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Introduction

Blessed Brutalities

Through some kind of diffusion or infection, the character of 
sanctity and inviolability—of belonging to another world, one 
might say—has spread from a few major prohibitions on to 
every other cultural regulation, law and ordinance. But on these 
the halo often looks far from becoming: not only do they invali-
date one another by giving contrary decisions at different times 
and places, but apart from this they show every sign of human 
inadequacy. It is easy to recognize in them things that can only 
be the product of short-sighted apprehensiveness or an expres-
sion of selfishly narrow interests or a conclusion based on insuf-
ficient premises. The criticism which we cannot fail to level at 
them also diminishes to an unwelcome extent our respect for 
other, more justifiable cultural demands. Since it is an awkward 
task to separate what God Himself has demanded from what 
can be traced to the authority of an all-powerful parliament 
or a high judiciary, it would be an undoubted advantage if we 
were to leave God out altogether and honestly admit the purely 
human origin of all regulations and precepts of civilization.

—Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion, 1927

It is a truism that industrial capitalism since the nineteenth-
century has been increasingly destructive of forms of social life, 
that its markets have dislocated persons and things through-
out the world, that the pollution of its factories and transport 
systems had disastrous effects on the natural environment 
and global climate that all humans inhabit. And yet industrial 
capitalism is the volatile condition in which Western liberties 
have been constructed, defended, and gifted to the world. The 
violent freedoms of industrial capitalism can be said to have 
constituted political life as the space of an earthly permanence 
that can compensate for the death of the past—at the cost of a 
fatal threat to the future. For the modern sovereign state has an 
absolute right to defend itself, a defense that may—as the Inter-
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national Court of Justice has held—legitimately involve the use 
of nuclear weapons. Suicidal war with incalculable global con-
sequences exists in the liberal world as a legitimate possibility.

—Talal Asad, On Suicide Bombing

This book concerns a single problem: “America” has become an 
empire, and that empire is not innocent, even though many citizens of the 
United States seem to imagine that their nation has some sort of divine right 
to dominate that does not implicate Americans in anything that might deserve 
blame.1 I am bothered by this logic, which ascribes innocence to all things 
American, not because I am particularly alienated but because it seems to me 
not to be true. For instance, how could almost three out of four U.S. citizens 
in 2003 be persuaded to support sending young men and women off to die 
in battle for the ultimately unsubstantiated suspicion that Iraq might harbor 
a weapon of mass destruction, when the United States already possesses an 
unmatched arsenal of such lethal firepower?2 Such hubris, pride, or sheer 
chutzpah—what I call innocent domination—is the historical tangle that I try 
to unravel a bit in this book. As Freud might have put it, many Americans 
have seemed willing to put a halo on American history and policies. To me, 
that halo appears more than a little unbecoming. My basic argument here is 
that American history is riddled with patterns of religious violence. Ameri-
cans are, by all accounts and especially their own, “the most religious people 
on the planet.” Yet America is also obviously, brutally, violent, as our history 
from the public executions of Puritan Boston to the human tortures of Abu 
Ghraib suggests.3 To me, as a religious person, a scholar of religion, and a 
citizen of the United States, it is this problem of the conjunction of religion 
and violence in American history that obsesses me.

