Abraham, Aristotle and Alinsky: On the Reconciliation of
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Maurice Glasman
The opposition of citizenship and faith in theory and practice.
It has been an axiomatic assumption of political philosophy that the two great and durable
moral political traditions of the last two millennia, those of faith and citizenship, of
Abraham and Aristotle, of Jerusalem and Athens, are hostile and irreconcilable, in theory
and practice. This conflict reached its apotheosis (so to speak) with the French
Revolution and has provided the framework for conceptualising the relationship between
politics and religion ever since. There are good theoretical and practical reasons why this
should be so.
The first concerns the foundations of power and sovereignty. For the citizenship tradition
initiated by Aristotle, power is based upon the political community of citizens who
constitute the state, are sovereign and the ultimate source of power. For the Abrahamic
traditions, in contrast, god, not man, is sovereign. The basis of power is not citizenship,
or the relationship between citizens, but the revelation of god and his laws. The ultimate
values are not selfgovernment, selfsufficiency and selfdefence for a political
community acting autonomously through time.1 It is not freedom from foreign
domination by sacrifice and obedience to laws given collectively to yourself but
obedience to the laws of god as revealed through the holy scriptures. Human power is
circumscribed by divine sovereignty. Citizenship and faith thus seem incommensurable
in terms of what really matters in politics: sovereignty, power and authority. Citizenship
located power in human action within a selfsufficient political community which
constituted the ultimate good, faith located sovereignty outside the political community in
divine revelation in which obedience to god was the ultimate value.
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The theoretical opposition and antagonism also expressed a second and equally profound
practical conflict relating to loyalty, solidarity and obedience. If ones ultimate loyalty is
to god and ones solidarity with those who accept his word then obedience lies with the
custodians of his revealed inheritance. Hostility to religious minorities was based far
more upon fears of treachery that on theological heresy. Pharaoh was not the last ruler to
consider the Jews a fifth column amenable to the interests of foreign powers.2 The anti
Catholicism of the British State in the 16th and 17 th was founded upon a concern about the
political ambitions of Rome and Madrid and the effects of insurrection upon the efficacy
of the British state.3 Protestantism offered a means of resisting both the Holy Roman
Empire and the papacy.4 The solution proposed by the Treaty of Westphalia in which
sovereign states would be characterised by one religion only was, in reality, the
subordination of religion to politics and an absolute statement about sovereignty and
obedience. Treachery and heresy turned out to be closely related concepts.
With the emergence of the nation state citizenship offered a philosophical solution to
intractable theological issues. It offered an identity and a moral status that was based
upon the capacity of the person for reason and a recognition, in turn, that the authority
and legitimacy of the state was based upon that commonly held capacity. In political
philosophy the work of Locke, Rousseau and Kant asserted that the state was the product
of a constitutive act of will that rendered religion irrelevant to the exercise of political
authority, although remaining of great significance in the life of people.5 Locke’s ideas
were developed most powerfully in the American Revolution which guaranteed freedom
of association and worship and Rousseau’s were more faithfully secured in the French
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Revolution in which the State took a more active role in the suppression of religion as the
move from the city state to the nation state intensified the opposition between citizenship
and faith. In Germany as well as France, citizenship offered the possibility of a national
identity that transcended the religious division between Catholic and Protestant. The
notion that the children of Abraham, whether Jewish, Christian or Muslim represented a
form of false consciousness, archaic community, superstition and reactionary oppression
became a staple of the enlightened citizens diet. Whereas the Lockean State recognised
the threat of tyranny from a ruler who ‘infringed upon private conscience’ the more
robust republican virtue that developed in France challenged the rights and existence of
faith communities and promoted the benefits of the civil religion.
The intensity of opposition between faith and citizenship played itself out in its most
bloody and tortured form in the Soviet Union and the energies unleashed by communism.
