "the principle point of passage between the human and the 

nonhuman world."66 Stretched, misshapen, fungible. This is akin to what Saidiya Hartman in her 

Venus in Two Acts names when arguing that the Black woman is “the imaginative surface upon which 

the master and the nation came to understand themselves.”67  

I may then say that the Black woman is also the imaginative surface upon which the White 

theologian came to understand herself and her God, as evinced by the singular reference to a Black 

woman in Russell’s Becoming Human, noted in full at the start of this section. Letty Russell worked for 

several years in East Harlem, which she mentions in most of her books. One White, female 

commentator on Russell’s life after her death refers to her ministry in this way:  68 

In 1952 when [Letty Russell] began her work of Christian education in East Harlem, 

she was a white middle class, college-educated woman—an outsider among the poor 

blacks and Puerto Ricans in the East Harlem Protestant Parish . . .This experience of 

being other—an ordained woman working in a predominantly male authority structure 

at the beginning of her ministry—had placed Letty Russell at the margins—an outsider 

 
66 Ibid, Jackson, 84. 
67 Saidiya Hartman. “Venus in Two Acts” (1-14) in Small Axe. Vol. 12, No. 12, June 2008. Indiana University Press, 7. 
68 Judith Ann Brady. Letty M. Russell: A Feminist Liberation Approach to Educating for Justice, in Religious Education, Vol. 
103:2, 179-195, DOI: 10.1080/00344080801909893, 2008, 190-191. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00344080801909893
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who made it within by dint of repeated efforts and through dedicated study. She 

continued to be in the minority as a woman pastor, a white woman in a predominantly 

black and Hispanic neighborhood.  

This essay, written in 2008, comfortably names Russell a minority, and an “other.” This 

connects to my last chapter, where I describe how White anxiety works to manage otherness and 

difference. White anxiety is managing difference by locating Russell herself as a minoritized other. 

Russell can put on her whiteness and cast it off when convenient. The plastic Black woman cannot 

ever remove her blackness. 

The unnamed Black woman Russell references in Becoming Human is a “welfare mother.” 

Russell argues, once more in heavy reliance upon particular readings of Paul, that, “Through God's 

gracious action in Christ we have been set free from sin and our humanity restored (Rom 5:1-5).”69 

And then she asks of this freedom in relation to her “friend”, a Black woman. 

Letty Russell’s language unfortunately reads like a litany of racialized tropes of Black women in 

particular and Black communities in general: single parent of multiple children, welfare mother. 

There is the pronouncement of “fated” poverty, and violence in the street.70 This Black woman is a 

beacon for Russell’s reconciling humanism because she “manages” her poverty primarily via spiritual 

engagement with Christian scriptures. And Russell calls this unnamed welfare mother her friend. 

Here is a key coercive semantic technology in numerous White theological writings on racial 

reconciliation: the overrepresentation of language of friendship. Questions linger for me in Russell’s 

use of this Black woman’s story. How free is this Black woman really, and how material is her 

freedom? Is it only spiritual, in a very disembodied reading of the soul? Would she actually call 

 
69 Ibid, Russell, 91. 
70 It may be helpful to consider Russell’s use of this adjective “fated” in relation to her Presbyterian formations in 
predestination theology. This would be a very troubling application of that doctrine that she surely does not intend, and 
yet, could signal. 
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Russell her friend? Would she want to be lifted up as a sort of superhuman spiritual mother, as a 

surrogate for Russell’s argument? Did she get paid for the use of her story in this book, or even give 

consent for its inclusion? 

 

iii. The Black Woman as Surrogate  

 
I want to turn for a moment specifically to Letty Russell’s emphasis upon the fertility of this 

unnamed Black woman in this passage, and the historical harm this evokes. Zakiyyah Iman Jackson 

says that “Language is a crucial terrain upon which war is fought.”71 She makes this claim because 

she argues that the symbolic (words) creates the material (relations of violence). Jackson, like Saidiya 

Hartman, argues that one of the most violent ways to describe a Black woman, especially given the 

history of entire economies built upon the fertility and non-agential sexuality (surrogacy, rape, and 

otherwise) of Black women, is to use language of sexuality, or libidity. And so, when Russell calls 

this unnamed Black woman her friend, and in the same breath prescribes her reality as “single 

parent, welfare mother, with three children,” she is not just speaking with carelessness for the 

complicated, multivalent reality of this particular Black woman’s life, though she is doing this. She is 

also signaling the entire history of slavery in which White women were given authority over Black 

women’s bodies.72 She is signaling the story, as read through Dolores Williams, of Sarah and Hagar. 

She is evoking the story of a Black woman’s flesh and fertility in the service of a White woman. 

Dolores Williams writes that, “All forms of coerced surrogacy evidence the exploitation of the 

slave woman by the slavocracy. Like the slave system among the ancient Hebrews (Abraham and 

Sarah), slavery in the US demanded that slave women surrender their bodies to their owners against 

their wills . . . African American women (like Hagar) were bound to a system that had no respect for 

 
71 Ibid, Jackson, 192. 
72 For more detail on White women as mistresses of enslaved people, see Stephanie E. Jones-Rogers’ They Were Her 
Property: White Women as Slave Owners in the American South. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019.  
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their bodies, their dignities or their motherhood, except as it was put to the service of securing the 

well-being of ruling class families.”73 Surrogacy is, for Williams in the context of Black women in the 

United States, fundamentally exploitation. Surrogacy means, broadly, keeping Black women “in 

service of other people’s needs and goals.”74 It is in this sense that I might call this unnamed Black 

woman from Harlem a plastic surrogate to Letty Russell’s goal of articulating a freedom rooted in 

reconciling humanism. This woman does not exist in Russell’s Becoming Human for her own ends, or 

on her own terms. She exists to birth Russell’s ideas in colorful anecdote, writ large in Black and 

White.  

Russell is one example of White women continuing to use Black women as surrogates, to see 

Black women as plastic malleable material to suit their ends. I do not believe that Russell did any of 

this intentionally. In fact, I do not believe a later Russell would have used this particular language 

and example. But in this moment – in this performing act -- of Russell’s Becoming Human is a 

reconciliation grammar operating at the level of the implicit, the unexamined, and the hidden. This 

has been a fundamental argument in my entire dissertation: reconciliation is violent because it is so 

very good at hiding itself, and being hidden. The point is that, intentional or not, the effects of this 

use of a Black woman rendered plastic and surrogate are clear: subhuman racial tropes are upheld, 

while at the same time the Black woman is declared superhuman in her spiritual ability to transcend 

her “fated” troubles. This woman is not real. She is plastic. She is not free, not really. Russell’s 

language has done that. 

According to Jaqueline Grant, Russell is not only misnaming the Black woman, she is misnaming 

herself, too. She writes, “In a racist society, the oppressor assumes the power of definition and 

control while the oppressed is objectified and perceived as a thing. As such, White women have 

 
73 Ibid, Williams, 63. 
74 Ibid, Williams, 72. 
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defined the (feminist) movement and presumed to do so not only for themselves but also for non-

White women. They have misnamed themselves by calling themselves feminists when really they are 

White feminists. Define the rules and then invite others to play the game.”75  

The game of reconciling humanism is rigged because it continues to center the White person, in 

this case the White woman, and to use the plastic Black woman as surrogate. This language – 

coercive semantics – produces a technology of human relationships that are harmful. These 

relationships are not reconciled, but rather, embody what Achille Mbembe names the necropolitical 

– they deal in death.76 This surrogacy does not birth the life it might claim, but rather, spiritual and 

physical death to racial others.  

Section Four: The Necropolitics of Reconciling Humanism  

In this section, I begin with Zakiyyah Iman Jackson. In her Becoming Human: Matter and 

Meaning in an Antiblack World she writes that “what is commonly deemed dehumanization is, in the 

main, more accurately interpreted as the violence of humanization or the burden of inclusion into a 

racially hierarchical universal humanity.”77 I want to explore what she means by these words. 

Humanization is a violence because it has been built upon a racialized construct of the human – it 

always has a shadow side of less-than-humans. Inclusion is a burden because Black people are still 

not seen, or treated, as humans, and a reconciled inclusion ignores that reality. It is not good news to 

be included into a society built upon racial a hierarchy, a society that continues to deal death to you. 

In other words, if the system is broken and built upon death, it can never bring life, no matter how 

pretty the words used are.  

 

 
75 Ibid, Grant, 199. 
76 Ibid, Mbembe.  
77 Ibid, Jackson, 18.  
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Jackson argues that, without getting to the root of the matter – that is, how Whiteness has 

required Blackness to erect itself as human – any effort of humanization will not be virtuous, but 

rather, necropolitical.78 This is the key term I will deal with later in this section. Because however 

well-meaning the intention, language of humanization cannot escape the terms by which the human 

was defined: over and against the animalistic racial other.  

Returning to Sylvia Wynter and Achille Mbembe, necropolitical is defined by Jackson as the 

“sociogenic production of antiblackness.”79 The reader will remember that sociogeny means that we 

are formed as human not only by biology, but by tekhne – culture that is a product of socialization. 