Most of this book was written during the so-called global war on terror, 
even though the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and the U.S. retali-
ation in Afghanistan and Iraq took place nearly a decade after I started this 
book. The scholarly context that led me to pull together the essays into a 
single volume and a single argument is the fact that since 9/11, dozens of 
books published by academics across the United States have explored “reli-
gion and terrorism,” “global religious violence,” “killing in the name of God,” 
how “religion becomes evil,” and so forth.4 What was most interesting to me 
is that these books almost universally located “religious violence” outside 
the United States. Consequently, many scholars of religion and many citi-
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zens in America seemed shocked at the recent “resurgence” of “conservative” 
religion, the “new religious Right,” “fundamentalism,” “theocracy,” “Ameri-
can fascism,” “Amerikkka,” or whatever one wants to call it, in U.S. politics.5 
Those works on religious violence focusing on America have tended to fix-
ate on one doctrine as root, cause, and consequence—millennialism—or the 
idea that America’s future is aligned with God’s future.6 Millennialism is a 
Christian notion that maps out the end of time. According to millennialists, 
America has a particularly important role to play in end-time dramas. God 
will use America to bring blessing to the world or will punish America for its 
sins. Obviously, there is ample potential in such a doctrine for violence, but in 
fact there is much more going on in American religious violence than a theo-
logical doctrine about the future can explain, and there is in fact very little 
new about the “new religious right.”7 Indeed, in order to develop my thesis a 
bit more fully, my central historical argument is that violence in America has 
almost always been grounded in a complex set of religious discourses and 
practices in many communities and institutions. These shifting yet discern-
ible patterns of discourse and practices—things like dualism, ecstatic asceti-
cism, and, above all, sacrifice—produced what I call an American “empire 
of sacrifice,” or instances of “blessed brutalities.” In essence, Americans have 
found ways to consider blessed some rather brutal attitudes and behaviors, 
such as age-based domination, racism, gender discrimination, and land grab-
bing, in patterns that are identifiably religious and yet cannot be explained 
simply as the working out of the logic of Christian millennialism.8

I am hardly the first to see American religious history as riddled with 
violence. For instance, the epigraph from Talal Asad at the opening of this 
introduction points to a clear-headed refusal to accept any easy distinction 
between “religious” and “secular” practices that sanitizes the history of lib-
eral democracies, which is also a crucial contribution I try to advance here 
for the liberal democracy that is the United States. Similarly, social historian 
Jon Butler and literary historian Tracy Fessenden each have, in very dif-
ferent ways, located less-than-innocent features in the American religious 
past.9 Building on these beginnings, each chapter in this book highlights a 
distinctive trajectory in the history of religious violence that led to the emer-
gence of an American “empire of sacrifice.”10 Exactly what I mean by sac-
rifice will become clearer shortly, but for now it may be enough to say that 
as used here, sacrifice refers less to the voluntary commitment of people to 
give up something for the common good, which is often admirable, than to 
systemic exclusions, prejudices, or biases—that is, ritualized incantations 
or performances—that substitute violence against scapegoats or victims for 
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actual solutions to social problems. Such forms of sacrifice are rarely admi-
rable, yet they are remarkably common in American history. When I speak 
of an American empire of sacrifice, I am suggesting that systemic market 
forces, military operations, national identity, and political rhetorics pro-
duced hybrid religions—American “civil religions” or “cultural religions,” for 
the lack of better terms—which have borrowed from Christianity (and other 
traditions) to prop up their fragile power. These hybrids have depended on 
religious discourses and practices, often in secular guise, to place sacrifices 
on altars constructed of social conventions concerning age, race, and gender. 
Such processes have focused on imagining, communicating, and enforcing 
an “American” identity in history. In this manifestation of America, citizens 
have sacrificed both their own and enemy others while simultaneously imag-
ining that they were innocent in doing so. Again, these durable patterns can-
not be explained simply as the working out in politics of a doctrine of mil-
lennialism, manifest destiny, or America as a chosen, redeemer nation. All 
the dying, killing, and suffering has more complicated roots than that and 
has less to do with doctrines like millennialism than it does with practices 
and the cultural work carried out by various systems of sacrifice.

