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Preface

This book grew in the writing. The product of too many long and difcult
years, it often sat quietly while I was engaged with other pursuits only to
return to this one yet again. For this book brings together two great passions,
the Bible and Marxism. My starting point, however, is Marxism itself, and my
search is for the way the engagement with theology and the Bible by some of
Marxism’s greatest exponents is an indispensable part of their work.
I began writing this book in Northmead, Australia and nished it in Soa,
Bulgaria after a train journey with Christina Petterson across Europe from
northwest to southeast. On the way we walked through the Jewish quarter
and over the Pest hill of Budapest, were thrown off a train at the Romanian
border, travelled over incomplete tracks and through half-rebuilt villages in
Serbia only to stay at the magnicent Hotel Moskva in Belgrade, home of the
Lefebvre archives. Finally we made our way on an ancient train that slowly
rocked its way to Soa. There, in the midst of the ambiguous and troubled
imposition of the worst of US-style capitalism, and after Christina returned
to Copenhagen, I found a small second-century Christian church within the
walls of the presidential palace. Built before the conversion of Constantine,
perhaps at the time when the last of the New Testament texts were being
written, in fact before the canon of the New Testament itself had been determined, it came as a complete surprise. Now it is, of course, a fascinating and
contested site: re-opened once again as an Orthodox church, after some ve
centuries as a mosque and then, for half a century, neglected under Communist rule, it marks both a futile re-assertion by the church of its lost power
and the sheer indifference of most Bulgarians to Christianity or even religion
of any sort. Much of what this book covers is or will be contested, fascinating, occasionally well-known but mostly surprising territory. I should say,
for those who may harbour some suspicions, that my agenda here is not to
uncover or debunk these Marxists by uncovering some badly kept theological
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secrets. Rather, given the crucial role of the Bible and theology in their work,
we ignore those elements at our peril.
Let me thank those who have been part of the process of the book. Many
have been graceful enough to listen to, read and comment on earlier versions
of sections of this book – biblical scholars, literary critics, philosophers and
other sundry Marxists. In particular, various audiences in Australia, Europe
and North America have provided lively feedback to papers that gradually
made their way, after many reformulations, into the book. However, the
major context has been the Bible and Critical Theory Seminar, perhaps the
most important forum for critical biblical studies in Australia today, where a
whole wealth of comments and discussions have taken place of various parts
of this book. As far as individuals are concerned, I would like to thank Fred
Jameson, Ken Surin, Cath Ellis, Deborah Bird Rose, John Docker, Andrew
Milner, David Roberts, Kate Rigby, George Aichele, Ed Conrad, Ibrahim
Abraham and Peter Thomas, who have discussed and/or read sections of this
work. However, the greatest thanks go to Fiona Marantelli and Matt Chrulew,
my untiring research assistants who undertook the formidable task of comment, formatting and editing with gusto.
A note on translations: my references are to the existing English translations,
mainly because these are easier to nd for most. Yet there are many snares in
doing so and I have cross-checked every translation with the German and
French, altering where necessary. Only with the Italian have I relied wholly
on the English translations, for Italian is beyond me. As I know from biblical criticism, translation is always a vexed issue, even though one always
benets from the hard work of others. Apart from the incomplete status of
translations, notably with Lefebvre, Althusser’s early work, Gramsci’s prison
notebooks, and some of Bloch, the translations themselves are, as is often
pointed out, patchy, with E.B. Ashton’s effort on Adorno’s Negative Dialectics
the most woeful of the lot. Fortunately, Robert Hullot-Kentor’s work on Kierkegaard is one of the examples of how translation should be done; fortunate
for me since it is one of the major texts on which I focus in my discussion
of Adorno. The situation with Benjamin is perhaps the most uniform and
extensive, with recent translations of swathes of texts and the quality is generally quite good. But, even so, what appears to be a reasonably good translation may turn out to have its pitfalls. For instance, J.T. Swann’s translation of
Bloch’s Atheismus im Christentum has a knack of leaving out the odd phrase,
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sentence or section. What we end up with is in many respects an abridged version. And John Osborne’s generally good translation of Benjamin’s Trauerspiel
book offers some curious, and, for my argument, crucial, glosses, such as the
unaccountable translation of Heilsgeschichte, salvation history, as ‘story of the
life of Christ’. Of course, the translations themselves have generated a whole
new wave of criticism that demands yet more translations and re-translations,
Robert Hullot-Kentor’s work with Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory and Dialectic of
Enlightenment being the most notable. Sometimes, that criticism is somewhat
skewed, depending heavily on the choice of which texts to translate, as the
history of translations of Lefebvre and Gramsci shows only too clearly.
The Hill, New South Wales
February 2006

Introduction

This is a work of commentary, that venerable and somewhat neglected tradition that emerges from millennia of biblical criticism. I engage intimately with
the writings of some of the major Marxist critics of the twentieth century. But
the subject matter that draws me in is not what has drawn most of the critical
passion, with its concern for the great themes of Marxist criticism. Rather, my
commentary picks up the often extended reections and deliberations over
theology and the Bible that we nd in these critics. Apart, perhaps, from Walter Benjamin, my surprise is how much theological material there is in their
work and how little critics have dealt with it. To my great pleasure, in each
case – Ernst Bloch, Walter Benjamin, Louis Althusser, Henri Lefebvre, Antonio Gramsci, Terry Eagleton, Slavoj Žižek and Theodor Adorno – I discovered
a wealth of material in which to immerse myself.
My purpose here is simply to offer a commentary on the extensive engagements with theology and the Bible by these characters. This calls for detailed
readings of certain, oft-neglected works and parts of works. If I imagine a
gathering of all eight Marxists, it is hardly a furtive meeting in a gloomy and
rubbish-strewn alley, collars up against the rain, surreptitious glances cast
over hunched shoulders to ensure that no tail is in sight. Each of them – and
this is one of the reasons for their presence here – sits down at midday with
the Bible and theology, in full view of passers-by, who happen to be made
up of literary critics, philosophers, sociologists and the odd theologian and
biblical scholar.
Each of the Marxists I consider is important in contemporary political, cultural and philosophical debates, which is perhaps reason enough to invite
them to the table. But, despite their own openness concerning theology and
the Bible, their willingness to bare it all in some collective critical confession,
others have been far less willing to talk about this part of their work. If I asked
each of them to bring along a book or essay in which they have written about
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theology or religion, but which their critics and commentators have mostly
ignored, we will be in for some surprises as the worn volumes emerge from
backpacks, satchels, coat-pockets and battered leather brief-cases.
Ernst Bloch, giving the others a messianic stare, produces with a ourish
his Atheism in Christianity (1972), loudly bemoaning the fact that critics pass
by this volume looking askance, preferring his other texts. Louis Althusser,
hanging cigarette that is of one with the black circles under his eyes, thrusts
forth a st-full of essays, hastily typed in a frenzy of exhilaration during the
high moments of his bipolar state – some of the early theological essays, his
famous ideology essay with the Christian ‘example’ highlighted in red, and
the collection of lectures Philosophy and the Spontaneous Philosophy of the Scientists (1990). Henri Lefebvre, with a twinkle in his eye that belies his asthma,
draws from his pocket a few ‘Notes Written One Sunday in the French Countryside’, written in 1947 at his village church in Navarrenx. Soon he would
be cursing the ‘crucied sun’, the Gallic crosses scattered about those same
hills that represented for him the Church’s systematic stiing of life and joy.
The diminutive Antonio Gramsci, silent now after his years in Mussolini’s
prisons, places on the table the pages concerning the Roman-Catholic Church
from his Prison Notebooks, content to allow the neat script of these pages to express his fascination with the Church and the lessons it might provide for the
communist movement. Sitting close by Lefebvre, Althusser and Gramsci, the
last of the Catholic Marxists, Terry Eagleton, makes not a move. He has some
books with him, but is reluctant to bring them out. Eventually, one of the
others produces a number of slim volumes from his days among the Catholic
Left in England, books found in the basement of some library and to which
Eagleton resolutely refuses to refer in his later works – The New Left Church
(1966), The Body as Language: Outline of a ‘New Left’ Theology (1970), the ‘Slant’
Manifesto (1966) and various essays from the 1960s journal Slant. As prolic
as Eagleton but much more willing to proffer his works, with an emphatic
gesture of his left hand Slavoj Žižek thumps down on the table his theological trilogy – The Fragile Absolute (2000), On Belief (2001) and The Puppet and
the Dwarf (2003). Žižek offers to say grace, much to the surprise of everyone
else, before Alain Badiou prods him in the ribs. Žižek withdraws the offer,
realising that it is hardly of the stature of his rediscovery of the Protestant
Reformers’ doctrine of grace itself. Finally, the melancholy Theodor Adorno
carefully extracts from his leather briefcase his Habilitation thesis, Kierkegaard:
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Construction of the Aesthetic. Everyone at the table knows about this rst book
in philosophy, but few have read it recently if at all and only a few register
that it is in fact a theological work through and through. Adorno, however,
encourages a retiring Walter Benjamin, whose work everyone seems to know
despite the fact that much of it was unknown when he wrote and even more
remained unpublished. Of all those gathered here, Benjamin is the exception,
for his engagement with theology and the Bible, from early essays such as ‘On
Language as Such and the Language of Man’ to the nal theses on history, is
by far the most well-known and most commented upon.
These, then, are the texts, along with one or two others, that are the centre
of my critical commentary. At times, this calls for the treatment of vast slabs of
text in a synoptic fashion, but, more often than not, I come in for a much closer
look, discussing key passages in detail as bets the genre of commentary itself.
And my preferred mode of dealing with these texts is to offer, where possible,
criticism on the basis of each writer’s own methods. Often, this will require
hauling in material from elsewhere in their writings, seeking cross-references,
comparisons and questions that arise from such comparisons – in short, a
mode of reading that comes from the tradition of biblical commentary. For
instance, since I feel that Bloch’s strategy of the discernment of myth is one of
his major contributions, I argue that, at times, he lives up to the method itself
and provides some brilliant readings of biblical texts, and yet, at other moments, he falls short of the method’s requirements. Or Žižek’s identication
of the revolutionary potential for the doctrine of grace is one that he realises
only tfully, pursuing all too frequently cul-de-sacs of love and ethics that are
diametrically opposed to grace.
This work has some obvious overlaps with the standard Marxist criticisms
of religion, usually based on the well-known sentences from the early philosophical manuscripts concerning opium, oppression and owers, as well as
with what has become known as political theology in its European forms
(especially Johann Baptist Metz and Jürgen Moltmann) and liberation theology in Latin America and the Third World. My effort at this level differs in a
number of ways. The various Marxist theories and criticisms of religion seek
to use standard Marxist categories to analyse religion, especially the notion of
ideology and class consciousness. The most interesting of these concern themselves with the revolutionary forms of religious thought – Bloch is the major
example in this study – such as the Levellers in England or the peasant wars in
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Germany under the leadership of Thomas Münzer. By contrast, the fascinating work of liberation theology, which will, in fact, appear in my discussion
at various points, comes from the side of theology, causing something of a
scandal in the Church when it came to attention in Latin America in the 1970s.
And yet, liberation theology sought a conjunction between theology and
Marxism, using the insights of Marxist social, economic and political analysis
in order to deepen the theological discussions. In attempting to build bridges
between Marxism and theology, it conjures up the cafés and conference rooms
of the 1970s when the Marxist-Christian dialogue was in full swing in continental Europe, or the furore caused in England with the Catholic Left in the
1960s, or the political theology of German theologians such as Johann Metz.
Finally, I am less taken with the more recent efforts to show the theological
core of Marxist thought, of which the most sophisticated effort is that of John
Milbank’s Theology and Social Theory,1 nor indeed the so-called post-secular
theologies of the likes of John Caputo, Jean-Luc Marion or even Jacques Derrida, for these are notable by their avoidance of the distinctly Marxist strain
I consider here. All the same, these earlier moves in some way inform what
I do here, immersed in them as I have been in various ways for the past two
decades, but I should point out that I do not seek a rapprochement between
Marxism and theology (as the youthful Althusser and Eagleton sought to do),
nor do I want to apply Marxist categories to theology, nor am I interested in
pointing out that, beneath the various systems, lies a covert theology.
I have organised this book in three sections or parts – biblical Marxism,
Catholic Marxism and the Protestant turn. I begin with those whose primary
engagement is with the Bible, namely Ernst Bloch and Walter Benjamin. Their
assimilated Jewish background plays a role here, but it is by no means the
only reason for such an interest in the Bible. As for the Catholic Marxists,
three of the four worked in dominantly Roman-Catholic cultures (Althusser,
Lefebvre and Gramsci), and three of them moved from intense involvement
in the Church to Marxism (Althusser, Lefebvre and Eagleton). Finally, there is
what I have called the ‘Protestant turn’. In Slavoj Žižek, we nd a move from
a distinctly Roman-Catholic emphasis on ethics to a Protestant concern with
grace, particularly in the effort to develop a materialist theory of grace. Lastly,