This socialization always occurs in the context of race. To claim humanness without asking how that 

definition came to be, via a process of racialization, is to be anti-Black. If reconciliation is linked 

with humanization, what I have referred to in this chapter as reconciling humanism, it has the 

potential to be necropolitical. Which is to say, it has the potential to (re)produce the structures of 

anti-Blackness that build human relationships of inequity, harm, and yes, annihilation.  

i. The Violence of the Universal and Business as Usual 

 
What this reconciling human recognition does, according to Jackson, is extend the violence of 

“universal humanity.” She is particularly interested in the ways humanization and Black freedom 

have been held together as either synonyms, or as steps in a linear progression. She does not take 

issue with ideas of freedom; she champions them. But when that freedom is dependent upon 

universal human recognition, it is not actually free. Perhaps this is a bit like the unnamed Black 

woman in Letty Russell’s Becoming Human whose freedom for “her and her people” is dependent 

upon theologies of humanization. This freedom is, according to Jackson, “purchased precisely 

 
78 Ibid, Jackson, 18. 
79 Remember my discussion of this word earlier. Sociogeny is defined via Fanon by Wynter as “although born as 
biological humans (as human skins), we can experience ourselves as human only through the 
mediation of the processes of socialization effected by the invented tekhne or cultural technology to which we give the 
name culture.” Ibid, Wynter, 53. Ibid, Jackson, 199. 
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through the abjection and ontological plasticization of "the African."80 The reader will remember 

that plasticization means making – via language -- the African and her descendants both everything 

and nothing at the register of identity and being. Too much and not enough to be really human.  

Christina Sharpe, in her In the Wake, names this reconciling humanism the asterisked human. She 

posits that “Black being appears in the space of the asterisked human as the insurance for, as that 

which underwrites, white circulation as the human. Always, Black being seems lodged between cargo 

and being.”81 She also names this “thingification.” Saidiya Hartman names this the commodification 

of the “propertied person”, writing that, “Death wasn't a goal of its own but just a by-product of 

commerce…it wasn't possible to kill cargo or to murder a thing already denied life. Death was 

simply a part of the workings of the trade.”82 How troubling it is to consider that the death of Black 

life is incidental to – and yet inextricable from – the assertion of White life and prosperity. I see this 

clearly in a police state that reconciles the senseless murder of Black life into an incidental, 

unremarkable even, aspect of what is called “law and order.” And I see this in how, as I showed in 

my first chapter, Luca Pacioli mandated that a shop be considered a person, while at the same time 

ordering that “every item of chattel” be accounted for, thus removing the personhood of the 

enslaved African on those pages, reconciling them unto nonbeing.83 Simply a part of the working of 

the trade. Reconciliation, when wielded by White Christians against racial others, has perhaps always 

been necropolitical. Reconciliation when wedded with state power and capitalist impulses has most 

certainly always been necropolitical. 

ii. The Necropolitical Lurking Beneath the Theo-Philosophical 

 

 
80 Ibid, Jackson, 29. 
81 Ibid, Sharpe, In the Wake, 29, 110. 
82 Ibid, Hartman, Venus in Two Acts, 13. Ibid, Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 31. 
83 Ibid, Pacioli, 69, 116. 
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So, if humanization is a violence and inclusion is a burden, how might I re-read Letty 

Russell’s Becoming Human via Zakiyyah Iman Jackson’s Becoming Human to see what lies beneath her 

lovely theological language? Are there, I wonder, hints of (unintended, and yet real) ontological 

violence lurking beneath the Pauline reconciling rhetoric? I have seen this in the singular example of 

a Black woman as “friend, “welfare mother” and “poor” and in the overdetermination of freedom as 

a mostly Christian spiritual achievement. I have seen this in her ease with employing biblical slavery 

metaphors. And I have found other traces of necropolitical lurking in the theological and 

philosophical.  

At the start of her Becoming Human, Russell writes of “superstars who shape our idea of being 

human.” As also found in my first chapter, the first example she gives is George Washington. She 

writes, “Depending on a particular need, for instance, George Washington is remembered as father 

of our country, honest man, elite slave owner, knowledgeable surveyor of land, winning general, 

husband of Martha, or namesake of a bridge. Role models are critical to the human experiment of 

finding out who are.”84 Is holding together “honest man” and “elite slave owner” contradictory? 

Russell is naming Washington not only father of the United States, but also the father of a Western 

conception of being human. A superstar slaveholder. Becoming human is framed as an experiment 

that requires such superstars on the path of self-discovery. By implication in this flawed statement, 

slavery is also required.  

While in later writings Russell does begin drawing from who she terms postcolonial thinkers 

and speak of the colonial and imperial past of Christianity, she never abandons the idea of 

humanization altogether. But here in this somewhat casual depiction of Washington as elite slave 

owner and honest man, she does not even hint at the problems of humanity defined via such 

slaveholding idols. This is a moment when I wish I could speak to Letty Russell, because I wonder if 

 
84 Ibid, Russell, 32. 
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her writing here is intended satirically. 85 I simply cannot know. All I have are the words she left, 

perhaps printed in starker relief than she may have intended. Words she might not have used later in 

her life. 

A second trace of the necropolitical is connected to these words on Washington. As Jackson 

argues, the necropolitical is often expressed in the assumptions of a universal Western worldview as 

something like a map for rest of the (uncivilized) world. Russell relies upon such assumptions, which 

requires some intense historical revisionism. Russell traces her perceived history of the human 

here:86 

Some cultures have tended to reserve the right to be treated as a human being to 

particular notions, race, class, or sex. Yet, since the time of the ancient Greek and 

Roman Stoic philosophers, it has been argued that all human beings are basically 

alike, regardless of culture or status, because of their rational ability.  

 

Russell’s universalism is on full display here: “some” cultures is just vague enough to have 

good people and bad people on both sides; race, class, and sex are again, seemingly interchangeable. 

And there is the reconciling pronouncement from the Stoics – favorites of European Enlightenment 

philosophers – that all human beings are basically alike due to our rationality. While Russell later in 

this book names how rationality has been weaponized toward women seen as more emotional 

beings, she does not attend to matters of rationality and race. And she comfortably lands on the 

unequivocal declaration: “God is a humanist.”87 A first-year philosophy PhD student would likely 

ask: so does that mean humanism is God? I will not be that irritating, but the reader may get the 

idea. 

 
85 And I hope. 
86 Ibid, Russell, 18. 
87 Ibid, Russell, 38. 
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Russell intends humanization to be a liberating reality, and yet, the theo-philosophical 

arguments she builds her humanism upon cannot show the way to that liberation. Here, Zakiyyah 

Iman Jackson might talk back to Russell when she writes that, “For the Enlightenment humanists, 

"the African" does not symbolize the animal; the African is the animal.”88 The ongoing 

Enlightenment thinking that renders the African and her descendants as a subhuman animal is what 

Jackson names the “bestialization” of Blackness. The Enlightenment thinkers that shaped our ideas 

of what it is to be human are part of a sociogeny of anti-Blackness. There can be no true liberation 

or freedom or rights through them.  

 Russell takes her universalizing revisionism further with the theological claim that the 

concept of human rights themselves stemmed from the perspectives of Hebrew and Christian 

traditions. She writes that these traditions, “understood all of humanity as sharing a common world 

destiny under the hand of their Creator. From these perspectives, the modern idea of universal 

human rights gradually developed in Western society. Human rights based on common humanity 

have been incorporated into modern constitutions in all areas of the world…”89 Western society is 

thus positioned as undergirded by the Bible, and as the pinnacle of human rights in the world. The 

juxtaposition of the following language is key: common, humanity, modern. 

A reader of Zakiyyah Iman Jackson’s Becoming Human might ask how “human rights based 

on a common humanity” have been a tool of the murderous legal modernism that asserts the rights 

of the proper subject over and against the orientalized, savaged, and bestialized other. By 2009, in 

her final posthumous book, Russell has very much changed her tune, writing, “Ours is a world 

where we can no longer talk of unity under one truth or under one dominant superpower.”90 I now 

 
88 Ibid, Jackson, 14. Jackson writes, “I reinterpret Enlightenment thought not as black ‘exclusion’ or ‘denied humanity’ 
but rather as the violent imposition and appropriation -- inclusion and recognition -- of black(ened) humanity in the 
interest of plasticizing that very humanity...” Ibid, Jackson, 3.  
89 Ibid, Russell, 18. 
90 Letty Russell. Just Hospitality: God’s Welcome in a World of Difference. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2009, 50. 
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invite consideration of the later Letty Russell. In this brief section I sit with, rather than reconcile, 

the tensions between the words on the page, and the woman behind them.  

 

The Later Letty 

 
Letty Russell had a ridiculously inclusive vision,  

and not in the usual touchy-feely way.  

- Shannon Craigo-Snell91 

 

When selecting a White feminist theologian to explore in this conversation of reconciling 

humanism, I had many options. Rosemary Radford Reuther would have been a natural choice, 

especially given her writing on reconciliation as the work of women. She, after all, explicitly connects 

womanhood to reconciliation, writing “The emergence of women points to a messianic future that 

will transform the male world of war, conflict and exploitation into the woman’s world of peace and 

reconciliation.”92 Perhaps I will do later writing on her.  

But Letty Russell continues to captivate me, as a Presbyterian minister, as a deeply Reformed 

and Barthian theologian, and as a writer whose writing may not have, at least in this little Becoming 

Human book, captured the complexity and care of the woman behind the words. That is to say, her 

own words were something of a coercive semantic technology that did not only subject the Black 

woman as plastic object lesson, but Russell herself, too. The words eclipsed the woman behind 

them: a woman who would, yes, hold to fairly traditional Reformed theologies of redemption and 

 
91 In conversation via Zoom, Sept 1, 2022. Words used with permission. 
92 Rosemary Radford Reuther. “Christology and Feminism: Can a Male Saviour Save Women?” To change the World, Crossroad, New 
York 1981, pp. 45-56, republished here: https://womenpriests.org/theology/ruether1-christology-and-feminismcan-a-
male-saviour-save-women/ 

 

https://womenpriests.org/theology/ruether1-christology-and-feminismcan-a-male-saviour-save-women/
https://womenpriests.org/theology/ruether1-christology-and-feminismcan-a-male-saviour-save-women/
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reconciliation her whole life, but who also would come to be formed by decolonial thought, and 

critically consider her own whiteness. A woman who actively worked to elevate and publish the 

work of women of color from around the world. A woman who fell in love with another woman 

and embodied a boundary-crossing theology of radical acceptance and joy and eschatological hope. 

