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There is deep ambivalence toward the idea of political compromise. 
Compromise is a term of praise, but it is also a term that conveys betrayal: 
it is a boo-hurray concept. How to understand the ambivalence is 
what I am about to suggest. 
 
The idea of political compromise is caught between two pictures of 
politics: politics as economics and politics as religion. Roughly speaking, 
in the economic picture of politics everything is subject to compromise. 
Compromise is not always desirable or prudent, but it is always 
possible. In the religious picture there are things over which we must 
never compromise. 
 
The religious picture is in the grip of the idea of the holy. The holy is 
that which is not for negotiation, let alone compromise. Crudely put, 
one cannot compromise over the holy without compromising the holy. 
In the economic picture of politics compromise is at the heart of politics 
and the ability to compromise is highly praised. The cliche that politics 
is the art of compromise is one tired expression of it. 
 
Economic life is based on the idea of substitution: one good can be 
substituted for another, and this is what enables exchange in the market. 
Exchange leaves room for negotiation; and where there is room for 
negotiation, there is room for compromise. Compromise has an internal 
relation to what is exchangeable and divisible. 
 
Economic products serving as the model for politics make it seem as 
if compromise is always possible. Not so with the religious picture. 
Religions, by which I mean religious institutions and religious states, 
make political compromises all the time; they routinely develop elaborate 
justifications and techniques to carry out their compromises. The 
politics of the holy leaves plenty of room for compromise in matters 
profane. It may in practice even be engaged in compromise in matters 
holy, but the logic of the holy as an ideal type is the negation of the 
idea of compromise. 
 
Modern politics is seized by these two irreconcilable pictures. There 
is of course nothing surprising about secular modern states’ being in the 
grip of the economic picture. But it is surprising yet nevertheless true 
that modern secular states are still under the spell of the religious picture. 
Thus for example the French Constitution (1958) declares France 
to be secular, but not before it declares France to be “indivisible.” The 
same goes for the expression “indivisible nation” in the American pledge 
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of allegiance. In both cases the choice of the expression “indivisible” is 
no accident. It has strong religious underpinnings—it is one of God’s 
attributes that informs the picture of an indivisible France and an indivisible 
United States as absolute entities with no legitimate parts. So no 
claim of secession is acceptable as legitimate because these two entities 
have no legitimate parts. To compromise over the Union is to betray the 
Union in the same way that the idolater betrays the oneness of God. 
 
The religious picture feeds politics with the idea that politics is a 
domain of human activity meant to protect a way of life and give meaning 
to human life. It is the antidote to the economic picture, which is 
concerned with satisfying desires and interests, not with meanings. 
 
The two pictures—the religious and the economic—bring two different 
sets of motivations to explain political life. The economic picture, 
even if not strictly hedonic, still explains human behavior in terms of 
satisfying preferences, whereas the religious picture brings the willingness 
for self-sacrifice into the picture. A key mistake in political thought 
lies in disregarding the workings of one of the two pictures, in the belief 
that only one of the pictures feeds politics. 
 
It is not just politics that is in the grip of the two pictures, the religious 
and the economic; this holds true for morality itself. Utilitarian 
morality is clearly under the sway of the economic picture. The competing 
Kantian morality that promotes absolute moral imperatives irrespective 
of their consequences is molded on the picture of absolute 
religious commandments. We are ambivalent in valuing compromise 
precisely because we are in the grip of two imprecise, powerful, and irreconcilable 
pictures both of politics and of morality. 