1

Milbank 1993. See Boer 1998.
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Adorno also appears in this section, for not only is the Lutheran context of
Germany signicant, but his most sustained theological work engages with
the one who is perhaps still the leading Lutheran philosopher, Kierkegaard.
As for the biblical Marxists, the major issues that bind both Bloch and Benjamin to each other are the nature of biblical interpretation, the potential contributions from the Bible to Marxist thought and practice, and the relationship
between biblical studies and theology. Yet, their primary focus is the Bible:
Bloch is the most enthusiastic, and he urges the importance of the Bible in any
revolutionary politics, so I begin with him. Benjamin is much more enigmatic,
always evading the efforts to pin him down, slipping out at the moment when
we think we have him sorted out. And so he appears guarded, toying with
biblical interpretation while drawing from it some fundamental categories for
his own thought, albeit problematically.
Thus, in the rst chapter, I follow the train of Bloch’s enthusiasm, for he is
the only Marxist in this book to have written a monograph on the Bible, Atheism in Christianity. But the Bible also constitutes, along with Goethe’s Faust,
one of the major inspirations for that endless book, The Principle of Hope. There
is much that I want to retrieve from Bloch: his infectious language; the subversive potential of the Bible against the Church; his call for a discernment of
myths; an effort to deal with the continued appeal of the Bible to revolutionary groups; and a distinctly political exegesis of the Bible. However, in the
end, he runs the Bible and theology together, moving from one to the other
in a grand sequence: I will argue that the two are by no means on the best of
terms and that, at this point, Bloch tends to lose sight of his most useful strategy, the discernment of myth. Although I keep nding myself referring to
Bloch, drawing elements from his work for other projects, I would rather that
he kept the Bible and theology at least at arm’s length.
As for Benjamin, he was enchanted by allegory, saturated as it is with biblical exegesis. Some key essays, ‘On Language as Such and the Language of
Man’, the translation essay, along with ‘On Violence’, the major texts of The
Origin of the German Mourning Play, The Arcades Project and the nal theses ‘On
the Philosophy of History’ all indicate a sustained concern with the Bible and
theology. In this chapter, I focus on Benjamin’s use of allegory, arguing that
it is primarily a theological mode of biblical interpretation. This theological
dominance has its most obvious and powerful presence in the way it highlights and extends the deeply mythical dimensions of the Bible, especially
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those around creation, the coming of Christ and his return at the end of the
age, the Parousia. So Benjamin’s attempt to develop categories from the Bible
in order to break out of the mythic hell of capitalism paradoxically perpetuates the myth he seeks to escape. His favoured motif of creation and origin
in order to speak of the communist break from myth, his use of a ‘salvation
history’ moving from creation to Eschaton, and his reversion to images of
procreation and birth when he speaks of the revolutionary break, of origin,
creation and the eschatological new world – all of these are signals of the
dominance of theological thought in his favoured method, allegory, that perpetuates the deepest myths of the Bible and theology in his work. Still, I will
argue that, in his failure, Benjamin provides an insight into the function of
myth in relation to utopia.
The second and largest part of the book deals with the small-‘c’ catholic
Marxists. I use the term ‘catholic’ here in a double sense. Most obviously,
Althusser, Lefebvre and Gramsci wrote in environments saturated, culturally, socially and religiously, with Roman Catholicism. The most pervasive
mark of such an environment in their work is the way neither theology nor
the Bible but the Church dominates their reections on religion. They deal,
in other words, with ecclesiology rst and foremost. Eagleton’s difference,
working in the context of a Roman-Catholic minority in a Protestant England, shows up in his concern for biblical and theological categories. And yet
Eagleton’s emphases will turn out to be indelibly Roman-Catholic, particularly the focus on ethics and Christ as exemplar. But there is another side to
their ‘catholicity’, namely an inherent tendency to universalise in a particular
fashion. Such catholicity shows up clearly in the assumption that the RomanCatholic Church is the ‘Church’, but also in the various philosophical and
literary arguments that assume a comparable universality.
In the third chapter my major argument is that Althusser’s expulsion of the
Roman-Catholic Church from his life and work, after a deep commitment to
the church, enabled it to permeate all of his work. Not so much a return of the
repressed, the Church becomes the absent cause of his philosophy. So I will
follow this subterranean presence of the ecclesial, its shortfalls and promises,
the possibilities and limitations for Althusser’s own thought that such a social,
political and theoretical context enables. I organise my discussion in two sections. First, the form of Althusser’s rejection of religion is not so much in terms
of theology or the Bible, but of the Church with which he had a lingering