A woman who did not always see Black women as plastic, but rather, to great institutional 

ostracization at Yale, continually populated her syllabi with their voices, to be engaged with deeply 

and on their own terms. A woman who retired from Yale to start an international online seminary 

for women around the world who could not access theological education any other way.  

This shows a core argument of this dissertation. Language can flatten out other realities, 

other ways of naming. Language, when it becomes grammar – words on a page to be maybe 

published someday – cements particular truths, closing off others. In this case, the truth of a White 

woman’s reconciling humanism that is not good news for Black women, but rather extends the 

ontological violence of the human. I would be remiss if I did not also, then, at least try to introduce 

a fuller picture of Russell, the queer woman who, in her later work, would not embody such 

reconciling humanism. I do not write this to undermine my own arguments, or as a softening or 

correction of any of those words. I stand by the claim that Russell, in her book Becoming Human, is a 

window into White women’s theological reconciling humanism. And, at the same time, I can invite 

deeper consideration into the complexity of this woman in a way that does not reconcile away all 

contradictions between her life, and her words here.  

In conversation with Russell’s longtime friend and colleague, Presbyterian minister and 

theologian Shannon Craigo-Snell, I learned of a woman with a “radically inclusive vision”, for whom 

the word reconciliation held little sway. Though, it must be said, the idea of reconciliation as the 

work of Jesus on the cross, understood as the defining way to understand human existence, remained 

with Russell all her life. She was, as her words and Craigo-Snell’s words attest, a true Barthian with a 
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particular reading of Paul.93 While Russell did not really address questions of race in her writing until 

her final book Just Hospitality: God’s Welcome in a World of Difference in 2008, she was engaged in work 

with and for people of color all her life. I get a glimpse of this commitment when, in that final book, 

she writes of unity in tension, arguing via Audre Lorde that, “…although there are among us real 

differences of race, age, gender, and orientation, these differences are not a problem: ‘it is not those 

differences between us that are separating us. It is rather our refusal to recognize those differences, and to 

examine the distortions which result from misnaming them and their effects upon human behavior 

and expectation.’”94 The title of this chapter of Russell’s final book is “Riotous Difference as God’s 

Gift to the Church.” How different this sounds from the Russell of Becoming Human. 

This dissertation on reconciliation grammar as a performance of whiteness may also be 

known as an insight into how people of European descent create and manage racial difference via 

reconciliation. As I showed in my first chapter, difference was managed as the subhuman 

categorization of chattel property, lodged into ledgers, reconciled into profitable genocide. As I 

showed in my second chapter, difference was managed as an external problem to be overcome if 

men are manly enough to receive and extend violence to solve that problem.  

In this chapter, through Russell’s Becoming Human and in Jackson’s Becoming Human, I show 

how difference is reconciled via the use of a plastic unnamed Black woman, rendered everything and 

nothing by supra-spiritual and subjecting tropes. But Russell does not always manage difference in 

this way, and she does not always see the managing of difference as even her job to do as a White 

woman. Instead, in her final words, we see the justice-centered woman who was perhaps there all 

along, and yet hidden by her own words. She does not, in her final book, use a plastic unnamed 

 
93 Ibid, Russell, Just Hospitality, 15. “…the ministry of service to humankind is the ministry of God in Christ reconciling 
the world.” 
94 Ibid, Just Hospitality, 62, emphasis hers. Lorde reference: Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. 
Trumansburg, NY: Crossing Press, 1984, 115.  
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Black woman. She does use Audre Lorde, but names her, and credits her, and learns from her. Later 

Russell perhaps indicts early Russell’s managing of difference through humanizing reconciliation in a 

way, and evokes a central conviction of this dissertation, that difference is not a problem to be 

solved. And at the same time, the White management of difference is very much a problem. I have 

shown this in the performances of reconciliation marked by the necropolitical violence of the ledger, 

in the movie screen that declares race settled, and in the White feminist theologies that fail to see 

how White women cause harm to and profit from plastic Black women.  

This leads to a final (re)turn to Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, and some theological reflections on 

what life that does not deify death could look like, life beyond reconciling humanism. A life I find 

possible through an antihumanist hermeneutic of Psalm 8. 

 

Section Five: An Antihumanist Hermeneutic of Psalm 8 

I suggest that only by questioning rather than presupposing the virtuousness of 

human recognition will we be able to develop a praxis of being that is not only an 

alternative to the necropolitical but opposes it. 

- Zakiyyah Iman Jackson95  

 

What is mankind that you are mindful of them, 

  human beings that you care for them? 

- Psalm 8:496 

 

 What are we that you should be mindful of us? 

 
95 Ibid, Jackson, 18. 
96 New International Version.  
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 the woman-born that you attend to them? 

 - Psalm 8:5, as translated by Wil Gafney97 

 

Reconciling humanism is not a distant concept for dense academic conversation in the dusty 

corridors of endowed buildings. Reconciling humanism is one way to name very real, very concrete 

human relationships. These relationships have some key characteristics. These relationships center 

White people, including White women. These relationships use Black women -- their stories, their 

faith, and tropes of their reality – as plastic material, misshapen to serve as surrogates to birth White 

women’s arguments and identities. These relationships presume a universal reconciled humanity 

while banking upon racial difference. These relationships are animated by particular readings of 

Pauline scripture where Jesus is the archetype of one new humanity, and readings of the Christian 

West as a beacon for human rights. These relationships are marked by thingification and subjection 

of the asterisked human and the propertied person.98 These relationships are a product of the 

sociogenic production of anti-Blackness – they are necropolitical. These relationships deal death to 

racial others through many different White actors, and some of them are White women.  

What, then, does it even mean to be human? Is, as Zakiyyah Iman Jackson argues, human 

recognition always the handmaid of the necropolitical? Does humanness always require the death of 

those deemed less than human? I want to conclude this chapter by more deeply engaging 

theologically with these questions.99 

 
97 Wilda C. Gafney. A Women’s Lectionary for the Whole Church. Year A. New York: Church Publishing Incorporated, 2021, 
1.   
98 See footnotes 81 and 82.  
99 Though all of the work I have been doing as yet is theological, whether explicitly named so or not. Questions of life, 
worth, equity, language, and race are always theological questions. What is the value of people who are made in the 
image of God? What does scripture say about power, money, and status? How is theological language weaponized to suit 
particular ends or arguments? 
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I have been, in pondering this chapter, sitting with Psalm 8 for some time. Particularly, verse 

4, that is translated in the New International Version as, “What is mankind that you are mindful of 

them, human beings that you care for them?” By my count, using the patriarchal King James 

Version, I find the question “What is man?” seven times in the Bible. Here is a brief tour of the 

other six occurrences of this question100: 

Then thou scarest me with dreams, and terrifiest me through visions: So that my soul 

chooseth strangling, and death rather than my life. I loathe it; I would not live alway: 

let me alone; for my days are vanity. What is man, that thou shouldest magnify him? and that 

thou shouldest set thine heart upon him?  

- Job 7:14-17101 

 

That thou turnest thy spirit against God, and lettest such words go out of thy mouth? 

What is man, that he should be clean? and he which is born of a woman, that he should be 

righteous? Behold, he putteth no trust in his saints; yea, the heavens are not clean in 

his sight. How much more abominable and filthy is man, which drinketh iniquity like 

water? 

- Job 15:13-16102 

 

LORD, what is man, that thou takest knowledge of him! or the son of man, that thou makest 

account of him! 

- Psalm 144:3103 

 
100 Emphases mine. 
101 King James Version. 
102 King James Version. 
103 King James Version. 
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That which hath been is named already, and it is known that it is man: neither may he 

contend with him that is mightier than he. Seeing there be many things that increase 

vanity, what is man the better? 

- Ecclesiastes 6:10-11104 

 

For unto the angels hath he not put in subjection the world to come, whereof we 

speak. But one in a certain place testified, saying, What is man, that thou art mindful of 

him? or the son of man that thou visitest him? Thou madest him a little lower than the 

angels; thou crownedst him with glory and honour, and didst set him over the works 

of thy hands: 

- Hebrews 2:5-7105 

 

Though each occurrence is a particular text for a particular time, I name here some of the 

accompanying definitions of “man” that resonate with this chapter’s discussion of reconciling 

humanism. Man, for Job, is vanity, terror, suffering, and the filthiness of drinking sin like water. 

Man, for the Psalmist, is held in both the mind and the accounts (!) of God. Man, for the writer of 

Ecclesiastes, is somewhere between vanity and insatiable hunger, a shadow that consumes and is 

himself consumed in the end, and yet is in the heart of God. Man, for the author of Hebrews, 

echoing the Psalmist, is in the mind of God, crowned with glory, and set over the subjected world.  

 

When humanness is translated as Man or mankind, I cannot help but hear the necropolitical. 

This man as found in the King James Version is not aspirational, except perhaps in Psalm 8 and its 

 
104 King James Version. 
105 King James Version. 
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Hebrews 2 echo. This man is marked by sinfulness, by a hunger to consume, by filth and terror and 

futility. This man must be accounted for by God, known by God, because it seems that this man 

does not know himself for what he truly is. I could even go as far as to say this man does not 

understand that he himself is a product of sociogeny. He thinks he is immortal, or especially 

crowned with glory and honor, or owed the right to feast on all he sees. When, like Job, this man is 

shown that he is not as he thought he was, that he is in fact dust, he faces an ontological crisis. He 

will kill, he will drink sin like water, to sustain that façade of manhood. 