I call this cultural work innocent domination, by which I mean patterns 
or systems of domination, hegemony, or power over others that are largely 
absent of malice on the part of the perpetrators. This absence of malice is 
not necessarily simple bad faith; it might be due to cultural contingencies 
such as the long history of the sexual subordination of women or a sincere 
belief that one is “doing the right thing” for the nation. Besides drawing on 
the work of Asad, Butler, and Fessenden, my work also builds most directly 
on the insights of two other scholars. The first is Catherine Albanese, whose 
text America: Religions and Religion I used for ten years to introduce stu-
dents to the field of American religious history. From Albanese (who, like 
me, studied with Martin E. Marty at the University of Chicago), I learned to 
push Marty’s attention to the public dimensions of religion beyond denomi-
nations and their institutions and to explore explicitly religious innovation 
and hybrid “relocations” across discourses and practices. For instance, in her 
textbook Albanese discusses not only various streams of tradition such as 
Protestantism, Catholicism, Judaism, and Native American spiritualities in 
America but also such hybrids as American “civil religion” and “cultural reli-
gion.” Under the latter, in particular, Albanese isolates both “dominance” and 
“innocence” as key features in the American experience. Both, she notes, are 
facets of what she regards as a broader phenomenon of “millennialism,” or 
an assumption of being chosen for a particular historical destiny:
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We have identified the controlling theme that runs through much of Amer-
ican culture as millennialism. With a long history among us, millennialism 
has repeatedly appeared in one of two forms. Sometimes it has been the 
dominating millennialism that takes its cue from visions of a final battle 
when good will triumphs over evil. At other times it has been the innocent 
millennialism that seeks to make utopias in an uncorrupted landscape. 
Both kinds of millennialism . . . direct [Americans] in the course of their 
lives, interpreting the meaning of things, offering occasions for ritual, and 
providing ways to seek empowerment for daily life. With millennialism as 
the unifying center, dominance and innocence have been two sides of the 
same cultural coin. Those who dominate and win try to find ways to prove 
their innocence. Those who stress innocence discover that the world will 
not go away and that the same struggles for power beset utopia as trouble 
any human venture.11

The following cases all explore Albanese’s contention that in America, 
dominance and innocence have been “two sides of the same cultural coin.” 
But the center, I contend, is not merely millennialism, utopianism, or the 
hope for salvation, as Albanese suggests. Americans have been more practi-
cal and pragmatic than that. Instead, at the center of American religious his-
tory is sacrifice, as both rhetoric and practice. Sacrifice—the religious exclu-
sions and substitutions through which power has been concentrated and 
legitimized—has been a key factor in producing American identity.12 And 
sacrifice has established cultural patterns resulting in a particularly virulent 
penchant for violence, both symbolic and material, while also cloaking that 
violence in religious innocence. A sacrifice can be holy in ways that sim-
ple killing is not. Religions sanctify dominance, or render it innocent, less 
through millennialism than through sacrifice.

A second immediate scholarly source for this notion of “innocent domina-
tion” is a monograph by historian Richard T. Hughes. According to Hughes, 
Americans have developed several “myths” that have implicitly shaped both 
everyday living and national policy and practice throughout the centuries of 
national development. Among them is what he calls “the myth of the inno-
cent nation,” which Hughes locates as the peculiarly dominant myth of the 
twentieth century: “A profound sense of innocence characterized the Ameri-
can experience for much of the twentieth-century. . . . In the mainstream 
of American life, most had no doubt about the ultimate meaning of their 
nation: America stood for good against evil, right against wrong, democracy 
against tyranny, and virtue against vice.”13
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Unlike Albanese, Hughes does not explicitly connect this myth to an 
American millennial desire for dominance, but he makes clear that this myth 
has produced consequences that have not been salutary:

Any exploration of the history of the myth of innocence almost invariably 
reveals that it finally transforms itself into its opposite. Indeed, it typically 
encourages those who march under its banner to repress those they regard 
as corrupted or defiled. Paradoxically, then, the innocent become guilty 
along with the rest of the human race.14

In fact, I believe that the historical record indicates less a “transforma-
tion” of “innocence” into “repression” than a symbiotic relationship between 
innocence and dominance in one unified, albeit paradoxical, worldview. In 
short, an assertion of national innocence may have emerged along with the 
existence of national dominance and serves as its necessary complement. 
The historical process to be investigated is how religion and politics together 
promoted not innocence alone, or its transformation into repression, but a 
mutual process of innocent domination or a historical set of circumstances 
through which “force” became “pure,” brutalities became blessed, or sacrifice 
built an empire. These initial forays, I admit, are only preliminary case stud-
ies for what needs to be much fuller, more careful, and more focused work in 
the archives and microhistories by historians better suited and more able to 
undertake such studies than I.