Introduction • xxi

connection after many years of involvement and religious commitment. Secondly, I explore the logic within Althusser’s arguments for a reconsideration
of religion from the perspective of materialist philosophy.
From Althusser, I move to another Frenchman, Henri Lefebvre. My concern
in this chapter is Lefebvre’s continual negotiation of religion, specically the
strange ghost of Roman Catholicism and catholicity that continues to visit his
work. That Lefebvre’s comments on religion assume that the Roman-Catholic
Church is the norm of religion, that religion in fact means ecclesiology, that
the presence of the Church in his work may be designated ‘catholicity’ in a
range of senses, points to the situation of Marxist intellectuals in France in
the middle of the twentieth century. For all his earlier fractious commitment,
Lefebvre sought to excise the Church from his life and thought, but the vitriol of his rejection speaks more of its continued inuence. My discussion of
Lefebvre exegetes his late essay from Critique of Everyday Life of 1947: ‘Notes
Written One Sunday in the French Countryside’. In his passionate polemic
against the parish church near the Navarrenx of his youth, narrated through
an existential tour of the church and then worship, Lefebvre reveals more
than he realises concerning the continued hold of the Roman-Catholic Church
on his life. From this essay and his predilection for heresies, I extract three key
categories of his thought – everyday life, space and women – that might be
used for a Marxist theory of religion.
The fth chapter crosses the Alps to Italy and Antonio Gramsci, whose
writings on ‘religion’, scattered characteristically throughout the Prison Notebooks, take on a distinctly ecumenical scent. I read these various notes as an
extraordinary example of what a Marxist analysis of religion, or rather Christianity, might look like. The Church leaves its stamp at various places in his
writings as he seeks out possibilities for communism and the party, particularly in the four areas on which I focus in this chapter, namely ecumenism,
the politics of a global Church, the role of the intellectual, and the possibilities
for ‘moral and intellectual reform’, a phrase he takes directly from his infatuation with the Protestant Reformation of Northern Europe. To begin with,
Gramsci’s ecumenism shows up most clearly in his interest in the ecumenical
movement, and the question of proselytisation. Further, in a complex analysis
that rivals Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, Gramsci is fascinated
by the institutional structure of the Roman-Catholic Church, its political status and machinations, concordats, internal debates, Catholic Action and the
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complexities of events in which the Church as the rst global movement was
a crucial player. In short, the Roman-Catholic Church in Italy shows in relief
the intricacies of the Church as a temporal and political institution. Thirdly,
the organic or democratic intellectual takes on a different shape in light of
his reections on the Church. His interest in the clergy, the variations from
region to region, the transitions from the clergy as a medieval class to a ‘caste’
of intellectuals, their moral and intellectual work to further the cause of the
Church, constitutes a major slice of what he comes to describe as the organic
intellectual. Finally, there is his astonishment with the Protestant Reformation:
the notion of moral and political reform, a central feature of the programme
for a communist revolution, is modelled on that Reformation that took place
to the north but did not lter down to the Mediterranean. As one of the only
models for social change that worked its way through all levels of society,
the transformation the Reformers wrought in Northern Europe, in terms of
culture, politics, economics and social organisation, provides a paradigm for
communist revolution in Italy and elsewhere.
The nal ‘catholic’ Marxist is Terry Eagleton, coming out of the sectarian
and minority position of a Roman-Catholic across the Channel and a world
away. For Eagleton there is distinct political mileage in theology itself, rather
than the Bible or the Church. The early political theologian of books such as
The New Left Church (1966), The Body as Language: Outline of a ‘New Left’ Theology (1970), and the ‘Slant’ Manifesto (1966) returns belatedly in texts such as
Sweet Violence: The Idea of the Tragic (2003), The Gatekeeper (2002) and Figures of
Dissent (2003). I am interested in three regions of Eagleton’s writings: rstly,
the transition from the deadly seriousness of his theological texts to the pugnacious wit of his screeds on English literature and politics. Patiently paedagogical, it is still Eagleton, and yet I argue that it has much to do with the
content of an apostate theologian. Secondly, the crux of Eagleton’s theological
recovery in the later works is that Christology has a distinct political dynamic
that the Left ignores at its own peril. I nd this Christological focus less than
helpful, since it exacerbates Marxism’s fascination with messianism and the
personality cult (here I look forward to Adorno’s criticism of the personality
cult). Thirdly, there is his deep involvement with the Catholic Left of the 1960s
and 70s. This very public controversy in the British Roman-Catholic Church
and outside it is something that Eagleton rarely if ever acknowledges, and I
argue that his late notion of autotelism also enables him to cover his tracks.
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Two Marxists exhibit what I want to call the ‘Protestant turn’. Slavoj Žižek
moves from a distinctly Roman-Catholic position, with its emphasis on good
works, the law and love-as-ethics, to a Protestant emphasis on grace. This
comes belatedly, with many byroads, and then only under the heavy inuence of Alain Badiou. Adorno joins Žižek in a strange conjunction: coming
from the Lutheran-saturated situation of Germany, Adorno’s major theological text was an engagement with perhaps the premier Lutheran philosopher,
Kierkegaard. However, even Adorno’s most Jewish notion, the ban on images
that he made a philosophical principle, is also a very a thoroughly Protestant
motif. Yet it is the implicit emphasis on grace, as well as the deep iconoclasm
that renders Adorno a Marxist of the Protestant turn.
As for Žizek, my major argument is that he can emerge as a Leninist, that
is, as a distinct political thinker, only by means of Paul in the New Testament.
For Paul enables Žižek to get out of the closed circuit of Lacan’s psychoanalysis, particularly in response to the criticisms of both Judith Butler and Badiou.
Or rather, it is only via Alain Badiou’s deeply Reformed reading of Paul that
Žižek is able to break, however partially and with profound angst, from his
Lacanian basis. I begin by focusing on the dialogues with Judith Butler and
Ernesto Laclau in order to show how Žižek juxtaposes Marxism and Lacanian
psychoanalysis in a rst effort to become a political writer. Subsequently, I
offer a close reading of Žižek’s engagement with Badiou in The Ticklish Subject
(1999), where Žižek seeks to answer Badiou’s charge that psychoanalysis cannot give us any political position. While Žižek initially attempts to answer the
charge in psychoanalytic terms, by the time of The Fragile Absolute (2000), he
changes direction and moves through Paul to a more distinctly political position. However, he is still caught within the Roman-Catholic binds of love-asethics and good works, having missed Badiou’s emphasis on the search for a
materialist notion of grace. Eventually, in On Belief (2001), he makes the Protestant turn, carried through in The Puppet and the Dwarf (2003). In effect, he
nally realises Badiou’s point, undergoes his own Reformation and focuses
on grace.
Finally, I turn to Adorno, with whom I remain deeply enamoured and yet
whom I take to task most consistently. One of the most neglected areas of
Adorno criticism is his engagement with theology, and so what I do here is
bravely venture into what is widely agreed to be one of his densest texts, the
Habilitation thesis and rst philosophical work on Kierkegaard. And, from
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this text, I draw two key categories, namely theological suspicion and the
closely related criticism of secularised theology that saturates the work of all
the other Marxists I consider in this book. These points require a close reading
of Kierkegaard: Construction of the Aesthetic, for which I make no apology. But
I also nd that the attempt at a thorough demolition job on Kierkegaard goes
too far, that Adorno’s effort to show how Kierkegaard’s philosophy fails under the weight of its theological and mythical paradoxes falls short precisely
where he refuses to say anything positive concerning theology. I close my
discussion of Adorno by pushing him to say what is implicit in his writing
but what he refuses to say himself – that love must be a radically collective
practice if it is to offer reconciliation (drawing on his little known essay ‘Kierkegaard’s Doctrine of Love’), and the possibilities of grace as ‘undeserved
salvation’.

Chapter One
Bloch’s Detective Work

Implicit in Marxism – as the leap from the
Kingdom of Necessity to that of Freedom – there
lies the whole so subversive and un-static
heritage of the Bible. . . . So far as it is, in the end,
possible to read the Bible with the eyes of the
Communist Manifesto.1

The rst of the biblical Marxists, Ernst Bloch offers
more than any would-be investigator of the intersection between Marxism and the Bible, as well as
theology, might want. One of a collection of European Marxists noted for longevity, exiled in the US
during the Nazi era and then opting to live in West
Germany after the building of the Berlin Wall, Bloch
came to Marxism after his interests in mysticism
and expressionism. In fact, Bloch has been a gure
of continued interest for theologians, particularly
in light of his readings of major gures in the tradition of European Christianity, such as Augustine
of Hippo and Joachim of Fiore, let alone his engagement with the great owering of biblical studies and
theology in Germany in the rst half of the twentieth century. In fact, the rst translations of Bloch’s
work into English were enabled by the theologians
Jürgen Moltmann and Harvey Cox, specically the

1

Bloch 1972, p. 69; Bloch 1985, p. 98.
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compilation of various excerpts and essays Man on His Own: Essays on the
Philosophy of Religion. Atheism in Christianity: The Religion of the Exodus and
the Kingdom followed in translation soon afterwards. This comes as no surprise, since, as Tom Moylan shows, Bloch’s work had a profound effect on a
range of theologians, including various liberal theologians (the death-of-God,
developmental and secular theologians), as well as political theology in Germany (Jürgen Moltmann and Johann Metz) and liberation theology (Gustavo
Gutiérrez, Franz Hinkelammert and others) in the 1960s and 1970s. Many of
these theological responses came during the revolutionary turmoil of 1968
and afterwards.2 In fact, Moylan argues that political and liberation theologies acted to pass Bloch’s work, preserved and transformed, into other areas
of political and philosophical work such as postcolonialism.
In the critical literature, Bloch’s use of the Bible has been less of a focus.3
Indeed, for Bloch, communism was all the poorer for not studying and considering the Bible. In fact, along with Marx and Goethe, particularly his Faust,
the Bible forms the major inspiration in Bloch’s work.4 It has, he argues, a
strange ubiquity that speaks to all people across vast times and spaces.5 Not
only is Bloch’s breathtaking enthusiasm for the Bible something that draws
me in to his writing, but I am also intrigued by his advocacy that Marxists
study the Bible not only so as to grasp the thought-world of so many peasants
and workers who were part of the struggles for communism, nor even that

2
Moylan 1997. Moylan’s work is interested in the way political and liberation
theologies have received and questioned Bloch’s writings. My interest, although
obviously related, is quite distinct, focusing on the intersections between the Bible
and theology. (See Capps 1968a; Capps 1968b; Cox 1968; Fiorenza 1968a; Fiorenza
1968b; Fiorenza 1969; Heinitz 1968; Metz 1968a; Metz 1968b; Metz 1976; Moltmann
1968; Moltmann 1982; Pannenberg 1968; Tillich 1965.) The volume of Cross Currents in
which many of these essays appear also contains a short excerpt from Bloch himself
(Bloch 1968).
3
Thus, the various monographs on Bloch deal with his biblical reections in a
minor register, if at all. See, for instance: Jones 1995; Hudson 1982; Geoghegan 1996.
Jameson’s essay in Jameson 1971 relates Bloch’s programme to medieval biblical
exegesis in which the four levels of allegory became a strategy for incorporating nonChristian elements into Christianity: in the same way, Bloch’s work draws a whole
and disparate range of items into his philosophy and hermeneutics of utopia. And
yet, Jameson neglects to mention Atheism in Christianity.
4
‘The Bible on the one hand, and the humanist principles of Marx’s theory on
the other, thus form together the two fundamental cornerstones of Bloch’s utopian
vision.’ Levy 1997, p. 180.
5
Bloch 1972, pp. 21–4; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, pp. 42–5.
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there ‘is certainly no German culture without the Bible’,6 but also to see the
revolutionary potential within the Bible itself.
So, it seems useful to explore a little further the ways in which the Bible’s
cadences may be heard in Bloch’s texts. I will run with the wind for a while,
tracing closely Bloch’s use of the Bible, during which I ask precisely what is
happening when he interprets the Bible and why he would want to do so in
the rst place. The challenge from Marxists like Bloch is that they read the
Bible, not with an agenda of ridicule or unmasking (characteristic more now
of those who have moved beyond the Church and still associate the Bible with
the Church), but with enthusiasm as a central piece of literature. The urgent
question that arises from Bloch’s work is precisely why Marxist atheists like
him should be interested in the Bible, and why he should wish to reclaim it as
a document crucial to Marxism’s own wellbeing and survival.
However, in what will turn out to be a central aspect of my discussion of
both biblical Marxists, Bloch and Benjamin, I argue for a necessary distinction
between theology and the Bible, particularly as the two are so often conated.
For the Bible is not necessarily a text that must be read with a theological
agenda, although that has been the default position. However, if we understand the Bible as a disparate and unruly collection of texts that has been
subdued and brought into line with ecclesiastical requirements, then its break
with theology is a little clearer. This uneasy relationship, with the Bible and
theology often at loggerheads with each other, is precisely what I want to
highlight in my reading of Bloch. In fact, Bloch’s best insights into the Bible
come when he takes the Bible as the Church’s bad conscience.
Given that, Bloch is in the unique situation of having written a monograph
on the Bible itself – Atheism in Christianity – and I read this text alongside his
magnum opus, The Principle of Hope. Others also appear, such as the collection
in Literary Essays and Spirit of Utopia.7 My reading often runs close to the text,
but I perpetually ll in the context, especially in biblical studies, in order to

6

Bloch 1991, p. 46; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, pp. 51–2.
In light of the central role of Atheism in Christianity, which is in many respects Bloch’s
complete statement on the Bible, and due to space, I have not offered a detailed reading
here of the early Thomas Münzer als Theologe der Revolution, rst published in 1921, and
then reprinted in Volume 2 of the Werkausgabe in 1985. In this work Bloch seeks to
reconstruct Münzer’s life and then provide the main elements of his preaching and
theology, especially the criticisms of Calvin, Luther and Roman Catholicism in light of
their compromise with the world. It is, however, the subject of a subsequent study.
7

4 • Chapter One

subject Bloch to critique. In Atheism in Christianity, which should be read as an
introduction to a Marxist-utopian interpretation of the Bible, Bloch shows that
he is fully conversant with the high moment of German biblical scholarship in
the early twentieth century. But he also offers a critique that comes out of his
Marxist background.
In the end, he argues that there is a consistent theme of rebellion against
Yahweh of the Hebrew Bible and God of the New Testament. Not so much
a moral atheism that refuses to believe in God on theodicical grounds, but a
political atheism that sees an internal logic to the Bible in political revolution
against God that can only be realised, not with a refusal to believe in God, but
with a rebellion against God. I explore the implications of this central argument as I proceed, for over against a plea for the consideration or appropriation of religious, or more specically Christian, texts and ideas into Marxism,
Bloch argues that the internal logic of the Bible leads us to Marxism itself.
Apart from the specic question as to how much inuence the Bible has on
Bloch’s thought, especially in the light of his avowed atheism, I am also interested in the deeper issue of whether the Bible itself, now a very unpopular
text in so many quarters, is inseparable from the construction of a Marxist
philosophy like Bloch’s. In the end, though, I wonder whether Bloch’s biblical
criticism is still not too heavily inuenced by theology, however he may try to
free it from that theology.