Is the human always really just the Man in disguise? Zakiyyah Iman Jackson and Sylvia 

Wynter would say yes. Remember Wynter’s definition of sociogeny: "we are bio-evolutionarily 

prepared by means of language to inscript and autoinstitute ourselves in this or that modality of the 

human...”106 As Jackson argues, “...in order to become human without qualification, you must 

already be Man in its idealized form...Man implies whiteness and specifically nonblackness (bio-

ontology).”107  

 

What is man, that God makes account, or is mindful, of him?  

What are human beings that God cares for them? 

 

These questions, as they occur sequentially in Psalm 8, are echoes, a restatement of one 

another. The same question in essence. But what if, in the way the New International Version 

invites, in the context of reconciling humanism, these questions can be separated? What if God 

keeps an account of men, and is mindful of men thirsty for power, even to the point of divine 

(counter) surveillance? What if God is not in fact, as Letty Russell asserts, a humanist?108  

 
106 Ibid, Jackson, 42. 
107 Ibid, Jackson, 33, emphasis hers. 
108 Ibid, Russell, 38. 
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And what if human beings – human beings that are not the sociogenetic production of anti-

Blackness – are not surveilled by God in this Psalm, but rather creatures cared for by the divine? 

How might, as Dolores Williams invites, those human beings who have been most denied their 

humanity, be under the special protection and care of the God who makes a way in the wilderness? I 

am surely reading these two verses from Psalm 8 in a way that has perhaps not been read before. 

And yet, the theological potential of unreconciling these two lines, of man from human beings, is 

both liberating and beautiful.  

Womanist biblical scholar Wil Gafney invites an even more fascinating hermeneutic of 

Psalm 8 in her A Woman’s Lectionary for the Whole Church. She translates these lines as:109 

 What are we that you should be mindful of us? 

 the woman-born that you attend to them? 

 

Gafney’s theological ontology is not about men, or sons of men, or even human beings. 

Hers is a language of we (though not marked by the universalizing impulses of reconciling 

humanism). And her translation explicitly centers the labor of women: we are those born of women. 

Not those humans born of Man. She even goes so far as to change the patriarchal language for God 

in the Psalm “O LORD our Lord” to “Womb of Life.” This is the sort of a turn that can happen 

when theological reflection meets the actual lived, and not plastic, experiences and voices of Black 

women. A womanhood that is not White manhood in disguise. A shared creaturehood from the 

Womb of Life, not the Lord of Men. What Zakiyyah Iman Jackson names “a praxis of being that is 

not only an alternative to the necropolitical but opposes it.”110 A life unreconciled.  

Chapter Summary and Concluding Thoughts 

 
109 Ibid, Gafney, 1-3.  
110 Ibid, Jackson, 18. 



 

 208 

Letty Russell’s Becoming Human and Zakiyyah Iman Jackson’s Becoming Human are clearly very 

different works, with differing foci and claims. And these women are very different in their 

identities, ideologies, and racial backgrounds. One is a White feminist theologian who in her book, 

sees reconciliation primarily as a process of humanization through Jesus Christ. The other is a Black 

feminist English scholar who weaves many disciplines together and argues in her book that 

humanization is a coercive semantic technology that deals death. Both are, to be best of my 

knowledge, queer women.  

Jackson identifies big-picture dynamics that continue to be essential to the theo-

technological building of the human over and against and through the racialized other animal, 

particularly the Black woman. Russell puts some of these big-picture dynamics on display in her 

performance of reconciling humanism, in concrete anecdotes, biblical slavery metaphors, and 

assumptions of universality in the human, and the woman’s, experience. Russell is not the villain in 

this tale of reconciling humanism. She is a window into not only the White women’s feminist 

theology of 1982 when her book was written, but also into the continued assumptions and biases of 

some White feminist theologies.  

The villain of this tale is actually the whiteness that produces blackness via, among other 

technologies, the word reconciliation. The sociogeny of anti-Blackness. Letty Russell is also a 

window into me, as a White Presbyterian clergy woman who was, for many years, utterly enamored 

with the word reconciliation, and also believed it to be the way to define human life and the Christian 

story of salvation. If I had been given the chance to write a book five years ago, it might just sound 

quite a bit like Letty Russell’s Becoming Human. It might have used tropes of plastic Black women, 

and it might have been supported by the theo-technology of fairly flat readings of selected Pauline 

texts on unity, humanity, and reconciliation.  
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I began with some key questions I would like to now return to: What do oneness and 

humanness have to do with each other? How is oneness a precondition for humanness that furthers 

a project, as I’ve shown throughout this dissertation, of reconciliation as managing difference, 

enforcing coherence, and funding White ideologies? In a Christian theological frame, how have 

narrow and strategic regurgitations of Pauline narratives of reconciliation-as-oneness animated 

theologies that center White people? How have some White feminist theologians been agents of a 

reconciliation that places them only as victims, never as people who also cause harm to racialized 

others? How has this led to feminist theologies of oneness, in contrast to Womanist theologies of 

survival? How have Black women, understood by Zakiyyah Iman Jackson as plastic, been the surface 

upon which some White women’s feminist theologies of reconciliation are written?  

I have begun to answer these questions. Here, I have argued that, while reconciliation has 

been theologically framed by White feminists as humanization, this humanization is not good news 

if it fails to engage with the troubling history of how the human came to be defined, and 

understood. The human has been a project of ontological violence, particularly against Black life, 

even and perhaps especially in the realm of theology.  

I have introduced the concept of reconciling humanism, whereby the violence of 

reconciliation language is performed through one overwhelming ontology, or origin story: the idea 

of the human. Reconciliation is theologically framed as “one new humanity” in Jesus, as the telos for 

Christians who, through Jesus’ scandal of particularity, overcome all particularity. Oneness is too 

often understood as sameness. And sameness is always embedded with the hegemonic normativity 

of Whiteness.  

I then introduced some key vocabulary needed to understand the theo-technology of 

reconciling humanism. Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, via Sylvia Wynter and Frantz Fanon, offer language 

of tekhne – the technological production of a master culture, which is also the production of a 
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subhuman culture, as Fanon writes: “the white man…had woven me out of a thousand details, 

anecdotes, stories.”111 It matters that these forms of speech are not only the ontology of biological 

racism, but are also other more affective forms of speech: anecdotes, stories, and yes, even action 

films. This tekhne produces sociogeny. As Wynter via Fanon argues, “although born as biological 

humans (as human skins), we can experience ourselves as human only through the mediation of the 

processes of socialization effected by the invented tekhne or cultural technology to which we give the 

name culture.”112 We know what it is to be human in the context of socialization processes that 

particularly White people do not often even see. And like all performances of reconciliation I have 

explored in this dissertation, this sociogeny is invented, fiction, and a product of artifice, and yet 

presented as instinctual, organic, and real. Culture presumes a common humanity even as it 

produces subhumanity, and language is its primary vehicle. Reconciling humanism is a coercive 

semantic technology because it produces culture/technology of one universal humanity without 

addressing how this oneness/reconciliation is a fiction. Sociogeny is sneaky. 

Having laid out all of this essential vocabulary – sociogeny, tekhne/culture – I then did a deep 

dive into Letty Russell’s reconciling humanism in Becoming Human. I saw that her reconciling 

humanism is animated in three ways: by particular readings of selected Pauline scripture, by notions 

of a universal sisterhood, and by what Zakiyyah Iman Jackson names the plastic Black woman.  

I began by looking at three central Pauline texts to Russel’s argument: Galatians 3, 

Philippians 2, and 2 Corinthians 5. Russell argues, via Galatians, that to become human is to fight 

our old selves enslaved to sin. We are human, but not really fully so, because of our sinfulness. We 

can only become fully human at the telos of God’s reconciliation story, when our bonds to Old 

Creation are finally loosed. Which is to say, we only seem to become fully human when we die, or 

 
111 Ibid, Wynter, 41. Ibid, Fanon, 84.   
112 Ibid, Wynter, 53. 
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when Jesus returns. I argue that this notion of humanness has been fully absorbed into a particular 

reading of Christian theology. Sociogeny is hidden in what may be called Christogeny: us being 

created only through and by and for God in Christ.  

Russell introduces, via Philippians, the concept of being less than human. She centers the 

scandal of particularity upon the idea that Jesus came not only as a human, but also as less than 

human, which is to say, as a voluntary slave. I question her modifier of voluntary alongside slavery, 

and the too-easy use of slavery metaphors. Jesus, after all, was not an actual slave. And voluntary 

slavery is a contradiction in terms. She goes on to argue that, because Jesus came as a less-than-

human “voluntary” slave, we have the potential to be more than human if we walk a path of 

obedience. For Russell, via Paul, Jesus shows us how to be human and how to be obedient humans, 

even to suffering. Crucifixion conditions what it means to be human. The suffering of Jesus on the 

cross is reframed as love and joy, something Jesus chose. Without getting too deep into the weeds of 

God’s agency and sovereignty, the problem comes when Russell argues that all humans or all 

Christians should also choose the path of obedient suffering. While she is not glorifying suffering 

for its own sake, she is claiming that suffering is salvific.  