The activist atheism that underpinned Marxism in all its forms and the particular nature
of Bolshevism led to the conscious and systematic oppression of all forms of Abrahamic
faith within the framework of real existing socialism. This was done in the name of
citizenship, of a secular and philosophical discourse which knew better as to the causes of
action, the nature of truth and the requirements of freedom and justice. The point of this
crude summary is to suggest that with the breakdown of communism in Europe the
opposition between citizenship and faith has also broken down. If the 16th and 17th
centuries are drenched with the blood of religious wars then the 19th and 20th centuries
were centuries of secularist slaughter, whether pagan or enlightened. Not only is neither
tradition innocent but the more radical proposal made in this paper is that both traditions
of how to act in the world in order to achieve justice and a moral life based upon the
integrity of each person, need each other in order to protect and sustain the good life
embedded within the teaching and obligations of their faith and citizenship traditions.
The reason for arguing for the mutual necessity of citizenship and faith is given by two
related developments characteristic of contemporary European society. The first is the
increased power, penetration and pervasiveness of markets. The threat of
commodification and its expression on the form of, for example prostitution, people
trafficking and body parts selling has been complemented by the diminishment of the
capacity of the state to effectively regulate markets and uphold the human status of the
3

citizen, or the noncommodity properties of nature in defiance of market values. The
logic of the market has been complemented by immigration which has led to an
intensified pluralism; religious, ethnic and racial that is now characteristic of all
European cities.6 This leads to increasingly sectarian conflicts and the breakdown of
traditional forms of solidarity within society, and most particularly cities. The possibility
of citizenship as a form of democratic action which expresses the power of relationships
in defiance of the dominion of money is stymied by a lack of a common language, a
common history and a common set of interests that can conceptualise a common politics.
Competition for scarce resources and state power between different groups is a far more
realistic description of civic life than an active engagement between different
communities in pursuit of a common good.7
This combination of market dominion and radical pluralism is not simply a threat to the
possibility of citizenship, it also poses a threat to the integrity of faith communities. The
pressure of commodification violates a fundamental notion of the sacred common to all
the Abrahamic faiths concerning the integrity of the human being, the divine status of
nature and the limits of money by their organisation into labour, land and money markets.
Through the nationalisation of welfare implicit in the SocialDemocratic conception of
citizenship the function of religious community is also undermined. We have reached a
moment when citizenship cannot mobilise communities and faith cannot protect them.
These circumstances are not, however, entirely new. In 1930’s Chicago there was a
similar conjunction of mass immigration, market domination, political demoralisation
and corruption. It was in this terrain that a new form of urban politics emerged which
combined the previously uncomplimentary virtues of citizenship and faith in an extreme
form. Its chief proponent was Saul Alinsky and it became known as broad based
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community organising and the institution through which it was promoted was the
Industrial Areas Foundation. The type of political organising built upon the leadership of
faith communities in the regeneration of poor urban areas has become the most
significant feature of American city politics in the past fifty years. The Chicago
organisation alone gave both Hilary Clinton and Barak Obama their political education
and there are now134 different political organisations in American cities with four
thousand member institutions made up of churches, synagogues and mosques.8
Alinsky, an atheist Jew from an orthodox family, engaged with the work of Jacque
Maritain and other Catholic thinkers in developing a type of community politics that was
driven by faith community leaders and values.9 Alinsky conceptualised the problem of
urban politics as one of atomisation and disorganisation.10 In the Back of Yards area of
Chicago, notorious for its gangs, violence, poverty and intolerance he helped forge an
unprecedented partnership between feuding Catholic churches of Polish, Lithuanian, Irish
and Italian backgrounds in the name of people taking decisions and control of their areas
and thus redefined the meaning of ‘regeneration’ in explicitly religious terms by
mobilising ‘citizen’ power.11 The ‘fact of pluralism’ characteristic of urban environments
mitigates against sectarianism as the outcome of faith based politics. The necessity of co
operation between faiths and the practices required for their mutual agreement to a shared
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political agenda is the most distinctive feature of the Alinsky method so it is worth
examining this aspect of his work in a little more detail.
The Alinsky Method.
Alinsky developed a method of organising that he claimed was applicable to all urban
environments characterised by ethnic and religious diversity. This is true for intrafaith
as well as interfaith pluralism. The Alinsky method is based on instituting a set of
democratic practices within community institutions and between them that enable people
to understand their relationships with each other as reciprocal and that the quality of their
life and the possibility of their power is based upon strengthening their relationships with
each other. This means, in Alinsky terms, sustaining and deepening the democratic way
of life as a means of resisting exploitation and oppression, the twin perils of domination
by the market and the state. The conscious realisation of their own power as a set of
relationships enables people to resist the power of money, the domination of political
elites and thus to realise the good of their locality and city as built on reciprocal political
relationships between the citizens who live there. Only by generating this conscious
relationship through sustained action that renews the necessity of mutuality can this
resistance be maintained.