I contend that forms of sacrifice—patterns of exclusion, elimination, and 
domination, if not actual killing—have been repeated in American history 
as if they were incantations or ritual processes, which in fact they are. Even 
though scholars do not agree on what constitutes a “sacrifice” or how sac-
rifice relates to the broader category of “religions,” recent work might help 
us identify better at least four key elements of sacrifice.15 Sacrificial acts are 
a combination of a victim or object to be offered; the substitution (includ-
ing metaphor or synecdoche) of a victim or object for a larger group; giving 
up (e.g., burning), expelling, or killing the victim or object; and catharsis, 
which includes the identification with the victim or object and the associa-
tion of some emotion or attribute that serves as motive or rationale for the 
gift, expulsion, or killing. Traditionally, of course, catharsis refers to purifica-
tion (usually removing guilt). More accurately, however, sacrifices compress 
or channel fears and desires—including the desires to dominate, associate, 
and flee—in ways that displace, purify, and legitimize desires through sym-
bols or symbolic action. These processes are not noted for their rationality. 
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Although sacrifices may be intentional acts or discrete ritual performances, 
they may also be largely unconscious systems of substitution that symboli-
cally channel fears and desires. Most notably, violence is sanctified through 
sacrifice. Such trust in symbols both stabilizes the social order and promotes 
the transformation of societies, albeit within bounds. Sacrifice includes both 
creative and destructive elements. Especially in archaic societies, sacrifices 
can unleash generosity and gift giving, and they can create social solidarity.16

In America, I contend, sacrificial patterns have had truly terrifying effects 
in the lives of individuals and groups and have led to massive quantities of 
unnecessary suffering, death and destruction. Some commentators (mainly 
those exercised by “Islamofascism”) also increasingly appear to juxtapose 
such patterns of American “innocent domination” to “religious violence,” 
which is precisely the historical (and rhetorical) sleight of hand I hope to 
present in this book for critical analysis.17 American history as I tell it here 
appears to be particularly ruthless and bloody and contains lots of domina-
tion and little (other than asserted or assumed) innocence. Indeed, Ameri-
can history has been marked by the tendency of politicians (and citizens) 
to invoke blessings on their preferred brutalities. This predilection is behind 
their wonder at “why they hate us.” If you are sure of your own innocence, 
you will find it hard to believe that others see you as being in alliance with 
the Great Satan. Religion’s ambivalent legacy in American history has thus 
both produced and obscured violence. In the future, I would like to trace 
the history and significance of religious peacemaking in America; how once 
freed from the need to justify domination as innocent, religions might in fact 
contribute to creating a more just, reasonable, and peaceful world. In fact, 
they have already begun to do so.18

This book is a postmodern history, or as one reader told me: “This is your 
Quentin Tarantino, Pulp Fiction book.” I took that as a compliment. I use 
strange, even anachronistic evidence like 1990s Hollywood films to explain 
how I understand events that happened centuries ago. And I arrange that 
evidence in an inverse chronology running from the recent past to what I 
take to be the iconic founding of “America” in Puritan Boston. Moreover, I 
foreground in the narrative my own normative judgments, not as assump-
tions that I have to bracket as a purportedly objective historian, but as intu-
itions about the historical record worth exploring and, if need be, modifying, 
in light of the record. Alongside my historical argument, in other words, is 
an explicit normative claim. This claim is that we can, and must, differentiate 
reasonably (and contingently) among types of religion: those that legitimize 
or produce systemic violence and those that can help prevent it. Doing so is 



8 | Introduction

not easy and requires rethinking some rather crucial categories, not the least 
of which is “religion” itself. The problem of religious violence is shared both 
within and across all major “world religions,” all of which are now also rep-
resented in the United States. That is, there is no pure tradition, and surely 
Christians—the primary tradition with which I identify—cannot imagine 
their own history as the gradual progress of peacemaking in contrast to, say, 
Muslim violence. This is even less the case with Protestantism, which, as I 
will suggest, can with no stretch of the evidence be held responsible for an 
original American form of blessed brutality, dating back to the Puritans. All 
in all, it will not do, as Northwestern University scholar Robert Orsi insisted, 
to smuggle into religious studies any simple distinction between “good” reli-
gion and “bad” religion, in a subtle (or not so subtle) effort to justify one’s 
own tradition.19