Argument and advocacy
Marxism and religion – largely the Christian tradition of Europe – have rarely
been even the remotest of friends. The mutual suspicion of an irreducible
atheism on one side and complicity with the rulers of this world on the other
have not helped matters. Thus, Bloch’s reading of the Bible itself must involve
a dual advocacy: Marxists need to take the Bible seriously as a revolutionary
document, and biblical scholars and theologians cannot avoid Marxism in
their interpretation. I have no trouble with the second side of the equation,
in fact I have argued precisely the same for some time now, but I am less
than keen on the rst, as will become clear as I proceed.
Two moments in Atheism in Christianity give voice to the double-front of
Bloch’s struggle: an explicit apology for the Bible directed at Marxism; and
then a call for a common front against the institutionalised forms of religion,
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a call that has its main appeal to Christians. Let me begin with the rst, which
seeks to counter the Marxist rejection of the Bible. For Bloch, an Enlightenment that rejected the Bible was more often a pseudo-enlightenment – the
path of such a rejection led as easily to bourgeois rationalism as it did to Nazi
neo-paganism and sociobiologism. For Marxists, Bloch argues, the Bible is
a document that should not readily be discarded, since it is the Book of the
peasants and workers who formed the base of the communist revolution.
Above all, however, it has revolutionary power. Thus, even the possibilities
for appropriation by the rich and powerful, even the stretches of text that give
justication for oppression, run over and counter to a subversive and questioning deeper stratum. In the end, the revolutionary peasants and oppressed
classes have a better sense of what the Bible is about: their reading, in other
words, is less a subsequent appropriation and more of an appreciation of the
utopian nature of the stories themselves.
Bloch’s point is that the ‘Bible speaks with special directness to the ordinary and unimportant’.8 Despite its ambiguity, the Bible is the priests’ bad
conscience, condemning the way religious professionals have used it. Bloch
claims a heritage of the Bible’s revolutionary potential for Marxism from the
peasant wars in Germany, France, Italy and England (the descendants of these
peasants ensured the success of Marxism in Eastern Europe and the USSR). In
fact, such a revolutionary tradition, in which human beings are by no means
effaced before God, comes through in mysticism as well, the work of Meister
Eckhart, along with Bloch’s favoured Joachim of Fiore and the Hussites.9 However, when it is used for oppression, when it is ‘often a scandal to the poor and
not always a folly to the rich’,10 then the texts interpolated by authority come
into play. In the end, Bloch plays a double game here, for while he recognises
the contradictions and class conict in the text and its use, he is determined to
nd deep within the Bible a restless, expectant utopian stream.
But, along with Marxists, those who assume the Bible to be their own –
believers and the Church – also need some persuading.11 The Bible’s resolute
critique of clericalism, of the various compacts with wealth and power, must

8
9
10
11

Bloch 1972, p. 24; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, p. 53.
See Bloch 1972, pp. 64–5; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, pp. 93–4.
Bloch 1972, p. 25; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, p. 53.
Bloch 1972, pp. 58–63; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, pp. 87–92.
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remain. For the Church, as an institution of power, cannot but be part of the
status quo. In fact, by stressing textual and historical conditions, he argues
that Marx’s famous criticism of religion in the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of
Right is directed more at the Church and its ideological function. As far as religion is concerned, Marx was much more ambivalent, the well-known opium
reference also allowing religion a role as the expression of misery and suffering and as protest against it. This point is so wellworn that it hardly requires
comment any longer, although it is worth the imaginative leap to the freshness of an observation well after it has become tired and foot-sore. For Bloch,
the only way forward is a common front between Marxists and Christians, for
‘conversations between believers purged of ideology and unbelievers purged
of taboo’.12
Atheism and Christianity may well be read as part of this conversation,
attempting to persuade two audiences Bloch would rather see together. These
days, there is a distinctly hoary feel about such efforts at Marxist-Christian
dialogue, belonging more to the sixties and seventies when the Eastern Bloc
still existed and the Churches sought a way towards tolerance and accommodation. After an intense interest in Germany and the USA in the 1970s, Atheism
in Christianity has led something of a half-life in theology and biblical studies,
the source of some key hermeneutical ideas that have forgotten their point of
origin. I think here of the hermeneutics of suspicion and recovery, elaborated
in his own way by Paul Ricoeur and then adopted by ecclesiastical feminism,
liberation theology and political theologies in various reform programmes.
Yet in the process of this adaptation, Bloch’s central critique was lost: that the
Bible and Christianity in general are inherently atheistic, that the contradictions within the institutions and its ideologies cannot but unravel. However,
it seems to me that the time for the dialogue in which Bloch engages may
indeed be now or at some time in the future, for its possibility is greater with
the fading away of the old ideological blocs of the Cold War and the need to
combat a renewed onslaught of capitalism. For Bloch, like Lenin, wants no
Marxist fellow-travellers, a ‘half-grown centaur with two body parts, Church
and Party, joined only in “perpetual dialog”’,13 but, rather, a genuinely disil-

12
13

Bloch 1972, pp. 62–3; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, p. 92.
Bloch 1972, p. 237; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, p. 314; translation modied.
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lusioned godlessness that comes face to face with the irrepressibly rebellious
biblical texts.

From the Bible to sentence production, and back again
As for my closer reading of Bloch’s texts, I begin with sentence production,
for it is Bloch’s style that says as much about his engagement with the Bible
as his sustained exegetical labours. While most work on Bloch has preferred
to speak of his utopian hermeneutics, I have always found useful one of
Fredric Jameson’s strategies, itself drawn from Adorno, which is to tarry with
sentence production itself, to treat carefully the craft of creating a text.
Atheism in Christianity turns out to be one mode of Bloch’s dealing with
the Bible; the full range is found in The Principle of Hope.14 There are four such
modes: most obviously there is the explicit consideration of the Bible, especially themes such as Paradise, Eden, Exodus or the new Jerusalem. Atheism
in Christianity is then the most extensive form of this mode. Characteristically,
Bloch rarely refers directly to secondary literature, but, in both works, he
shows more than a dilettante’s interest in the major issues of debate in biblical
studies. Secondly, there are continual references to ideas, texts and biblical
gures in other discussions; that is, biblical texts become part of the fabric of
a larger argument. Thirdly, we nd a series of allusions and passing references. Finally, there are the deeper patterns in Bloch’s thought, the basic ideas
upon which he builds his work. All four categories show the Bible working in
Bloch’s thought in a way that is formative of his whole agenda.
Let me begin with the second mode, where the Bible appears as one
item in larger discussions, used as an example, or as evidence for certain beliefs
and practices, or as a crucial piece of something else. For instance, in a discussion of the attractions of the stars as a counter-utopia to death, Bloch refers
in passing to the book of Job 31: 26–7 where the seduction of the heavenly

14
Bloch’s biblical interpretation itself can also be seen as a specic moment in
the much wider programme that may be distinguished in terms of a hermeneutics,
philosophy and aesthetics of utopia. The rst two categories are common in the
secondary research on Bloch but the third, a utopian aesthetics, is the argument of
Arno Münster. The key documents here are The Spirit of Utopia (Bloch 2000) with its
focus on music and expressionism; so also Heritage of Our Times (Bloch 1991) and the
role of aesthetics in Principle of Hope (Bloch 1995). See Münster 1985.
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bodies for worship is noted.15 A more substantial example is the tracing of
death consciousness and a wishful consciousness of anti-death in Brahms’s
German Requiem, where Hebrews 13: 14 – ‘For here we have no continuing
city, but we seek one to come’ – is the basis of the rst movement and Isaiah
51: 11 – ‘Therefore the redeemed of the Lord shall return, and come with singing unto Zion; and everlasting joy shall be upon their heads’ – the basis of the
second (1 Corinthians 15: 51–2 also appears). Bloch reads this, with its robust
core in a music of annihilation, as one of the ‘musical initiations into the truth
of Utopia’.16 Indeed, it might be argued that it is precisely the biblical content
that turns the German Requiem into a utopian initiation. The Principle of Hope
is full of these types of biblical references, explicit parts of a larger argument,
although they also appear in other places such as the Literary Essays and Natural Law and Human Dignity.17
Closely related, but less substantial, are the allusions and passing references.
Time and again, an allusion appears with no explicit reference to the Bible,
merely a word or two that conjures up a text, well-known or not. Incognito, it
enters into the very structure of Bloch’s vocabulary, syntax and thought.
Out of this plethora of biblical allusions,18 I focus on two. Firstly, his discussion of natural right alludes both to Jesus and paradise, including a saying of
Jesus in Luke 12: 14:

15

Bloch 1995, p. 1150; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 1353.
Bloch 1995, p. 1100; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 1293.
17
Other examples include the biblical references in the discussion of the ‘cryptic
collective’ and Christ-like utopia of marriage (Bloch 1995, pp. 330–1; Bloch 1985, Volume
5, pp. 384–5), the gradual suppression of dance from the Bible onwards (Bloch 1995,
pp. 401–2; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, pp. 465–6), the task and suffering of the Jews in
history (Bloch 1995, pp. 609–10; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, pp. 711–12), the world-creator
as modeller and architect, taken from Egypt to Israel and then to the idea of the new
heaven (Bloch 1995, pp. 730–3, 776; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, pp. 855–8, 908–9), the model of
Mary and Martha for quietude and activity (Bloch 1995, pp. 953–6; Bloch 1985, Volume
5, pp. 1119–23), communion and baptism, in gnostic circles, as keys of the journey to
heaven (Bloch 1995, pp. 1116–7; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, pp. 1312–13), the temptation of
Jesus by Satan on the mountain in a discussion of the Alps (Bloch 1998, p. 437; Bloch
1985, Volume 9, p. 493), the use of the Decalogue in Thomas Aquinas’s formulation
of natural law (Bloch 1986, p. 24; Bloch 1985, Volume 6, p. 37), the role of the Fall and
the divine legislator more generally in natural-law theory (Bloch 1986, pp. 36–9, 53;
Bloch 1985, Volume 6, pp. 50–3, 68), the use of the Joseph’s recognition of his brothers
in Egypt as an example of anagnorisis and, as an example of great moments that pass
unnoticed, the conversation between a friend and an aged Pilate who forgets about his
contact with Jesus of Nazareth (Bloch 1998, p. 197; Bloch 1985, Volume 9, p. 220).
18
For instance, biblical epigrams stand side by side with those from Marx, Yeats,
Feuerbach, and Bloch himself (see Bloch 1995, p. 1183; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 1392).
16
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As a whole, justice (Recht) is a topic much closer to the class society than
utopia is, and there is certainly no Christian, let alone chiliastic utopia in
justice. Jesus expressly denies that it is his job to administer justice (Luke 12,
14), and the vernacular retains the old saying ‘Men of law (Recht) – Christians
poor’. And only the Natural Right (Naturrecht) of the sects, i.e. that which
was not legally implemented, by going back to the primal state of paradise
as a standard, kept aloof from amalgamation with the law of property, the
law of bonds, debt, punishment and the like.19

Secondly, and more signicant for its doubling over between the Bible and
Marx, when he speaks of the road to utopia – Bloch’s code word for socialism – his language is permeated with both the Bible and Goethe’s Faust: the
road to the abolition of deprivation, which is itself socialism (not its goal), is
also ‘the road which rst leads to the treasures where moth and dust doth

Biblical phrases appear in the ow of another point to be made, as in the reference to
‘honour and the hoary head’ of Leviticus 19: 32 in a discussion that signals a greater
role for old age in socialist societies; or, Psalm 127: 2 – ‘the suspect god who gives to
his beloved in sleep’ writes Bloch, alluding to the Psalm’s ‘he provides for his beloved
in sleep’ – is a passing phrase in the discussion of daydreams. And then there is the
allusion to the ‘wise virgin’ of the parable (Matthew 25: 1–13), who, in the condence
of the expectant intention ‘in going into the chamber of the bridegroom, offers up
as well as gives up her intention’ (Bloch 1995, p. 112; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 127).
The allusions run on, almost endlessly: Uriah the Hittite (Bloch 1986, p. 257; Bloch
1985, Volume 6; Bloch 1985, Volume 6, p. 290), Joseph and his brothers (Bloch 1995,
p. 160; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, p. 183), the mother-image in Isis-Mary (Bloch 1995,
p. 172; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 197), the iconoclasm of the rst commandment in
Exodus 20: 4 (Bloch 1995, p. 212; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, pp. 244–5), the absorption of
the individual into the Totum of making all things new in Revelation 21:5, and of the
drive in religious art that this brings (Bloch 1995, pp. 215, 221; Bloch 1985, Volume 5,
pp. 248, 255), the saying on salt’s savour in Luke 14: 34 in relation to Marx’s criticism
of Feuerbach (Bloch 1995, p. 274; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 318), in opposition to there
being ‘nothing new under the sun’, Ecclesiastes 1: 9 (Bloch 1995, 288; Bloch 1985,
Volume 5, p. 335), Nero and Hitler not as the furthering of history, but an aberration
as the ‘dragon of the nal abyss’, from Revelation 12–13 (Bloch 1995, p. 310; Bloch
1985, Volume 5, p. 362), an allusion to Faust and John 1: 1 (Bloch 1995, p. 313: Bloch
1985, Volume 5, p. 364), the traditional end to German fairytales – ‘still alive to this
day’ – is based on an Old Testament form of ending tales (Bloch 1995, p. 353; Bloch
1985, Volume 5, p. 410), carvings of Adam and Eve in the Baroque garden, which itself
has hints of the Song of Songs not mentioned directly by Bloch (Bloch 1995, p. 388;
Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 450), the play on Daniel 5: 27 (Bloch 1995, p. 402; Bloch 1985,
Volume 5, p. 466), the play on the Lord’s prayer: ‘give us this day our daily illusion’,
Matthew 6: 11 (Bloch 1995, p. 446; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 518), the ‘supreme principle
of Christianity’ in Owen (Bloch 1995, pp. 560–1; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, pp. 652–4), in
Saint-Simon’s last work ‘New Christianity’ (1825), he remarks on the combination of
sacred socialism and a profane Vatican, and on and on and on.
19
Bloch 1995, p. 542; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 630.
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corrupt, and only then to those which stay awhile’. The allusions here are
to Matthew 6: 19–2120 and Faust, Part I, 1700: ‘Stay awhile, you are so fair’.
And, as if to pick a recurring motif, at the end of the discussion of Brahms,
Bloch writes: ‘In the darkness of this music gleam the treasures which will
not be corrupted by moth and rust, the lasting treasures in which will and
goal, hope and its content, virtue and happiness as in a world without frustration, as in the highest good: – the requiem circles the secret landscape of the
highest good’.21 Of course, this is a double allusion, both to a saying in the
Gospels and to Marx:
The less you eat, drink and buy books the less you go to the theatre, the
dance hall, the public house; the less you think, love, theorise, sing, paint,
fence, etc., the more you save – the greater becomes your treasure which
neither moths nor rust will devour – your capital. The less you are, the less
you express your own life, the more you have, i.e., the greater is your alienated
life, the greater is the store of your estranged being.22

It is where the language takes on such a biblical feel without explicit references that we get closest to the function of the Bible in Bloch’s conceptual
structure. Like Johann Peter Hebel and Jeremias Gotthelf, whom he critically
admired, he sought a ‘Bible-educated, Bible-infused style’ ‘illuminated by the
sun of biblical German’.23 Indeed, some of the deepest currents in Bloch’s
work – most obviously the utopian – could not have been thought in the
rst place without the Bible.
Bloch teases us with extraordinary statements, such as that both the
‘Novum’ – ‘the eschatological conscience that came into the world through
the Bible’– and ‘Ultimum’, central categories in Bloch’s philosophy, nd their
earliest expression in the Bible.24 The Bible provides the source of the ‘total
expansion of hope that we nd in humanism’, it is the ‘basic manual of hope’,

20
‘Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume
and where thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven,
where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal.
For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also’ (Matt 6: 19–21).
21
Bloch 1995, p. 1101; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 1294; see also Bloch 1995, p. 1181;
Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 1390.
22
Marx 1975, p. 309.
23
Bloch 1998, p. 323; Bloch 1985, Volume 9, pp. 367–8.
24
Bloch 1995, p. 221; Bloch 1985, Volume 5, p. 254.
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but also the sources of the ‘consciousness of evil’ and the ‘concept of hazard’.25
Reading Bloch is rarely tedious, and we soon nd a collection of delectable
phrases that mark his love of and saturation by the Bible. So he speaks of the
‘socialist wealth’ of the Bible (Isaiah 55: 1), of the ‘original model of the pacied International’26 and the ‘communism based on love’.27 Then there is the
mindfulness of utopia itself: ‘The highest conscientiousness of this mindfulness is set down in the words of the psalm: “If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let
my right hand forget her cunning”’.28 But perhaps the most striking of all, and
the motivation for my whole project in the rst place is this: ‘Implicit in Marxism – as the leap from the Kingdom of Necessity to that of Freedom – there
lies the whole so subversive and un-static heritage of the Bible’.29 Bloch’s system, then, is unthinkable without the Bible.
For there is an extraordinary charge in reading Bloch. His style has always
been a source of delight and consternation, often incomplete, missing the
various elements of the more conventional sentences (most notably the verb),
declaratory when speaking of the most ephemeral of matters and tentative
where the ground is rmer. There are thoughts and ideas thrown forward full
of suggestion and promise; the longer sentences in which he juxtaposes two
or more ideas or metaphors; and then the impossibly long paragraphs that
run on for pages. The style is energetic, allusive. The absence of footnotes,
the incomplete in-text references add to this, but it is the almost ecstatic, prophetic feel of the sentences, the heavy use of Latin and Greek terms, and the
conscious effort to generate a style that is distinctive. More specically, along
with the expressionist presence, there is a prophetic and poetic feel to Bloch’s
sentences, paragraphs and discourse, one that seeks not only to speak with
the urgency of prophetic voices but also the encyclopaedic allusiveness of
Goethe’s poetry. It seems to me that Bloch sought, by means of style itself,
to allow what he called the ‘spirit of utopia’ to speak, to create a new way of
writing through which the utopian would emerge.
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I want to suggest, then, that Bloch’s sentences have a distinctly biblical
cadence about them, a feeling for the hints and glimmers of the future. It is
not just that he wrote extensively about the Bible, or that it is a crucial item in
discussions of major trends in music or in architecture, or even that he alludes
to it time and again – although these are themselves important – but that the
vocabulary and structure of the sentences and paragraphs show a consistent
reading of the Bible for many years, an intimate knowledge of its texts and
ways of writing. Bloch takes these up and seeks the potential for his own
German.
The distinct pleasure in the style, an almost utopian charge in the syntax
itself tempts me to apply the comment to Bloch that Terry Eagleton rst used
for Jameson, namely, that he would have the oppressive pleasure of knowing that his works will be read in some future, postcapitalist society. For it
is not so much the impossibility of socialism that aficts us in these days of
rampant capitalism, but, rather, the fear among the most ardent advocates of
capitalism that it will by no means be the last socio-economic formation under
which humans live and thrive. It seems to me that Bloch always presses on in
the very structure of his prose to this postcapitalist moment, especially since
he caught a glimmer in the communism of Eastern Europe. For utopia is not
merely hard work but also an extraordinary pleasure, an intense charge of
which we can nd moments now but not the continuity it should have. This
is what Bloch’s prose provides – a glimmer of such a perpetual pleasure. For
instance:
In tendency it [order] is inscribed within it [the material], so that chaos,
which is not or does not remain such, itself holds latent within it the star
and the star and the star-gure. Common to the manifestations of freedom
is the desire not to be determined by something alien to or alienated from
the will: but common to order is the value of builtness, the elapsion in need
of no emotion any more. It is this element of release and of having found
its place, indeed this realm-like element, which in other worlds lying less
in wickedness [1 John 5: 19] than the political one indicates best repose and
indicates it as the best; as in Giotto, as in Bach.30
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But style also merges into the content. In a characteristically aphoristic fashion, a new section will begin tangentially, subjectively. And so on the rst
pages, entitled ‘Round the Corner’,31 the point that the sly irony of subversive
slave talk is found above all in the Bible emerges slowly and only after the
style has made all the preparations:
Remorse alone does not bring maturity, above all when the conscience that
pricks still does so childishly, still according to custom, but in a slightly
different way. The voice still comes from outside, from above – ‘the One
above,’ so often suspiciously at ease. Thou shalt be still: this downward,
exclusively downward cry from above, against too many demands from
below, looks exactly like the well-disguised, indeed apparently good slogan
that one should not covet one’s neighbour’s goods, or that even the Jews
are now men once more. And it has the same purpose.32