It is important to stress that the type of politics discussed here is civic, urban and local.
This is not concerned with state based policy and administrative politics, or the politics of
the nation state more generally. Alinsky was more concerned with citizenship in the city
and how to generate common action in particular urban localities characterised by
pluralism of faith communities. In conceptualising politics as the mobilisation of
relationships between citizens in opposition to wealth or state power Alinsky draws upon
a Republican tradition of politics with a strong commitment to selfgovernment.12 All of
this would have been consistent with a radical American republicanism that would link
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Sam Adams with Tom Paine were it not for the fact that the elements of organisation, the
communities through which people act politically and which engage in political action
are faith communities.
Alinsky argues that city selfgovernment was historically corporate and that the body
politic was made up of organisations. Political demoralisation occurs when atomisation
prevails, when people find themselves outside institutions and organisations. It is only
through the realisation of the importance of relationships, and the mobilisation of those
relationships as a form of political power that people can change their urban environment
and participate effectively in civic life. Only organised citizens can effectively resist
organised crime. The most important corporate starting point for that engagement are not
political parties, which tend to dissolve into the state, nor pressure groups which become
campaigning organisations, nor trade unions which often become national and remote.
Neither is it the individual citizen acting alone. The starting point are the local faith
community congregations within a particular locality and their capacity to work together
to remoralise their civic environment. In this conception the state is a threat to
citizenship by promoting an administrative form of politics that undermines the power of
local communities to govern their own environment. The market is also a threat to the
moral life of communities due to the pressure of commodification, to render for sale
things that were not produced for sale and are not easily replaced, such as our bodies, our
body parts, our children and the urban spaces that they play and are educated within.
Common concepts between Citizenship and Faith.
Following from the Alinsky method it is possible to discern two areas where citizenship
and faith share fundamental concepts.
a. The Power of Community.
The first area of common ground between the Aristotelian and Abrahamic conceptions of
public life, of politics and the common good is that human beings flourish more and have
greater power by belonging to a community. This is an argument that concerns both
constituents and resources. For Aristotelians as well as Abrahamics human beings are
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constituted by a community which provides the language, values and ends for a person
and without which they could hardly be considered a person at all.13 In this
communitarian sense, community is constitutive of the self. It is also, however, a
resource. Communities provide skills, relationships, belonging, networks and the other
things combined under the brutal heading of ‘social capital’.14 The concept of political
action is not about individuals ‘making a difference’ it is about strengthening community
institutions as what Karl Polanyi calls ‘embodiments of ethical purpose’.15 This is done
by mobilising relationships and strengthening community activism through actions that
generate interest and results that remoralise the civic environment.16
For Aristotle, the polis, the political community is both the ultimate end of man and the
basis of the good. The polis comes into existence due to the necessities of selfprotection
and the fulfilment of needs but it ‘continues its existence for the sake of the good life’.17
The fundamental role played by the polis is at the basis of what it means to be a citizen.
Aristotle writes:
It is evident that the polis is a creation of nature, and that man is by
nature a political animal. And he who by nature and not by mere
accident is without a polis, is either a bad man or above humanity; he
is like the ‘tribeless, lawless, hearthless one’, whom Homer denounces
– the natural outcast is forthwith a lover of war; he may be compared
to an isolated piece at draughts.18
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In the politics of the city state the concept of a community bound by law which
demanded the sacrifice and loyalty of its citizens was central. In the development of the
European city, most particularly the medieval city, the Christian tradition had a great deal
to say about the power of the commune. The idea of the corporation, of the body politic,
was a distinctively urban Christian civic idea. Augustine’s City of God with its contrast
between the sinful city characterised by lust, greed and corruption and the city of god
based upon justice, community and peace plays as important a role in this as the more
Aristotelian work of St Thomas of Aquinas.19 A recognition of the mutuality of faith and
citizenship is given by the fact that no city could call itself a city without a cathedral as
part of its body politic. The Reformation, whether in Geneva or Zurich, played itself out
in conflicts over civic government. I have discussed Christian conceptions of democracy
elsewhere and will not rehearse them here.20 What is important is that there are strong
traditions, permeating many different Christian traditions which places the congregation
and the church building at the centre of its concerns thus linking concepts of community
and locality with the good life.