Russell then introduces, via Corinthians, the idea that we can actually become more than 

human. Again relying upon Pauline ideas of Old/New Creation dualities, she links new creation with 

reconciliation and righteousness. Reconciliation and righteousness are synonyms, just as 

irreconciliation and sin are synonyms. If she had gone deeper into biblical analysis of the Paul and 

the Corinthians, and the worldviews from which these words emerged, we might not have such 

harsh dualities. But we are left, in the end, with an idea from Russell that God in Christ, in sovereign 

love, chose to come to the world as a human being of lesser status, for her, a voluntary slave. We are 

left with the idea that Jesus’ particularity consumes all other – the particularities of our “Old 

Creation” selves. Again, her sociogeny is very well hidden within her Pauline theology. How can 
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anyone reject reconciliation when that means an embrace of the sinfulness of our “Old Creation” 

selves? The theologizing vagueness of her language makes it easily serve the purposes of reconciling 

humanism.  

I then argued that two other coercive semantic technologies animate Russell’s reconciling 

humanism: the idea of sisterhood, and the idea of the plastic Black woman. Regarding sisterhood, 

Russell presumes a universality of women’s experiences. Womanist Jaqueline Grant pushes back, 

asking how language of sisterhood between Black women and White women is either “a crude joke, 

or…the conciliatory rhetoric of an advantaged class and race.”113 We may say the reconciliatory 

rhetoric of an advantaged class and race.114 Delores Williams’ sisterhood centers Black women 

because her Womanist theology, while using language of sisterhood, is fundamentally about survival. 

And when your theology starts and ends with survival, and starts and ends with your own particular 

body, you are simply less apt to use language like dying to your old self, suffering servanthood, and 

obedience.  

Russell unfortunately includes just a single reference to a Black woman in her text Becoming 

Human, a reference that reads like a litany of racialized tropes. This Black woman is a beacon for 

Russell’s reconciling humanism because she “manages” her poverty primarily via spiritual 

engagement with Christian scriptures. And Russell calls this unnamed welfare mother her friend. I 

argue that this unnamed Black woman, like so many before her, is a surrogate for Russell’s 

reconciling humanist theology, meaning like Delores Williams defines surrogacy, “in service of other 

people’s needs and goals.”115 

 
113 Ibid, Grant, 196. 
114 I could write an entire other chapter that centers questions of class and reconciling humanism. This will be a focus of 
future writing. 
115 Ibid, Williams, 72. 
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I then traced some hints of the necropolitical in Letty Russell’s Becoming Human, putting her 

in direct conversation with Zakiyyah Iman Jackson. By necropolitical, via Mbembe, I mean the 

sociogenic production of anti-Blackness. Here, I examined Jackson’s argument that, “what is 

commonly deemed dehumanization is, in the main, more accurately interpreted as the violence of 

humanization or the burden of inclusion into a racially hierarchical universal humanity.”116 I 

questioned how Russell violently humanizes through a necropolitical rewriting of history and 

Enlightenment thought, and a centering of all human rights throughout the world in the Christian 

West.  

Early Letty Russell is then put in conversation with her later self to show the coherence and 

tensions between her reconciling humanism throughout her life. The most marked change is her 

assertion, in her final 2008 book, that differences are not a problem to be solved, but rather our 

refusal to recognize difference properly is the problem. She calls riotous difference God’s gift to the 

Church.  

I have concluded this chapter with something of an anti-humanist hermeneutic of Psalm 8, 

and several other texts asking that seminal question: “What is man that you are mindful of him?” I 

consider, via Wil Gafney, the liberative potential of a God who is not in fact a humanist. I consider 

the liberative potential of creaturehood and life unreconciled from the human. 

What are we that you should be mindful of us? the woman-born that you attend to them? 

While this conclusion is exhaustive, I wanted to offer this brief(er) summary. What I hope 

the reader has begun to see with me is how reconciliation as a grammar of whiteness does not only 

get performed in accounting books and in what White people call entertainment. It also gets 

performed in Christian theology, even in those (White) feminist theologies that claim liberation as 

 
116 Ibid, Jackson, 18. 
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their core ethic. Because this reconciliation grammar, through many actors and many acts, is ever the 

ephemeral one, disappearing into smoke the second it is recognized for what it is.  

And yet, as I have worked to show, it is possible to trap that grammar for a moment, to 

examine it deeply for its motivations and articulations of truth. When that grammar is trapped, we 

find, perhaps to our horror, that this word reconciliation has been lurking even within our ideas of 

who we are as human beings, of who God is as creator, and of who Jesus is as redeemer.117 Our 

theology, and even our ontology, is infected with this reconciliation grammar. And yet, as my coda 

will hint at, there is always something outside of this ontology of the sociogenic human: a 

creaturehood beyond commodification and codification, a self-knowledge beyond the necropolitical, 

a theology beyond the tekhne of whiteness, and a being beyond reconciliation.

 
117 The “we” here, and the “we” in most of this dissertation, is White people. We are people sociogenetically and 
theologically formed through the ontology of the human, but who often do not see this.  
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Coda. Life Unreconciled 

Words Written in Dust: A Reading of John 8:2-11 

I have shown throughout this dissertation how language, particularly language taken from 

scripture and theology, can be weaponized as a tool of reconciling humanism. I now explore a 

biblical text that, for me, supports and celebrates the idea of life unreconciled. I do not even need to 

intentionally employ an antihumanist/antireconciliation hermeneutic here; the text already does it 

for me. This is a text familiar to many that has been called “A Woman Caught in Adultery.” (I 

suppose “Angry Men with Stones” was too on the nose.) The story appears only in John. It fits well 

in that most unconventional of the Gospels, with the Word Made Flesh writing words on the 

ground that not even Jesus’ “beloved disciple” gets to record. Here it is, in the New International 

Version, a version that highlights how elite educators tried to “trap” Jesus with words.  

At dawn [Jesus] appeared again in the temple courts, where all the people gathered 

around him, and he sat down to teach them.  The teachers of the law and the Pharisees 

brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made her stand before the group and 

said to Jesus, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. In the Law Moses 

commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?” They were using this 

question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him. 

But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger. When they 

kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “Let any one of you 

who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” Again he stooped down and 

wrote on the ground. 
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At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only 

Jesus was left, with the woman still standing there.  Jesus straightened up and asked 

her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” “No one, sir,” she said. 

 

“Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared. “Go now and leave your life of 

sin.”  

- John 8:2-111 

 

 
In this text, we meet an unnamed woman who has been accused of adultery. This word 

adultery could have included anything from rape to premarital sex to divorce to the refusal of a 

sexual advance. The lettered men – those teachers of the Law and religious elite – bring her to stand 

in front of Jesus and all gathered. She is thus rendered, in the word of Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, 

entirely plastic in this display of manly righteousness. The woman, and her body, is incidental to 

them. Her body is the raw material that may bleed and die to prove their point. These Men of 

Letters, possibly including the accuser, remind Jesus what the law of Moses says about (female) 

adulterers, and are prepared to stone her. And just as they have trapped the woman, they try to trap 

Jesus with three little words that bear much weight in terms of Jesus’ understanding of authority, 

and his own power in relation to Moses’ power: what say you? These words are most certainly a 

coercive semantic technology to assert the tekhne, cultural normativity, of these Men of Letters.  

Jesus refuses to play by their word game. Instead, he bends down, something the text takes 

great care to mention a few times. And Jesus, presumably with his laborer’s rough finger, begins 

writing in the gen, the earth/ground/soil. We will never know what he wrote. He does this a second 

time. Again, we cannot know what he wrote. Because unlike the Men of Letters, Jesus did not etch 

 
1 New International Version. 
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his words in harsh readings of the stone tablets of law – stone hard enough to kill a woman. He 

instead wrote on the raw material of all life, the adamah, the gen(esis), knowing full well that these 

words must be fleeing if they are written on such a surface. A gust of wind, a careless step, a playing 

child, a wandering animal, and his words are lost. Maybe as they were intended to be.  

Jesus, in my reading of him, never did anything on accident. His words and his actions were 

intentional. What if Jesus knew that the earth was the perfect surface to write upon? What if the dust 

itself protected against these Men of Letters co-opting and weaponizing his words, just as they had 

Moses’ words?  

The only words Jesus speaks to these Men of Letters are: “Let any one of you who is 

without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” And then, stooping down, face to the earth, he 

writes again. Words we will never know. Words that were never meant to last. Eventually, all the 

angry men leave, their hands emptied of stone.  

Jesus now speaks directly to the woman, something that has yet to occur in this text. He says 

simply, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” She says no one is there, and Jesus 

responds that he will not condemn her. And then Jesus commanded that she find the men who 

accused her and reconcile with them, finding a common humanity. He ordered her to prove that his 

love and forgiveness conquered all harm and hurt. Except that is not what happened. Those Men of 

Letters never saw this “adulteress” woman as a human, or even as a being worth life. She was merely 

an object lesson for the rigid application of the Law of Moses. When Jesus says he does not 

condemn the woman, I do not believe he is speaking only of her sin, whatever that might have been 

(or not).  

He is also saying that he does not condemn her to reconciliation with her abusers. I hear, in this text, a 

proclamation of unreconciled life, especially for this woman made to be plastic. I hear the promise 

of life where her freedom is built not on the etched stones that were never designed to protect her 
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anyway, but rather, a freedom hastily scrawled in the earth in the moment of threat. A freedom that 

is itself snatched with the materials at hand – even the dust beneath her feet. A freedom Jesus wrote 

for her, in that moment, not meant to be universally applied for all people for all time. This freedom 

is both material and specific to her. Jesus wrote this freedom with words that cannot be idolized and 

cemented into Truth. This is because Jesus, I believe intentionally, did not give them to us. We are 

left with an empty space where the words might have been, a space left open, unbound, and free of 

rigid grammars. 