But, by the time the major point does appear – that the Bible has a lesson
or two to teach in the subtle ironies of subversive slave-talk – the tangential
and allusive style has prepared the way.33 Certain phrases, small hints, also
work their way in through the reading process: in the text quoted, the lack of
identication of ‘the One above’ suggests an elision between God and rulers,
and the demands and protests are directed at both. A biblical allusion – ‘one
should not covet one’s neighbours goods’ – and the mention of the Jews cease
to be oating phrases and start to link together in a theme that Bloch will
pursue throughout the book.
And so I come to content as well, especially that of Atheism in Christianity.
I have, in fact, left one of the four modes of engagement with the Bible aside
until now. If I have spoken of direct references in larger discussions, allusions
and the deeper patterns of Bloch’s thought, then I have neglected the central
category of his extended reections on the Bible. And I will focus on that text,
and the elements that draw my attention are the question of method, the critique of theology, the three foci of Exodus, Christ and the Soul, and his nal
argument about the atheistic logic of the Bible and Christianity.

31
32
33

Bloch 1972, pp. 13–15; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, pp. 29–31.
Bloch 1972, p. 13; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, p. 29.
Bloch 1972, p. 15; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, p. 31.

14 • Chapter One

Method: class conict as a hermeneutical key
The most intriguing section of Atheism in Christianity is the one before Bloch
dives into the biblical texts, one that draws out the political implications of
critical biblical scholarship at that time. This scholarship is nothing other than
the great, initially German, enterprise of historical-critical biblical studies
that came to a slow dominance from the middle of the nineteenth century
and is now in an equally reluctant decline. For Bloch, however, such biblical
criticism is detective work, one that operates in ve zones that I will unfold as
I proceed. Yet, I nd myself providing a background to Bloch’s text, a context
within biblical criticism for his own comments on the discipline.
Vagaries of writing
Bloch is no slouch in regard to biblical criticism, for the rst three items in
his investigation of biblical criticism as detective work – vagaries of writing, oral and written texts, and forces of redaction – relate directly to the
biblical sub-disciplines of source, form and redaction criticism. Concerned
respectively with literary sources, oral tradition and genre and the editorial
process of putting the various texts in the Bible together, the three approaches
formed the core of what became known as historical criticism or simply critical biblical scholarship. The drive behind historical criticism was twofold: the
reconstruction of the Bible’s literary history from the rst oral units to the
nal form of the text, and the use of the Bible as evidence, however slippery,
for the reconstruction of Israel and early Christianity’s history.
In many respects, Bloch is indebted to what was at rst regarded as a threat
to faith until its co-option within the ecclesial system. However, I will argue
that there is an internal theological logic to historical criticism that has ramications for Bloch’s own use. Further, his appropriation unavoidably takes
up some major assumptions of biblical criticism, particularly in terms of its
deeper drives to literary and political history that I will also want to question.
Yet what interests me is the way Bloch encounters historical criticism and how
he develops it. Thus, on the question of writing – source criticism – he begins:
‘There is nothing that cannot be changed somehow, for better or worse’.34 For
it is precisely the changes, the various overlays and efforts to adapt texts that
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show the seams and contradictions on which biblical criticism xes. These
problems have been noticed ever since the text began to be studied. But the
questions and methods with which interpreters came to the text – for instance,
medieval allegorical exegesis or the Reformers’ theological drive to literal –
have varied, and it was the new questions of literary sources and historical
formation, derived from wider practices in philology and literary criticism,
that led biblical historical criticism forward. Now the seams and contradictions pointed to various written sources behind the nal text – most famously
the four sources (JEPD, the Yahwist, Elohist, Priestly and Deuteronomistic
sources) in the Pentateuch or Torah – a theory that provided a new explanation for the nature of the text.
Apart from the detective work required to unearth such sources, Bloch
is interested in the political, rather than merely theological, reasons for the
origins and subsequent adaptations of these sources. And so, he traces two
ways in which these sources are altered. First, ‘each change in the text should
keep whatever was good and make it better and clearer, not pervert it’.35 This
is alteration without distortion, something of an ideal that just cannot apply
with a text so ideologically loaded. Thus, secondly, once appropriated in
another text the author’s voice of the original source becomes suppressed and
falsied. Here, Bloch sees the value of biblical detective work, a search for the
distorted voice. But, by now, he has already made a shift, for he is interested
not only in the conventional sources uncovered by biblical criticism, but even
more the repressed sources that express subversive politics, one that sits ill
with the later reactionary editing of the biblical material. Thus Bloch seeks for
subversive currents in the sources of the Bible, and he nds these by means of
the category of class conict.
Oral and written texts
I will return to the question of class conict in a moment, but, in his own way,
Bloch moves to the second string of biblical historical criticism, form criticism.
The appeal lies in the emphasis on oral texts, a long and indistinct period of
a text’s production that leaves traces all over the later written text, for the
oral continues alongside the written as alternative readings, pronunciations
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or commentary. Bloch is less interested in the two other major emphases
of form criticism, the concern with genre or Gattung and the setting in life
[Sitz im Leben] of such genres. For Bloch, these oral traditions are the tales
and songs of the people before the scribes got hold of them. These are the
stories repressed in the revisions made by the priestly scribes. But, here, Sitz
im Leben becomes important for Bloch, since the social and political setting
for these oral texts is among the peasants, those dissatised with the political
and economic structures under which they were forced to live.
Unfortunately, Bloch assumes what was a bulwark of form-critical studies,
namely the reliability of oral tradition over against the written. For biblical
scholars, the theological motivation for such a position should be obvious, and
it derived from a wilfull ignorance of folklore studies that showed time and
again the profound malleability of oral tradition, its sheer inventory power
and ability to forget. This means Bloch’s argument that distortions took place
in the editing of written texts is on thin ground. What he wishes to preserve
are more reliable oral traditions, but also the rst written text in which an
oral text writes itself: the truth of the oral text ‘did not change till the written texts were re-copied, or till they were put together to form a new book’.36
In many respects, Bloch replicates the assumptions of source and form criticism, for corruption occurs after these earlier moments, when redactors can
get their unskilled hands on the material and bend it to their political wills.
However, the notions of pristine oral texts or rst written texts are highly
problematic, for vested alteration along with unavoidable sloppiness is there
from the beginning.
Yet, Bloch has a slightly different task in mind, and, here, the detective
comes onto the scene. He discerns a more sinister and deceitful pattern of
textual alteration, pretending to be sloppy and innocuous but working the
text towards the ofcial party line. In fact, rendering a text illegible, such as
the book of Job, may be seen as a subtle way of neutralising protest, of preserving a revered text while blunting its critique. If this smacks of conspiracy
theory, then Bloch’s question has not been asked often enough: Cui bono, for
whose benet? His surprise is that precisely within biblical criticism – ‘as the
most famous of all philological activities’ this question has not seemed rel-
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evant.37 Historical criticism has provided the tools for uncovering what has
been repressed. What it has not done is carry out such an investigation at a
political level. It seems to me that this question remains pertinent despite the
futility of the wish for a pristine moment of oral and written texts before the
great corruptions of the redactors. However, this means that Cui bono? applies
just as much to the oral units and traditions as to the later revisions that Bloch
nds so objectionable. But Bloch has also fallen prey to the deeper logic of historical criticism, namely a search for origins that replicates in so many ways
the biblical text itself, with its desire to locate the origins of human beings and
their world, but above all the state of Israel or the Christian Church.
Forces of redaction
I have unavoidably moved into redaction criticism, the third element of historical criticism of the Bible. The end run of the other methods, with their
search for the underlying written and oral sources, redaction criticism traces
the myriad alterations, rearrangements and ideological agendas of the long
editorial road from origin to nal form. But Bloch wants the moment of
rst distortion, when the untampered text was altered for distinct religiopolitical reasons, and he nds it in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, circa 450
BCE. Ezra, the scribe and ‘Church Commissioner’ appointed by the Persian
imperial government, marks the denitive moment of canonisation, with
its process of excision and alteration in light of a theocratic agenda whose
manifesto was the ‘Book of Laws’. The popular, non-conformist texts that
Ezra excluded took on a life of their own, disappearing into the unrecorded
realms of oral literature, some of them turning up in the Haggadah, but none
of them in the ofcial version of Ezra. Or, for the New Testament, it is Paul
with his sacricial-death theology and the concerns of a missionary movement that sets up the depiction of Jesus in the Gospels, which were, in fact,
written after Paul’s letters.
It would be too easy to point out that the historical reconstruction around
Ezra and Nehemiah is a pious ction, or that the critical image of Paul is but
one of a number of possibilities. As for the Hebrew Bible, the theory of a signicant canonisation with Ezra belongs to a biblical criticism that still held the
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text itself to be a somewhat reliable source of information. However, the only
evidence about Ezra and Nehemiah is in the books that bear their names, and
this is always a problematic procedure. And yet, although biblical scholars
have given away the notion of a distinct redactional and canonising process
with Ezra, many of the theories about the formation of the text suggest that
much of the activity of writing took place at some time in the Persian period
(537–333 BCE).38 The particular names have gone, the pre-existent sources
have disappeared, but the importance of the period remains. In the end, this
is a historical hypothesis upon which nothing too solid must rest, yet it does
away with any notion of pristine earlier texts, of long stretches of oral tradition. Or, more cautiously, it points out that we just do not know about anything prior.
What are the implications for Bloch’s method in Atheism in Christianity? He
predicates his reading of the Bible on a condemnation of ‘redaction by reaction’,39 of the (not so) pious distortions of subversive passages or their complete removal. Bloch feels that the high form of historical criticism that he
witnessed in Germany at the time provides him with the tools to uncover vast
slabs of subterranean material that run against the ofcial theocratic line of
the Bible. It seems to me that both the material and the possibility of nding
it have dwindled signicantly, that the ndings of any detective work will
be slim indeed. But what has happened in the biblical criticism that remains
concerned with the origins of the texts – I think of those who suggest the
origins of the texts in the Persian period – is that the question ‘for whose
benet?’ has become central. This is still historical criticism, but now the ideological and political reasons for writing have come to the fore: the question
of the ideological dominance of a text as crucial as the Bible dominates such
considerations.
Biblical criticism
For Bloch, the Bible must be approached by the critic as detective, its redactional overlays removed in order to catch glimpses of the fuller stories of subversion and protest. I have already suggested some problems with this – the
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futile search for purer origins, the theological motivation behind this, and
specic problems drawn from historical criticism (‘reliable’ oral material,
the shaky hypothesis of Ezra-Nehemiah) – and I will draw these together
a little later. Although the main impression is that Bloch searches for the
pristine texts of protest, he does allow that later usage may render a text
subversive.40 That is to say, apart from the production of these texts as slave
talk, their usage also comes into play. Thus, certain texts may take on a new
life when reread, such as those of Balaam (Numbers 12), whose mix of curse
and blessing becomes a means for cursing the local lords while apparently
blessing them. But there is a difference between arguing for the initial function of texts as surreptitiously subversive and the subsequent use of texts
for a similar purpose.
Once he has cleared his political way through the methodological assumptions of biblical criticism, Bloch outlines in a broad sweep the development of
biblical criticism. I suspect this is for a readership – Marxist and otherwise –
less familiar with the ndings of biblical criticism. There is little point reiterating the discrepancies of the Bible, some samples of which Bloch rolls out
before us, or even the signal moments on the way to a fully-edged historical
criticism from Spinoza to Hermann Gunkel. These are the standard moments
in historical-critical work on the Pentateuch (Torah), and Bloch uses them as
a series of examples for his own agenda. Let me cite but one: the book of Job,
whose textual mess can best be understood in terms of a source hypothesis.
The dislike of pious editors can hardly hold off for more than a page or two:
the editor must be thought of not so much as ‘mechanical’ but rather as a
member of the Holy Ofce of the Inquisition, with the law-book De Puritate
Fidei in his hand, proceeding against this heretical text by pruning where
he cannot condemn, and by inoculating all he opposes.41