For exilic Judaism there was no value or practice more important than communal self
government.21 As concerns the communal organisation of schools, burial societies, the
slaughter and preparation of food, the running of the synagogue, care for the sick and the
performance of commandments generally the Jewish community developed intense urban
communal innovations and institutions that were selffinanced and governed. This
concept of the Kehilah, of the local community understood as a network of institutions in
which the ancient laws were combined with the constant renewal of new generations
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educated within the traditions and values of the Jewish community became both the
central focus and ultimate value of exilic Jewish life and found its most profound
expression in the cities of Germany before the Holocaust.22
Within Islam too the idea of the Jamat, or congregation, and of the umma, the general
community of Muslims, plays a central role. The demands of Islamic law and the
necessity of education and burial, worship and welfare within the framework of Islamic
religious organisations has required new patterns of communal organisation within the
Muslim communities of western Europe as the state is no longer available to underwrite
and fund the fundamental activities of either the Jamat or the umma.
Islamic political theology engages with public action as a means of serving the ends of
humanity through pursuing good and avoiding evil.23 Much of this reflection takes place
within a framework in which it is assumed that state power is desirable and practical.
This paper is concerned exclusively with the Islamic approach to political engagement
under conditions in which the establishment of a Shariah based Islamic state is
impossible. Such is the case in European cities generally.24 The concern here is,
therefore, with the obligations upon Muslims to improve the conditions of humanity
when living in exile, as a permanent minority within the body politic. The type of
reasoning that is being drawn upon is called ijtihad, which is the study of fundamentals
within Islamic jurisprudence. This refers to the practice of formulating the fundamental
guidelines, maxims or ethical orientations of Islamic law and practice.
AlAndalusi Ash Shatibi, a significant scholar within this tradition argued that the most
fundamental principle of Islam was to protect the interests of mankind. He wrote that
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‘The decisive criterion in all cases is the fulfilment of the needs of humans and serving
their best interests.’25 This, in turn is based upon the idea that political power, according
to Islam, under conditions where Shariah law is inapplicable, rightly belongs to the
political community (umma). The Qur’an defines the umma in the following terms: ‘their
rule is by counsel among themselves’.26 The guiding principle, argued Ash Shatibi, in
conditions where Muslims are a minority, is not the establishment of Shariah law but the
engagement of the Muslim community in the upholding of what is right and the
prevention of evils such exploitation, oppression, corruption and theft.
The association of Muslims into a Jamat gives them the associative power to govern their
own affairs and to appoint and depose their leaders. 27 The authority of the group is given
by the Quranic injunction:
Let there arise out of you a band of people inviting to all that is good,
enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong.28
Only by mobilising relationships in pursuit of common aims can Muslims exert power
over both government policy and over the specific urban environments within which
Muslims live.
b. The limits of money.
The power of community is a central value shared between citizenship and faith but the
commonality is deepened by their common assertion of the limits of money. It is a
neglected truth concerning the origins of both Athens and Rome that the concept of
citizenship emerged as a means of limiting and controlling debt as well as resisting
market penetration. The necessity of establishing the limits of money were related to
both the threat to the values and virtues of the citizen and those of corruption, the private
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use of public goods. Plato’s solution was rule by a guardian class who could not have
families or own property and would thus be exclusively committed by interest and
education to the highest good, which was that of the City and its citizens.29 Plato worked
within a conceptual framework within which landed property subordinated maritime
trade, politics subordinated profit, reason the passions.
Aristotle took a different view of who should rule arguing for a property owning self
governing citizenry, where virtue and reason would demand a common commitment to
the good of the city as the condition of their wellbeing. Reason, the foundation of laws
based on the deliberation between free and equal citizens who were mutually dependent
on the common good of the city would subordinate rationality, an exclusively individual
and instrumental conception of the good. Aristotle distinguished between property in
land, which was ‘natural’, and commercial trading, which was insatiable. There was , in
principle, no limit to consumer lust.30 It is the insatiability of consumer demand that
bothered Aristotle, the way that selfgratification undermined the virtues of courage and
justice necessary to sustain the solidarity required to sacrifice your life for the freedom of
the city and its citizens.