Reconciliation grammar, as I have argued throughout this dissertation, is a different sort of 

speech from those fleeing words Jesus scrawled on the earth. This word has been made to last, and 

has been given a place in the imagination of White Christians in the Unites States as the way to name 

Jesus’ death on the cross and the death of racial animus in this country. And yet, that word, for all of 

its theo-economic, theo-patriarchal, and theo-technological violence, has never perfectly reconciled 

all things.2 There has always been an excess that escapes the violence of reconciliation grammar, a 

creatureliness beyond the racialized idea of the human. There have always been forms of life that, 

like this unnamed woman from John, escape. There has always been a fugitive speech of freedom 

beyond reconciliation: go.  

In this coda, rather than rehashing all I have offered in my analysis of these acts in the 

performance of reconciliation grammar, I want to choose another path. In the spirit of Jesus, who 

wrote life in the dust in the face of necropolitical power, I create space for something else. Here, I 

will hint at the possibilities of life unreconciled. This leads me briefly through scholars of blackness, 

Black studies, and decoloniality. I first draw from the incredible book Otherwise Worlds: Against Settler 

Colonialism and Anti-Blackness. There, Ashton Crawley writes of otherwise existence and other 

worldings, inviting a rupture of the grammars of death and the joyful embrace other forms of 

 
2 Things, not people. 
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thought and being.3  J. Kameron Carter writes of Nowhere, or the sacred otherwise, a collective 

ekstatic experience of the magical.4  

I also engage with Joseph Winters’s essay The Gift and Death of Blackness to consider the 

otherwise on the other side of reconciliation’s ordering. Winters describes as the “gift of Blackness 

[that] is a kind of death . . . to the order of things.”5 A death to the order of things means a rupturing 

of how we, particularly we White people, have been taught to think universally. Walter Mignolo 

introduces the possibilities of pluriversality: the decolonial option of thinking and speech that are 

not fixed and forced, but rather fluid, dynamic, and open. Words that are not etched in stone or 

ledgers. A death to the order of things also means a rupture of the categories of the human and the 

animal. This rupture invites what decolonial scholar Julietta Singh names humanimal dispossessions, 

a mode of being beyond and against reconciling humanism. I begin with that potent phrase and idea 

from Ashton Crawley: otherwise worlds.   

Otherwise Worlds 

The urgency of our times, times that began before the inaugural events of Christopher 

Columbus’s 1492 blue oceanic colonial expansionist mission, demands a thinking 

about what we might call “otherwise” possibilities, otherwise inhabitations, otherwise 

worlds.  

- Ashton Crawley6 

 

 
3 Ashton Crawley. “Stayed | Freedom | Hallelujah” in Tiffany Lethabo King, Jenell Navarro & Andrea Smith, eds. Otherwise 
Worlds: Against Settler Colonialism and Anti-Blackness. Durham: Duke University Press, 2020, 27. 
4 J. Kameron Carter. “Other Worlds, Nowhere (or, the Sacred Otherwise)” in Tiffany Lethabo King, Jenell Navarro & Andrea 
Smith, eds. Otherwise Worlds: Against Settler Colonialism and Anti-Blackness. Durham: Duke University Press, 2020, 160. 
5 Joseph Winters. “The Gift, and, Death of Blackness” in Journal of Africana Religions, Vol. 6, No. 1, University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University, 2018, 23. 
6 Ibid, Crawley, 28. 
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Black people are constantly making and remaking forms of life, survivance, and joy in 

the face of anti-Black violence and also make regular trips to the grocery store. We 

need an otherwise relationality because ordinary folks do not have to be “special” to 

deserve liberation. Otherwise: in all ways except the one mentioned. 

  -  Tiffany Lethabo King, Jenell Navarro & Andrea Smith7 

 

In this dissertation, I have shown how the grammar of reconciliation can be used to work 

violence upon Black life. This violence, whether it be theo-economic, theo-patriarchal, or theo-

technological (or more accurately, an interplay of all three), is anti-Black. This is the anti-Black 

violence that Ashton Crawley calls the quotidian and ordinary. This violence is everyday, woven into 

the fabric of the human, and of Christianity, and of the economy, and of this country. To live 

otherwise, and to create otherwise worlds in the face of such mundane, routine violence is not an 

exercise in escapism. Crawley is not building a utopian community where racial terror does not exist. 

He is building a modality of thought and relation by which life is still claimed. Specifically, Black life is still 

claimed and celebrated, even and especially in the face of the everyday extinction of Black flesh. He 

is building an otherwise form of thinking and living together. 

I believe this is what the editors of this volume mean when they write in the introduction 

that otherwise life means survival, joy, and also the necessity of the weekly grocery shop. There are 

no super strivers or action heroes in Otherwise existence. There are relationships of care and not 

harm, relationships that can lead to incredibly brave acts against racial terror, but relationships that 

also ground everyday, utterly ordinary, bravery and freedom.  

 

 
7 Ibid, King, Navarro, and Smith, 10. 
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Crawley argues powerfully and succinctly that, “Words only gain their meaning by relation, 

by what precedes and comes after.”8 As I have shown here, the word reconciliation has gained 

meaning in the imaginations of White Christians in the United States through a relation of violence 

against Black being, whether that relation is outright intended or not. But Crawley also argues words 

bear an excess that cannot be fully enclosed by the grammar. This means that, while grammar closes 

off other possibilities, it can never do that completely. In reconciliation accounting, captive humans 

were rendered as objects of trade, but not fully. In Lethal Weapon, the Black man was made to be the 

Marian buddy of the White hero, but not for all Black men. In reconciling humanism, the Black 

woman was made to be plastic, but she exceeds the tropes that work to contain her. These slippages, 

these refusals of the relation caused by words like reconciliation, these excesses of life, are where 

otherwise worlds are born.  

Because otherwise worlds are built, in my reading of Crawley, in those sites of incoherence 

in the midst of the scenes of subjection.9 They are built of what the grammar can never fully enclose. 

The path to find these otherwise modes of existence begins in the mind, and it ends in relationships 

that center and celebrate Black life.  

This is what the authors of this volume mean by the phrase otherwise ontologies. They 

write, “As such, otherwise ontologies are rooted in life, the simple capacity to breathe (Ashton 

Crawley) and be. But these ontologies do not end here. They strategically employ imagination to flee 

from the brutal confines of settler colonialism.”10 Rather than an ontology of the human rooted in 

racialization, otherwise ontologies are rooted in imagination and breath. Otherwise ontologies offer 

 
8 Ibid, Crawley, 32. 
9 This phrase comes from Saidiya Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self Making in Nineteenth Century 
America. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997. 
10 Ibid, King, Navarro, and Smith, 13. Parenthetical entry in the original text. 
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a new way of thinking and being, stealing away from the words that do not bring liberation.11 

Stealing away from the words like reconciliation that are too eagerly rendered as fixed, coherent, 

knowable, and Truth. An otherwise thinking that leads to otherwise speech, that gains meaning by 

otherwise relations of radical and everyday liberation. J. Kameron Carter invites a consideration of 

how this otherwise existence might lead us what he names Nowhere, to ideas of a sacred otherwise.  

 

The Sacred Otherwise 

In racial capitalism’s creases and folds, nowhere is the alternative, an open set of 

practices carried out agonistically by those no-bodies who augment and thereby are a 

turbulence within the terms of order. Let’s be clear: the alternative is already 

happening. Always has been. For nowhere points to blackness’s queerness, to its 

liminal, monstrous, occultic, poetic strangeness. 

- J. Kameron Carter12 

 

The alternative is already happening. This sentence could well be the clearest answer to what 

life unreconciled might be. Life unreconciled is not a project to be undertaken, or a set of best 

practices to be implemented, or a diversity program to be performed, but a reality to be realized. The 

otherwise is already happening. It has always been happening. White people like me have a hard time 

of seeing this, but those who have been racialized often know this already. 

 

 
11 This language of “stealing away” invokes the enslaved African hush harbor, where Christianity mingled with African 
ancestor worship, illegally outside the gaze of the White master. See Liberating Church: A 21st Century Hush Harbor 
Manifesto, Brandon Wrencher and Venneikia Samantha Williams, Eds. Portland: Voices (an imprint of Wipf and Stock), 
2022. I contributed to this book. 
12 Ibid, Carter, 159. 
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Conceptions of God, like the human, have been read through the lens of gender and race. 

Jesus is blue-eyed and blonde. God is a White bearded Santa Father God, like according to the 

Gospel of the Simpsons. The Spirit is a fiery being almost always given male pronouns, though the 

word for the Spirit is feminine in Hebrew, and neuter in Greek.13 Carter invites what he calls a 

rejection of these conceptions of God. He calls this the embrace of godlessness, as a rejection of 

who Christena Cleveland has named whitemalegod.14 Otherwise sacred life exceeds the too-easy 

depictions of God as White Master. Here, I invite Carter’s (theo)poetics to come through:  

 

That malpracticed godlessness bespeaks an interior, collective aliveness constantly 

ready, expectantly poised for the unexpectant, the experience of the ek-static—to be 

moved, to be terrified, to love, to hate, to live magically, drunkenly, wanderously, 

wonderously, erotically, joyously, childishly, prayerfully, in the radicality of a certain 

moving stillness, a certain quarreling, in/sovereign quiet. This Black (w)hole-iness that 

(in) sovereignly exceeds the concept we might call “Black rapture.”15 

 

Even in his writing style, Carter is enacting this sort of otherwise sacred to the grammars of 

whitemalegod. Malpracticed godlessness is his phrase to mean finding the sacred beyond and 

beneath the death-dealing of a White-centered Christianity. Rather than craft reconciliation via 

enforced coherence, order, and a management of otherness, Carter invites a concept of Black 

wholeness that is always in excess to reconciliation. He invokes a form of sovereignty that is not the 

 
13 Spirit in the Hebrew is  ַרוּח, rūah, a feminine word. The Greek word for Spirit is πνεῦμα, pneûma, and is the neuter 

form.   
14 Christena Cleveland. God is a Black Woman. New York: HarperCollins Publications, 2022,42. Cleveland writes,  
“. . . the god of America is a whitemalegod whose identity lies at the intersection of white supremacy and toxic 
masculinity. The patron of white patriarchy, whitemalegod is designed to dwell among, and identify with, and protect the 
power of white people and cisgender men.”  
15 Ibid, Carter, 170. 
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assertion of borders in ledgers or language but rather an expectant collective aliveness. This mode of 

being is an excessive “re-ritualization of life at the scene of political death.”16 The rituals of life in the 

face of death include radical stillness, ek-static living, rage, joy, and all things in between, and not yet 

named. Blackness creates an otherworldliness without world, which is to say, Nowhere. Blackness 

claims a form of the sacred that is nowhere given, and yet in every place claimed, even in the grocery 

store. Being nowhere, this otherwise existence cannot be properly ordered or contained in a ledger 

or anywhere else. The sacred otherwise is always disorderly. This is why, as Joseph Winters argues, 

“The gift of Blackness is a kind of death . . . to the order of things.”17
 

The Gift of Death to Order 

. . . we need stories that disconcert our trust in language, meaning, and clarity in the face of 

the unspeakable and monstrous . . . 