In fact, Bloch argues that it is precisely with texts such as Job, or Genesis about
Cain, Jacob’s struggle with the angel, the serpent of Paradise or the Tower
of Babel, among others, that the editorial activity is strongest because of the
buried message of protest. But, here, the problem of the vanishing redactor
becomes apparent: the more sophisticated and comprehensive the redactor
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has carried out his task, the less obvious, the more seamless and smooth, is
his work. Redaction criticism can only operate with all the breaks and seams
of what is a messy text. And this has led biblical critics into a divide over the
dull and mechanical redactor who does a sloppy job, or the highly skilled
redactor who works very subtly with precisely those breaks and gaps in the
text. But, even here, the problem returns, for one of the logical outcomes of
the skilled redactor is a move away from redaction criticism to the narrator
or writer of a text produced out of whole cloth.
For Bloch, the many problems are sufcient evidence for sources and
redaction, especially for the weighty redactions of politically sensitive material. Bloch is less interested in the everyday breaks that show the hand of the
redactor with monotonous regularity. Rather, he wants to focus on the relatively few political texts, the ones written over and neutralised by the counterrevolutionary priestly redactors. The leitmotiv for these texts is the hint of
rebellion against Yahweh, however subdued it might be.
The politics of interpretation
In the end, the key feature Bloch wishes to introduce into historical criticism
is the category of class, since the Bible is very much a text of both those who
labour and those who live off that labour. In all its variety, there are stories
in the Bible that have become homely in the smallest of peasant households,
but also those used by overlords and religious professionals. And such class
differences do not merely indicate different modes of reading the Bible: the
texts themselves speak with a double voice, one that is and is not fully for the
rich and powerful. The Bible is then riven with class conict: not a conict
that may be read in terms of bourgeoisie and proletariat alone – although
it does that too – but in terms of the basic Marxist category of class difference, however that may be articulated historically, between exploiters and
exploited. And Bloch nds that the deepest afnity of the Bible, despite its
‘adaptability to select master-ideologies’,42 is to ordinary, uneducated people,
who took the stories as their stories.
The litmus for such a method – very much part of Bloch’s utopian hermeneutics – is the conict between the Reformer Luther and the peasant leader
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Thomas Münzer, worked out in detail in his earlier Thomas Münzer als Theologe
der Revolution.43 While the former could invoke Paul and the cross of Christ as
the lot of all, the latter called upon the Exodus and the Bible’s anger ‘against
the Ahabs and Nimrods’.44
As for Atheism in Christianity, Bloch seeks to uncover both the way rulingclass ideologies have been imposed on the text, and to examine the strategies
of subversive slave talk. The overlays and myriad complexities of such materials require readings that attend to the subtle shifts that have taken place.
Thus, Bloch is not interested in submissive slave talk (and so the Psalms
do not appear),45 but, rather, subversive texts that have subsequently been
altered and which may be recovered, as well as texts that have been rendered
subversive through later usage. What survives is the masked or underground
text. Such texts have a double function, a ‘sly irony’, appearing to appease
the rulers while openly criticising and lampooning them. ‘Men often spoke
in parables, saying one thing and meaning another; praising the prince and
praising the gallows to prove it.’46
As an example of such a text, Bloch offers an interpretation of Korah’s
rebellion in Numbers 16. As it is now, the text speaks of a priestly rebellion,
centring on the issue of ritual and incense, which is crushed through divine
intervention. In this form it is an account of a ‘premature palace revolution’47
within the priestly upper class, but what catches Bloch’s attention is the way
the revolt is dealt with: God opens the ground which swallows up Korah
and his conspirators as an example to anyone else who would rebel. This is
not a God of war, waging a ght for survival, but a God of ‘white-guard terror’,48 one who emerges from the redactor’s pen. For Bloch, an echo of political
rebellion reverberates through the text. Not only does the punishment signal this, but the perpetual recurrence of the Israelites’ grumbling throughout
the chapter indicates, for Bloch, a rebellious anti-Yahweh voice that has been
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turned into something else – the sign of disobedience and recalcitrance on the
part of the people themselves.
Bloch undertakes this kind of reading again and again throughout the book,
reading with the assumptions and strategies of biblical historical criticism in
one hand and the hermeneutics of class in the other. And it leads him to argue
for two concepts of God, one ‘which has the Futurum as its mode-of-being’
and the other that ‘has been institutionalized down from above’.49 The latter,
with its radical transcendence, submission and atonement, is the one against
which the rebellions are directed.
Throughout the rest of the book Bloch pursues this bifurcation along class
lines: ‘murmuring’ versus submission or tail-wagging. One of the criticisms
levelled at Bloch is the difculty of nding such a continuous theme inside
and outside the Bible. So let us consider this more closely. Initially, he suggests two principles in tension with one another – Creation and Apocalypse.
In regard to Creation, Bloch dips into conventional German biblical scholarship of the time to argue that Yahweh emerges from being a local, tribal
deity to become the all-encompassing creator. The move from henotheism to
monotheism effectively cut off any protest, ‘the pot arguing with the potter’.50
The priestly creation story of Genesis 1 is its prime mark – its calm, untroubled ‘behold it was very good’ (Gen 1: 4, 10, 12 etc.) is profoundly suspicious.
The problem that arises almost immediately in Genesis – the wickedness of
human beings in the Fall, the reason for the ood and so on – has a convenient
scapegoat in Genesis, namely, the serpent and human beings themselves. In
this way, the Creator absolves himself from anything that mars his creation.
Bloch follows this creator god from his murky origins as the demiurge of
Middle-Kingdom Egypt to the sculptor-god Ptah who becomes the creator of
all Egypt. Thence onto Israel, for whom the creator God moves ever higher
into the heavens, shedding the other gods around him.
However, the problem of misery opens up the other theme in the Bible –
Exodus. Misery may be dealt with through evil spirits whom one could blame
and from whom one sought salvation; or it may be traced to Exodus. Here,
argues Bloch, lies not a directive from above, but one that ‘is lled with the
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hope that lies before us’.51 The utopian dimension is crucial: the principle that
leads out of this terrible world and into a better one cannot be the same principle as that which leads into this world – creation.
The hermeneutical principle of Creation versus Exodus/Apocalypse is a
curious one, for it emerges as much from the Bible as from Bloch’s philosophical, hermeneutical and aesthetic imperative to read for utopia. The Principle of Hope manifests this principle even more clearly. In ‘The Bible and the
Kingdom of Neighbourly Love’ Bloch sketches out a line, responsible for
the earliest form of social utopia, from the Bedouin nomadic communism of
the desert, through the prophets and Jesus to early Christian communism (and
then on into the work of Augustine and Joachim of Fiore).52 The sharp distinction between such a line and its opposite – Canaanite hierarchies, wealth
and poverty, the church of Baal that runs through to the Christian Church,
the ‘ideologically protable insurance company’53 – is both illuminating and
problematic, not least because the initial distinction of nomadic/settled, Israelite/Canaanite can no longer be held (see further below). Yet, this distinction
provides a basic structural element for Bloch’s reading of the Bible. Often,
Bloch does identify something central, but, as Geoghegan points out,54 the
attempt to trace a structural dialectic throughout the Bible strains the text.
Bloch is well aware of the complex and varying voices in the Bible, and I agree
that a dialectical reading is able to deal with such voices better than any other
approach. However, we need an even more sophisticated dialectical reading
that accounts even better for the twists, curious alliances and changing oppositions of the text, one that reads back and forth between the Bible’s ideological, social and economic contradictions.
Yet Bloch’s own argument, let alone the Bible, has a distinct teleology.
For he has an unagging zeal for anything that values human beings, and it
begins with the interpretive rule: ‘only critical attention to the veiled and (in
the book of Exodus) ineradicable subversion can bring to light the organon of
the non-theocratic axis in the Bible’.55 All that rails against theocracy and its
attendant hierocracy, against transcendence and obedience, and against the
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diminution of human beings has a distinct logic that sends it on a trajectory
beyond the Bible. He wants to bring the homo absconditus out of hiding and
he does so through a number of strategies. One is a dialectical inversion of
key theological categories, as we will see below: the Deus absconditus is in fact
a cipher for the human being who remains hidden, the agent of suppressed
rebellions. Another is the argument that the God-hypostasis needs to be
placed on its feet, in the same way that Marx performed a podiatric move on
Hegel’s idealist dialectic: ‘God’ is merely a hypostasis of what human beings
can and will be, the utopian possibility of a transformed human nature. This
is a temporal, horizontal transcendence. A third way – the burden of Atheism
in Christianity – is to argue that the protests against Yahweh or Elohim in the
Bible are inherently a protest atheism. Impossible within the world of the biblical text, such atheism can only emerge when that world has closed down.
For the protest against God carries with it the assumption that the full human
potential can emerge only when subservience to a higher principal – divine or
human – has been thrown off. The only religious literature that holds out such
a promise is, for Bloch, the Bible.
Before passing on to the question of myth, let me comment on Bloch’s
method. It is too easy to criticise Bloch for either his lack of Marxist rigour or
his lack of theological acumen – although his appeal is that he is remarkably
astute in bridging both sides. On one side, his mystical millenarianism is too
far from political analysis and action. On the other side, Bloch’s dependence
on biblical historical criticism leaves him vulnerable to many of its problems.
The rst has been rehearsed often enough in Marxist debates,56 so let me
dwell with the second. Bloch was unavoidably tied to the nature of biblical
criticism at the time of writing: it was still the heyday of historical criticism,
with its interaction between form, source and redaction criticisms. Anyone
who dared to raise a critique of historical criticism risked being lumped with
theological conservatives or an unredeemable fringe. So Bloch took on many
of the assumptions of historical criticism, and yet, as he works inside the system he seeks to bring out its ideological and political dimensions.
However, the hegemony of biblical historical criticism at Bloch’s time has
now passed. A host of newer approaches no longer work with the assump-
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tions of historical criticism, raising new questions about the text and dealing
with older problems in very different ways. For instance, if we consider the
sources upon which Bloch relies so heavily – the famous JEDP of the Pentateuch – they become constructs of the critics. These sources, for which no
evidence exists, become something that hovers between the biblical text and
the critic’s own writing, having the objectivity of neither. It is not that the idea
of such sources is not interesting, nor indeed that it does not help in certain
types of interpretation, but, once we add the concerns of feminism, poststructuralism, postcolonialism, new historicism and queer theory – to name but a
few – a whole host of new questions that would never have been raised within
historical criticism begin to emerge.
There are other problems as well, not least of which is the way historical
criticism was predicated upon a search for origins – ur-text, earliest source,
origin of Israel or the historical Jesus. Multiple factors played a role here, such
as the political and ideological inuence of the belated emergence of Germany
as a nation-state under Bismarck, as well as, in regard to psychoanalysis and
sexual difference, the perpetually transferred search for individual origin. But
what historical criticism could not avoid was the way the text’s own obsession with origins – of humanity, the world, Israel etc. – replicates itself over
and again in the methods used to study it. Bloch falls prey to this with little
sense of the ideological effects on his own writing. He too searches for origins,
however subversive, which reach back to the earliest moment. Or, the genuine strata of protest against earthly and heavenly overlords lies beneath the
redactors’ hands, in the earliest sources or in the oral tradition. The surprising
thing is that Bloch himself does not make such observations, even though
Marxism provides the best analytical approach for doing so.
The question, then, is whether Bloch’s method is bound to historical criticism. Certainly, many of his exegetical observations and conclusions rely on
notions of sources, oral traditions and redaction. However, let me come at the
problem differently. The question Bloch asks of the Bible – Cui bono? – still
needs to be asked. Bloch insistently asked this question of the Bible itself, but
he asks it all too rarely of biblical criticism itself. This surprises me, for, if the
Bible is one of the most ideologically overdetermined texts we have, then we
would expect its interpretation to be riven in similar ways.
Further, Bloch tries to account for the fact that the Bible is not merely a
canonical text for the powerful, but that it continues to be a revolutionary
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text, that it has been so for the Levellers, Hussites, Münzer and his peasants
(I might add political and liberation theologies today). This, he argues, is not
just a misreading. Something ensures that the Bible does not ‘work in the
same way as every other religious book of the upper classes and of deied
despotism’.57 Bloch’s solution to that ‘something’ in Atheism in Christianity is
‘to see through and cut away the Ezraean matter, and to identify and save the
Bible’s choked and buried “plebeian” element’.58 Beneath the priestly redactions, and over against the ideologues of the state like Paul in the New Testament, lies the origin of a revolutionary Bible.
I am not sure that this is the best answer, but I will outline a couple of possibilities to which I will return at the end of this chapter. A common argument is
that as one of the prime ideological shapers of that world the Bible provided a
language of revolt in which the Levellers, Hussites, peasants and others could
express their political and economic grievances. Another angle is to argue
that the Bible’s transcendental perspective provides critiques of any form of
oppressive politics and economics – the ‘transcendental reserve’. It reminds
us of the radical contingency of any human social and political form, but it
falls into the trap of granting too much to transcendence. A third possibility
is that the Bible does indeed enable a political agenda which, however awed
in terms of gender or race or sexuality, is opposed to exploitation and domination. That is, in a round-about way, Bloch may be onto something: in the
complex ways in which texts respond to their social circumstances – reactions
to a dominant way of thought, political pamphlets, escapism, crystallisations
of what others feel at an inchoate level, providing a new way of thinking that
points the way forward, efforts to provide ideological resolutions of social
and political tensions, and so on – the oppositional politics that may be generated from the Bible are as much interpretations that respond to different situations as inherent in the text itself.