And the avarice of mankind is insatiable … men always want more
and more without end; for it is of the nature of desire to be unlimited,
and most men live only for the gratification of it.31
Money led to extremes of wealth, gluttony and cowardice. Citizenship, friendship and
familial obligation were not understood as commercial relationships. Politics was the
public practice through which the common institutions of selfgovernment preserved the
sense of community necessary to subordinate money.
In Rome, the regulation of credit, the annulment of debt and the provision of goods to
citizens outside the price system characterised the development of both Republic and
Principate. There are reported instances of interest being charged at 100% per annum in
the fourth century B.C. and in 342 B.C. interestbearing loans were banned altogether by
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the lex Genucia.32 There was another attempt in the lex Iunia of 193 B.C. to annul debt
and outlaw loans between citizens.33
In 88 B.C. the lex Cornelia Pompeia was passed which set a maximum rate for landed
loans at one percent a month, or twelve per cent per annum. This was a maximum rate ,
not a basic rate and indicated an upper limit and it rarely seems to have dropped below
four percent.34 These were overwhelmingly personal loans, made on the whole by rich
people to poorer ones at variable rates of interest. Throughout the Republic senators and
knights were lending out money in interest bearing loans as part of their patrimonial
management.35
Most of these loans were what we might call ‘consumption loans’, and as their was no
productivity increase that could lead to repaying the principal, let alone the interest, it led
to further debt which came to dominate the lives of the landless, which included citizens
who had lost their patrimony in debt repayment. The Cataline conspiracy, when
dispossessed citizens showed that they would murder senior senators and support land
reform and debt annulment in order to preserve their land and avoid infamia required a
political solution in order to avoid relentless violent conflict.36 It is one of the arguments
suggested here that citizenship politics emerged in order to cancel or limit the debts of
citizens by setting fixed rates. Rome also pursued a policy of providing food outside the
price mechanism through the annona, established in 58. B.C.37 In this a dole of grain,
33kg of wheat per month, was provided to all the citizens of Rome and supplemented
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periodically by rations of wine and pork.38 It provided enough food to live and was
adopted in other Roman and Greek cities.39 The total cost of supplying the annona
amounted to over 15% of state revenues and constituted about a fifth of the total grain
trade of Rome.40 In other words, while there was a market economy in grain with
fluctuating prices, the needs of its citizens were met irrespective of price. In 63 B.C.
exporting gold and silver outside Italy was banned.41
By the end of the first Century A.D. the Emperors Nerva and Trajan instituted a practice
called the alimenta in which the emperor would lend landowners money at a rate of five
per cent and use the interest to feed and educate Italian children.42 According to Woolf:
The Alimenta was an imperial attempt to protect the status of citizens’
children who had lost their land and economic livelihood.43
In other words the emperor acted to slow the rate of change, protect children from debt
pressures, preserve a sense of status and limit the logic of an entirely commercial
relationship between citizens. The emperor had the authority to cancel debts, both public
and private and both Hadrian and Marcus Aerelius did so.44 The enactment of credit
regulation, debt reform and prohibitions on senatorial business took place within a public
policy framework within which it was axiomatic that market economics should be
subordinated to political order.
The preservation of the noncommodity status of human beings and land has been a
consistent preoccupation of both citizenship and faith since their inception. This does
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not deny the existence of markets, their rationality or power it merely draws attention to
the fact that these markets functioned within an environment characterised by other non
pecuniary institutions that constrained the market’s destructive tendencies. This can be
summarised as the urge to commodification of things that are not commodities, most
importantly human beings and nature. The market, by definition, puts a price on
everything through the process of commodification. In this, things not produced for sale,
and often protected by customary practice and taboo, are sold for money on the market.
These goods are usually irreplaceable. The sale of human beings and nature for cash
payment are the most fundamental examples of this. Such practices were present in the
later Empire and Constantine (A.D. 30737) issued two edicts:
instructing imperial officers in Italy and in the province to provide for
the newborn children of the poor, in an attempt to limit infanticide and
the selling of children.45
That both existed and that both were seen as wrong is an example of the mutuality of
citizenship and faith.