- Joseph Winters18 

 

Joseph Winters, in his essay The Gift, and Death, of Blackness centers on the connections 

between blackness and the national project of America. He opens his essay with a reflection upon 

the Emmanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church massacre in Charleston, South Carolina by 

White supremacist Dylan Roof in 2015. Winters names how the media and others “abruptly seized 

on this event and attempted to place it in reassuring logics and schemas.”19 These logics and 

schemas concerned national and racial reconciliation. He writes that, while reporters did capture 

moments of grief and shock, “they also underscored how this collective grief was an opportunity for 

healing and reconciliation between whites and Blacks and Republicans and Democrats.”20 

 
16 Ibid, Carter, 195. 
17 Ibid, Winters, 23. 
18 Ibid, Winters, 22. 
19 Ibid, Winters, 2. 
20 Ibid, Winters, 2. 
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Reconciliation achieved via acts of racial terror. Opportunity is a key word here, as Winters names 

how blackness is a tool of capitalist gain for the nation. The tears, and blood, of Black people in this 

moment of horror and grief were bankable if they could be made to fit the order of national and 

racial reconciliation. We have seen many other instances of this particular performance of national 

and racial reconciliation in the wake of anti-Black violence. Winters names how Blackness can here 

be portrayed as a special gift of forgiveness, grace, and reconciliation. A gift that is most often 

offered to the nation in moments of harm to Black life. A gift of coherent grammar in the face of 

terror. 

Such grammars, performed in images and words, are needed to support the idea that the 

nation itself is a coherent whole, and to peddle the fiction that this country is actually a land of 

liberty and justice for all. Winters argues that the order of this country is “largely defined by fantasies 

of wholeness and purity and practices of capital accumulation.”21 This dissertation has shown the 

violent reach of these bankable fantasies of wholeness and purity. If this is the national speech we 

are given -- of a fantastical reconciliation that never was and never will, under these terms, be – 

liberation may be found in questioning that speech. Liberation may be found in no longer trusting 

the language of our land, particularly when that language banks on Black blood and tears, and calls 

these a “gift.”  

Winters, drawing from French philosopher Georges Bataille, writes of the double bind of 

holding together Blackness and gift. We do need language to speak in the face of pain and racial 

terror, and we must use the words we have. And yet, the real gift of Blackness is not blanket 

forgiveness and reconciliation, but that which cannot be fully captured in words. This is the gift of 

how “the non-other, the opaque, the Black body, exceeds and frustrates our general sense of order 

 
21 Ibid, Winters, 6. 
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and legibility. The gift of Blackness is a kind of death . . . to the order of things.”22 The gift of 

Blackness is not found in the death of Black people, but in the death of those systems of national 

consciousness that kill Black people. The gift of Blackness is illegibility, and I would say, 

illedgerability: a refusal of the ordering of death. The gift of Blackness, which is to say the gift of 

Black people in the midst of this country always designed to work against them, is the frustration of 

enforced grammars of national and racial reconciliation. The enacting of Black life beyond its 

relationship to, or reconciliation with, White life. This is a gift for the survival and flourishing of 

Black people, and this is a gift for White people as well. Because, no matter the spin and no matter 

the reassurances of our national rhetoric, our souls and bodies are wounded by racial capitalism, too. 

The death of the order of things makes us all more alive, in all of our complexities and 

contradictions.23 Which is to say, in all of our pluriversality. 

Pluriversality 

In this dissertation, I have described the violence of universal thinking in three acts of 

reconciliation grammar. This is seen in Luca Pacioli’s universalizing of the divine order of the 

cosmos onto the neat, violent order of a trinity of accounting books. His universal mapping of what 

he perceived to be God’s ordering of the cosmos onto the order of the “good Christian” (European, 

male) merchant. This is seen in my second chapter in the universalizing of masculinity in Lethal 

Weapon, meaning that if men really are men, race is no longer an issue. The “race problem” in the 

United States is consumed by proper manliness, a universal patriarchy in which even the most 

docile-seeming men wind up yelling in rage, “Break his fuckin’ neck!” in defense of their bloody 

brotherhood. The violence in this universalized masculinity – a masculinity that always paints the 

White hero as the Real Man and the Black man as his buddy – is obvious. This universalizing logic 

 
22 Ibid, Winters, 23. 
23 But, and this is an important distinction, the death to the order of things does not make all of us more wealthy. 
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works violence upon the men who do not fit such parameters of manliness. It works violence upon 

the women who function as either sex objects or virgin flesh to protect and defend. And, it works 

violence upon the Black man whose blackness is incidental to their manliness. In my final chapter, I 

put the violence of universalism on starkest display. This violence of universalism is seen in the 

theological impulse to name a singular humanity in Jesus, and a singular idea of womanhood that 

fails to account for how White women do harm to Black women.  

Universalism may, in this way, be understood as a logical constituent part of reconciliation 

grammar. To invite other language, beyond grammar, means to move beyond universalism. This is a 

move towards what Walter Mignolo names pluriversality. I offer his helpful description of this term, 

and the need for it, from Constructing the Pluriverse: The Geopolitics of Knowledge:24  

The West’s universalizing tendency was nothing new, but it claimed a superior position 

for itself. The pluriverse consists in seeing beyond this claim to superiority, and sensing 

the world as pluriversally constituted. Or, if you wish, pluriversality becomes the 

decolonial way of dealing with forms of knowledge and meaning exceeding the limited 

regulations of epistemology and hermeneutics. Consequently, pluriversality names the 

principles and assumptions upon which pluriverses of meaning are constructed. 

 

Again, the notion of excess is key. Mignolo argues that all societies in some sense function 

through a means of universalization of their own forms of meaning and language. And yet, the West 

as a geopolitical construct has extended its universalism not only internally, but externally as well. 

The universalized Truth of the West, which as I have shown was the truth of the human Man, was 

mapped onto all other forms of “lesser” truth across the globe. Universalism is fundamentally 

 
24 Walter Mignolo. Foreword. “On Pluriversality and Multipolarity” in Bernd Reiter, ed. Constructing the Pluriverse: The 
Geopolitics of Knowledge. Durham: Duke University Press, 2018, ix-x. 
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superiority, and when politically armed, it is imperialism. This universalism is evoked when theology 

is presented as singular and rigid doctrine for all people for all time.25 I have heard this universalism 

invoked when descriptors before the word theology, such as feminist, Womanist, or queer, are 

rejected “because we need to hold together theology as a coherent whole.”26 This sort of statement 

entails an implicit rejection of all of these other forms of thinking about God and people, and a 

centering of what has been called systematic theology. Universalism is invoked when hermeneutics 

means a hunt for the, not a, correct way to interpret a given biblical text for all people, for all time. 

And this universalism is certainly invoked when being reconciled means a human recognition that 

never reckons with the harm some humans do to others, and how some have never been really seen 

as human.  

Pluriversality, on the other hand, is the claim that there are many paths available to creatures 

to make meaning for ourselves. There are many forms of life, and of knowledge, and of human 

relationships. Which means, of course, that there are many forms of theology. If universalism is a 

formidable NO to other forms of thinking and being and knowing, then pluriversality might be best 

understood that helpful improv tool yes, and. . .   

Pluriversality, in this yes, and . . . identity is not cultural relativism. It is not anything goes. It is 

a consideration of how we are capable of holding many, even contradictory, forms of knowledge 

and truth together. We as creatures are capable of more than a reflexive reconciliation of all things. 

After all, we ourselves are full of contradictions and complexities that cannot be smoothed into one 

universal. We are pluriversal creatures. And this means that we inhabit not only a universe of 

imperial power and violence, but also a pluriverse that begins in our minds and does not have an 

ending limit. This is what Mignolo means when he says pluriversality is “the entanglement of several 

 
25 I am not advocating here for a reckless relativism: there are some right and some wrong interpretations of scripture. 
26 I have heard this in many a theology classroom. 
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cosmologies” in the face of colonial power.27 Mignolo locates that power in the same place I do in 

my last chapter: modernity. He argues that, “Modernity . . . is a successful fiction that carries in it the 

seed of the Western pretense to universality.”28 Modernity is a fiction, watered by ideas of 

universality, that grows the poisoned fruit of humans and subhumans. 