Nevertheless, contradicting Orsi, some such distinction between more 
and less violent patterns of religious discourses and practices will invariably 
be made, not just by scholars, but even more by citizens. It thus is part of a 
scholar’s public responsibility to make clear where the fault lines of religion 
and violence are, guided by his or her loyalties to some inescapably parochial 
traditions and by testing (verifying, falsifying, modifying) those loyalties 
against the contingencies of the historical record itself. Fortunately, many 
historians, anthropologists, theologians, and other scholars have been busy 
in recent years describing exactly these patterns, as we shall see in chapter 
1, while at the same time practitioners of religions have also been mining 
the deep meanings and practices of many historic religious traditions for 
their potential contributions to peacemaking. I cannot develop those latter 
trajectories here. But such individuals who represent traditions nonviolently 
have often been visionaries—within, outside, and across traditions—who 
have articulated ways to make religious nonviolence or religious peace-
making normative. These visionaries have organized protests or led social 
movements to critique and transform nation-states or other collectives when 
they perpetrated injustices or tyranny. All this is to say that this postmodern 
history shares a normative horizon with these visionaries and movements, 
namely, the hope for a less violent America and a less violent world overall. 
But just as there is nothing inevitable about the link between religion and 
violence, neither is there anything inevitable about the prospects of religious 
peacemaking.

One last question is whether America is an “empire.”20 Suffice it to say that 
although I do not want to quibble about semantics—about whether “hege-
mony,” say, might be a more accurate term to describe America’s role in the 
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world—I also understand that the use of the term empire in my book title is, 
for some, a loaded, perhaps illegitimate, choice.21 In fact, the term has been 
used in relationship to American policy and practice for several decades, and 
the debate about its applicability extends at least as far back as the Spanish-
American War and the founding of the Anti-Imperialist League.22 I admit 
that the scholarly literature’s application of this term to the United States 
has grown dramatically since 2001, with much of it polemically either for 
or against such usage.23 Readers can no doubt discern where I stand on that 
debate, although the epilogue might also give pause, insofar as I envision 
something like U.S. power (properly understood) being used to promote reli-
gious peacemaking as a social good. If this is not, exactly, a Pax Americana, it 
is likely to be misconstrued as such. And in fact I am persuaded by the argu-
ments of political scientists Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri that whatever 
form of “empire” currently exists actually transcends (while also building on) 
the old model of imperial/colonial domination by nation-states and therefore 
will require resistance to or transformation from new models of organization 
by “the multitudes.”24 Whether the latter can be enlisted to participate in plu-
ralist and interfaith agencies beyond tribal identities remains to be seen. But 
I use the term empire to refer, historically, to the centralization of material 
resources around “American” nationalism and its corporate extensions and 
also to the way that “sacrifice” has produced these centralizations by obscur-
ing the operation of interests and the exclusions, displacements, or violence 
involved in their execution as a policy.25

I develop this argument in five chapters. In chapter 1, “Rethinking Vio-
lence and Religion in America,” I define some key terms and develop a theo-
retical approach to the problem of religion and violence. “Violence,” I sug-
gest, exists as illegitimate physical aggression and also in systemic forms that 
produce unnecessary suffering just as surely as a gunshot, and with broader 
effects. Similarly, I redefine “religion” so as to shift scholarly attention away 
from simple institutional definitions and toward the complex compressions 
of experience and displacement of desire into various projections of transcen-
dent authority marking what we call “religion.” Too often, simple institutional 
definitions (and the mark of “affiliation” that goes with it) have obscured the 
complex interactions between religious systems and other forms of cultural 
authority, mainly politics and economics. Finally, building on the views of the 
leading theorists of religion and violence—René Girard, Scott Appleby, Mark 
Juergensmeyer, and Regina Schwartz, among others—I cite things to look for 
as markers of “religious violence” in American history. Finding them might 
not be surprising to readers, but where, and how, might be.
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In chapters 2 through 5, I explore case studies, arranged in inverse chron-
ological order, of ways in which religious discourses and practices interacted 
with various forms of violence throughout American history. In chapter 2, 
“Sacrificing Youth: From Reefer Madness to Hostel,” I trace the way in which 
religious violence has emerged in relationship to constructs of age in Amer-
ican history, especially in the representations of youth in recent American 
films. After a brief introduction setting the films in the context of larger 
institutions created to lionize and problematize, or honor and punish, young 
people in America, I analyze five films, from Reefer Madness in 1936 to Hos-
tel in 2005. In these films, youth are represented as “abject objects” in ways 
that match their actual displacement through national policies of a “war on 
drugs,” on the one hand, and actual war making, on the other. The “sacri-
fices” depicted in film mirrored—if they did not produce—the actual vio-
lence done to young people in American culture. Imagined categories (or 
identities) of “age,” increasingly reinforced by niche marketing, served as a 
first site of religious violence in American history.