Judaism was born in resistance to the oppression and exploitation visited upon them by
being slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt. The freedom from domination by a tyrant was
obedience to God’s laws. This meant that there were strict limits on ownership rights and
the dominion of the wealthy. Food, shelter and land were provided by the community
and in the case of land, redistributed in each jubilee year. It was forbidden to harvest all
of a field, or gather the fallen fruit, ‘thou shalt leave them for the poor and for the
stranger: I am the Lord your God’.46 The freehold of all property is held by god but also
each person is created imitatio dei, in the image of god. This means that there can be no
ownership of a person. On this basis, Jewish ethics has resisted any market in body parts,
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which do not belong to the person to sell. It is also forbidden to sell ones body for sexual
services.47
Christian Democracy was based on developing an initially dissident interpretation of
Catholic teaching which opposed the indissoluble tie to the monarchy and sought to
incorporate the modern idea of citizenship with a moral conception of civil association.
Its doctrine may be summarised as the subordination of both state and market to a self
governing society through the cultivation of solidarity.
It was an ideology founded upon the resistance to ‘Proletarianisation’, defined as the
unmediated dependence on a wage for survival.48 Drawing upon the idea that the person
is a social rather than a political being they argued that ethics were best preserved within
the organisations of society. The ideology that had been condemned in 1834 by Pope
Gregory XVI as ‘false, calumnious, rash, anarchic, contrary to the word of God, impious,
scandalous and erroneous’ had become mainstream Church teaching by 1944.49 The role
given to intermediate organisations in the organisation of society as a means of resisting
an exclusively market distribution of assets and power is the principle means of resisting
the sovereignty of money.
This Catholic reconciliation of citizenship and faith is one example of how the Christian
tradition seeks to constrain the logic of commodification. And one of the most distinctive
aspects of Islamic teaching is its Aristotelian insistence on the vice of charging interest
and the priority of preserving the integrity of the person and community in defiance of
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the monied interest.50 The imperative of pursuing right and forbidding wrong is one of
the most distinctive features of Islamic jurisprudence and ethics.51 This is a duty
incumbent upon each believer and it is considered particularly important to speak out
against the wealthy and the powerful. Within Islamic law and ethics there are very
specific prohibitions on the sale of body parts and of the body in all its forms as well as
specific prohibitions on the commercialisation of nature.52 The prohibition on interest
takes its place within the subordination of money to communitarian ethics. A recognition
that other monotheistic faiths share these concerns has led to a common solidarity
between the faith communities on issues such as the status of illegal immigrants and
constraints on public advertising.
Citizenship and the City
As the concept of citizenship moved from the city state to the nation state it became more
abstract, procedural and general. It became less about how to generate and sustain a set
of relationships between people who exert power over each other and more about
establishing a set of national institutions that could administer to the needs of a
population. The Abrahamic faiths embody a range of institutions and values of far
greater intensity and meaning, or in the language of political philosophy far thicker, than
the state, as the collective enforcer of a singular law can allow. Concepts of love,
brotherhood, mercy and community are difficult to reconcile with equal rights, respect for
persons and neutrality. The issues confronting 21st century cities, however, is not
significantly different from those of Athens in the 4th century B.C. or Rome at the time of
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Jesus to the extent that problems of debt, exploitation and commodification required
political action to preserve a sense of common status or solidarity. It is a characteristic of
globalisation that not only is there a far more intense pluralism than at any previous time
in our cities but also that global conflicts can polarise relations within those cities. The
conceptualisation of common action in defence of the status of the citizen as capable of
choice and responsibility within an environment which the share and care for with all
other citizens is of both moral and practical importance. Faith communities are
constitutive of identity, they define people and communities. They are also resources,
bundles of ethics, skills and networks that can transform people and places. The Alinsky
method of common engagement enables the constitutive elements of urban life to offer
resources to each other in defence of what matters to them. The pluralist constitution of
cities means that they have to agree on common action but if that is so then the definition
of the political agenda will challenge the prevailing liberalism of national citizenship.
Issues of pornography and prostitution, faith schools and drugs, living wages and family
values could move into the heart of urban politics. Communities of faith could yet
redeem the lost promise of citizenship by pursuing the good of the community of fate to
which we all, by necessity, belong.
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