To be anti-modernity, in the sense of being against the racialized ordering of human life and 

all its necropolitics, is to be pluriversal. It is to wake up from the fiction of universalism and its 

reconciling humanism. It is to recognize that we as creatures have innumerable – quite literally 

unaccountable – forms of thinking, of theologizing, of being, of living, and of relating to one 

another than we have been made to believe. We as creatures have, in this pluriverse that is always 

within, and yet exceeding, the realities of conquest, endless possibilities for life beyond the order of 

things. We even have the option for otherwise ontologies – for life beyond the human – what 

Julietta Singh names humanimality. 

 

Humanimal Dispossessions 

Liberal humanism’s basic unit of analysis – Man – produces untenable dichotomy 

human/animal; the blackened female is posited as an abyss between the two. 

-Zakiyyah Iman Jackson29 

 

Much of what Zakiyyah Iman Jackson argues in her Becoming Human is the idea that Man, 

which is the humanist idea of the human, requires drawing sharp lines between the human and the 

 
27 Ibid, Mignolo, x. 
28 Ibid, Mignolo, x, xii. He argues, “Universality is always imperial and war driven. Pluri- and multiverses are convivial, 
dialogical, or plurilogical.”  
29 Zakiyyah Iman Jackson. Becoming Human: Matter and Meaning in an Antiblack World. New York: New York University 
Press, 2020, 12 
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animal, and as Audre Lorde asserts, “I felt the battle lines being drawn up in my own body.”30 The 

line between the human and the animal has often been drawn upon the flesh of Black women. An 

otherwise ontology of the human is needed not only because race is a product of sociogeny. It is 

also needed because that ontology has been built upon a defended border between humans and 

animals. It is in this border place that Julietta Singh theorizes her argument for humanimal 

dispossessions in Unthinking Mastery: Dehumanism and Decolonial Entanglements.31  

Singh, echoing Carter, writes of how moving beyond the human is inherently queer, saying, 

“I am taken by the dehumanist possibilities of transspecies identification and cross-species 

solidarities and the queer collectivities that can form through active, unmasterful forms of self-

dispossession.”32 In case the number of syllables in this sentence overwhelms the reader, Singh then 

grounds her ideas in something we can all understand: her relationship with her cat. She writes of 

her companion of seventeen years, the feral stray cat she named Cassie. She names that as she writes 

these words on cross-species solidarity -- that is a humanimal dispossession of that sharp 

human/animal divide -- she can hear Cassie rooting around, without sight in her old age, seeking her 

food downstairs.33 Her relationship with Cassie has been one of a refusal of the relations of mastery. 

This has meant a refusal, to the apparent chagrin of many a veterinarian, to domesticate Cassie 

“properly.” She shares a picture of Cassie with her child in the book. Cassie is not a pet in relation to 

Julietta as an owner, but rather an autonomous creature whose wildness does not preclude the 

companionship they share. Cassie and Julietta are both creatures. They share life together. 

 

 
30 Ibid, Jackson, 159. 
31 Julietta Singh. Unthinking Mastery: Dehumanism and Decolonial Entanglements. Durham: Duke University Press, 2018. This 
may well be the most beautiful book cover I have seen, and the words inside live up to it.  
32 Ibid, Singh, 126. 
33 Ibid, Singh, 127. 
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It is from this knowledge, and also this love of Cassie, that Singh argues for future 

humanimalities that break from rigid trainings and categorizations of language, as evinced in words 

like “owner” and “pet.” She argues for careful practices of dispossession, including leaving behind 

the notion that we have rights or rationality as humanist subjects. These practices also include the 

proactive work of “sculpting ourselves as different kinds of beings.”34 The structures, including 

semantic structures, that have been conditioned by the violence of mastery are rejected. The 

structures, including semantic structures, that have closed off other possibilities of alternate life, or 

alterity, are rejected.  

She concludes with a pluriversal turn, writing, “The dispossessions of this future 

humanimalities thus entail intimate acts of embracing and enfolding through which we call up the 

animals we have always been, and practice…new ways of becoming with the creatures we are, and 

the creatures that we live among.”35 Perhaps here even my very spoiled dog Fifi might show the way 

to an interdependent, unmasterful creaturehood, a life unreconciled from the human.36 Becoming 

the creatures we have always been and claiming that the alternative is already happening. 

 

Reckoning with Reconciliation  

As I conclude this dissertation, having pointed to some otherwise possibilities to the 

grammar of reconciliation, I want to attend to the title I have chosen, and why: Reckoning with 

Reconciliation.   

 

 
34 Ibid, Singh, 147. 
35 Ibid, Singh, 147-148. 
36 Which calls into question the qualifier “my” in this sentence. 
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The Oxford English Dictionary defines reckoning as:37 

reckoning, n.           
The action or an act of accounting to God after death for (one's) conduct in life; an 
account so given; the occasion of giving such an account, the Last Judgement. Also: 
God's judgement on or penalty for a person's actions 
 
The action or an act of giving or being required to give an account of something, esp. 
one's conduct or actions; an account or statement so given. Also: an occasion of giving 
or being required to give such a statement; a calling to account 
 
An act or instance of counting, enumerating, or calculating something; the result of 
this; a tally, an account; a calculation.  

 

Reckoning and reconciliation seem to have much in common grammatically. Reckoning 

involves accounting, specifically to God for actions during this life. The reckoning can also be 

understood as God’s judgment for those actions. Reckoning is also a business term linked with 

accounting: an act of numbering, tallying, and calculating.  

In addition to these Oxford English Dictionary definitions, reckoning has also taken on an 

added dimension in our time. A quick search reveals how frequent the language of reckoning has 

been used in relation to whiteness and racism.38 This is a word linked to the decolonial and antiracist 

work of uprooting whiteness. It is in this sense that I chose this word, not knowing at the time how 

apt its accounting connections would be.  

I also chose the word reckoning to make clear, from the very start, that I am not writing this 

dissertation to redeem the word reconciliation. And I am not writing this dissertation to replace the 

word reconciliation. The questions I am most commonly asked by White people when they learn of 

 
37 "reckoning, n." OED Online, Oxford University Press, September 2022, www.oed.com/view/Entry/159590. Accessed 
20 September 2022. 
38 “Reckoning with whiteness” in a Google search yields 697,000 results. 
https://www.google.com/search?q=reckoning+with+whiteness&oq=reckoning+with+whiteness&aqs=chrome..69i57j
0i22i30j0i390.3315j0j9&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8 
“Reckoning with racism” in a Google search shows over 3.8 million results. 
https://www.google.com/search?q=reckoning+with+whiteness&oq=reckoning+with+whiteness&aqs=chrome..69i57j
0i22i30j0i390.3315j0j9&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8 

https://www.google.com/search?q=reckoning+with+whiteness&oq=reckoning+with+whiteness&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30j0i390.3315j0j9&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.google.com/search?q=reckoning+with+whiteness&oq=reckoning+with+whiteness&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30j0i390.3315j0j9&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.google.com/search?q=reckoning+with+whiteness&oq=reckoning+with+whiteness&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30j0i390.3315j0j9&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.google.com/search?q=reckoning+with+whiteness&oq=reckoning+with+whiteness&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30j0i390.3315j0j9&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
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my research is this: “but what about construction? What language can we use? What about good uses 

of the word reconciliation?” Though my response generally varies according to my caffeine intake 

and patience on that given day, I usually say something along the lines of “We are not ready for new 

language yet. Because we (and this “we” is White people) have not fully reckoned with the harm 

reconciliation language has done. We do not get to skip over that to replacing it.” 

I do deeply understand the impulse and desire to “fix” something. I feel in my White flesh 

the desire to find a new, better word to use. I feel the longing for a word that will be a panacea for 

all the racial terror we have inflicted and experienced. And yet, though I am fairly sure John Calvin 

would not claim me, I am a Presbyterian. Presbyterianism, for me, means claiming that humans have 

a tendency toward idolatry and tyranny.39 Pulling down the idol of reconciliation, and immediately 

putting another word in its place is at best an exercise in futility, and at worst, a band-aid approach 

that never gets to the root of the problem: the inequitable relationships of reconciliation.  

Replacement would not get to the root of the tyranny of reconciliation in the context of 

Christianity in the United States, and beyond. Replacing reconciliation is not the answer if we White 

people have not yet done the work of reckoning with our inheritance in that grammar. If the White 

reader is left discomforted by the holes I have left in their theology, philosophy, economic practices, 

and even in their entertainment, in this dissertation, that discomfort is by design. I will not assuage 

it, as I will not assuage my own. We White folks need to learn to sit in the discomfort of the world 

we have made and benefitted from, without the currency of our tears, or the centering of our 

feelings. And without making heroes of ourselves. 

Finally, I cannot help but also hear the haunting of another dimension of reckoning, one that 

comes from having grown up in South Texas. I have heard people like my grandmother, Texans of a 

 
39 Book of Order 2019-2023: The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (USA), Part II. Louisville: Published by the Office of 
the General Assembly, F-2.05. I should note that this same section also writes of order as an essential tenet of my 
tradition. 
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certain generation, use the word reckon freely. It sometimes appears in the sense of, “I reckon I’ll be 

home for supper at seven. I reckon we should head to the store. I reckon I’ll have another cup of coffee.” Reckon, in 

this vernacular of my roots, means something akin to believe, but it is less bordered somehow. My 

grandmother would not, of course, have called her reckoning pluriversal and otherwise, but I can see 

hints of both in that language. It is a softer and intentionally slower way of knowing and believing. 

There is an inherent slight ambiguity to this language, that comes across as something like humility. 

And sometimes, when we creatures dare to create worlds other than this reconciled one – worlds 

perhaps drawn hastily in fleeting dust in the moment of fear – reckoning also comes across as 

something like honesty.  
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