In chapter 3, “Sacrificing Race: ‘The Slaveholding Religion’ from Jarena 
Lee to Spike Lee,” I examine how the category of “whiteness” served as a reli-
gious construct to produce the practice of chattel slavery in early America 
and continues to undergird more durable forms of racial discrimination and 
bias. Many scholars have noted that whiteness is an empirical and historical 
fiction, but few have recognized its religious significance. Furthermore, the 
role of religion in the practice of slavery has often been recognized, but never 
with the clarity and consistency first expressed by Frederick Douglass, for 
whom the practice itself became the foundation for what he called a “religion 
of slaveholding.” African American cultural criticism like Douglass’s, which 
recognizes the religious origins of racism and its significance in the birth of a 
nation and culture, is a consistent feature from the thought of the early nine-
teenth-century religious leader Jarena Lee to the more recent work of film-
maker Spike Lee. Throughout, the assertions of innocence associated with 
the U.S. nation and American culture, via the construct of “whiteness,” have 
failed to ring true to these thinkers and have consistently been challenged.

In chapter 4, “Sacrificing Gender: From ‘Republican Mothers’ to Defense 
of Marriage Acts,” I turn to the way that violence around the category of gen-
der has frequently found its roots in religion in American history. This should 
come as no surprise, but in fact the way male and female identity and hetero-
sexual norms have depended on displacements of desire onto constructions 
of asserted innocence, purity, and transcendence mark these processes as an 
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intrinsic component of religion. From the earliest conceptions of patriarchal 
power in America, in which women were excluded by law from participating 
in the “human, contingent, and temporal,” until today, when women continue 
to be excluded from full participation in American culture along with others 
who do not match the heterosexual male norm (gays, lesbians, bisexuals, and 
transgendered individuals), the way that displacements through metaphor 
and ritual have operated to sanction violence along the lines of gender has 
not been carefully studied in American history. With the help of a significant 
early document, the 1815 memoir of Abigail Abbot Bailey, as well as Margaret 
Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale (released as a Hollywood film in 1992), 
we can begin to determine how closely the displacements of religion have 
been connected with violence along the lines of gender and sexual difference 
in American history.

In chapter 5, “Sacrificing Humans: An Empire of Sacrifice from Mary Dyer 
to Dead Man Walking,” I conclude my examination of religious violence in 
American history with a case study of the Puritans. This case highlights the 
intersections of religion with nation-building, race, and gender in an example 
from early America, the execution of four Quakers on the Boston Common 
between 1659 and 1661. By closely reading the discourse and ritual processes 
evident in these executions, we can see again how overlapping construc-
tions of authority by state and church established some basic terms around 
which religious violence has operated in American history from almost the 
first years that Europeans established settlements. Mary Dyer was executed, I 
believe, to solve a “crisis of differentiation.” She manifested a form of “ecstatic 
asceticism” that produced a mirror reaction by the established power and 
led to her execution in what can be described as an act of “performative vio-
lence.” She was, in short, sacrificed to produce cultural power for the Puri-
tans. In this single event, we can identify a trajectory that set America on its 
course as an empire of sacrifice, in patterns that the filmmaker Tim Robbins 
carefully reiterated and critiqued in his 1996 film Dead Man Walking.

The brief epilogue, “Innocent Domination in the ‘Global War on Terror,’” 
wraps up the threads of my argument by extending the colonial ritual in 
which Mary Dyer was a crucial participant to a recent international, or impe-
rial, context. In the epilogue, I also explore an emerging subplot in American 
religious history in which diverse traditions, shorn of their need to prop up 
empires or nations, might work nonviolently to produce what I call “A Com-
ing Religious Peace.” The development of that subplot will be, I hope, in good 
Pulp Fiction fashion, a sequel to this volume.