The critique of myth
One of the surprises of this book is the recurring interest in mythology by
many of those on whom I comment. It seems as though any discussion of
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the Bible or theology cannot, in their eyes, avoid the question of myth, which
then becomes one of the major features of their work. Thus, Bloch, Benjamin,
Adorno, Althusser and Žižek all come back to myth, as critique and retrieval,
for it is part of the Marxist problematic of ideology. Bloch is, with his detective’s nose, most enthusiastic about the revolutionary possibilities of certain
types of biblical myth. Benjamin, I will argue, is less enamoured, although he
cannot escape the cycle of biblical myth. Althusser’s early writings provide
some surprising insights into biblical myth, Žižek identies myth with the
passage from the Real to the Symbolic, and Adorno systematically seeks to
unmask myth as part of his ideology critique. And yet, they all want, in the
end, to close down myth and its baleful inuence. Bloch, by contrast, cautions
against such a sustained dismissal, for with dialectical discernment myth can
be revolutionary as well as reactionary.
What Bloch manages to do in his discussion of myth is provide a distinct
example of the more sophisticated ideology critique that takes ideology neither as false consciousness that needs to be unmasked, nor as a positive force
in its socialist form. For Bloch, all ideologies, no matter how repressive, have
an emancipatory-utopian dimension about them – he will later make such a
move with the astral myths he at rst criticises – that cannot be separated so
easily from deception and illusion. Thus, in the very process of manipulation
and domination, ideology also has a moment of utopian residue, an element
that opens up other possibilities at the very point of failure.59 And so it is with
biblical myth, for the subversive elements in the myths that interest him are
enabled by the repressive ideologies that show through again and again. All
the same, I nd Bloch too enthusiastic for such emancipatory and anticipatory
elements; he moves too quickly from repression to emancipation and would
have done well to tarry with the negative somewhat longer.
Alongside myth, metaphysics emerges from relative obscurity in the work
of Bloch, Benjamin, Adorno and Althusser. That Marxists should be interested in metaphysics would be enough to make anyone curious. Historical
circumstances play a role here, for the extraordinary inuence of Heidegger
and existentialism meant that some engagement with metaphysics was inevitable. Bloch was hardly going to let metaphysics or myth remain the preserve
of fascism, since to give discursive ground like this and abandon such vast
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arenas to the opposition was hardly Bloch’s style. In response, he argues that
what passed for metaphysics under Nazism was a decayed version, using
the label of metaphysics to purvey ‘rot-gut’. But the danger is hardly there:
Heidegger’s more sophisticated return to the pre-Socratics and argument for
an end of metaphysics means for Bloch a cementing in of the categories of
metaphysics that denies the dynamic and temporal promise of metaphysics.
Bloch criticises Heidegger for an implicit equation between metaphysics and
myth, with the result that Heidegger’s mythological thought ends up siding
with domination and power. Heidegger’s argument that the end of metaphysics must arise from within metaphysics itself turns out to be an argument for
the status quo, an emptying of any possibility of change. Bloch may well have
read Heidegger too rapidly here, for the impossibility of moving the earth
beyond its own sphere of possibility through human will may itself be read as
a utopian dialectic that Adorno was to pick up.
Bloch insists that the central theme of metaphysics, Being, must be understood as Not-Yet-Being, as Being open to utopia; this makes dialectical materialism the only viable form of metaphysics, for it is, by denition, an open
process. Again, Bloch presses against the opposition between metaphysics
and dialectical materialism, suggesting not merely that the openness of both
brings them together, but that even the mechanistic world-views of vulgar
Marxism are metaphysical. Yet, for Bloch, the Bible will return the distinctly
temporal dimension to metaphysics and Marxism.
Let us return to myth: Bloch undertakes a prolonged theological discussion
over how biblical myth is to be understood. Here, the philosopher wades into
theology, arguing that the key issue is how human beings fare in the theological equation: are they great or small? The names Bloch cites are either major
gures in the tradition such as Augustine, or central theologians in Germany
of the rst half of the twentieth century like Karl Barth and Rudolph Bultmann. The last two were not only profoundly inuential theologians, but also
biblical scholars; Bultmann was a theologian and New-Testament critic, while
Barth lled his Church Dogmatics with large slabs of biblical exegesis. Further,
Barth made his initial impact with a theological commentary on the Epistle
to the Romans that relied heavily for its theological dialectic on Kierkegaard.
Yet, all of those who appear are charged with removing human agency and
passing it over to God. Thus, Augustine, who saw human will as a powerful
faculty, makes a sharp break between human history and theistic absolutism.
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His major contribution, for Bloch, was to read history, on the basis of the Bible,
as a drama of events, acts and a dénouement, one that reaches its high point
with Christ and end in the Last Judgement. Although history is the march
of the City of God on earth, history and the coming of the Kingdom are two
irreconcilable categories that result from ‘a theistic absolutism of enormous
proportions’.60 Karl Barth’s massive exaggeration of this, stressing as far as
possible the sheer transcendence of God, merely takes Augustine’s deation
of human agency to its logical conclusion.
However, Augustine’s greatest achievement – which Bloch wishes to undo –
is to merge the Creator deity with the apocalyptic one, thereby enabling the
clean break between history and its end. Here, we have the standard Christian narrative running from Creation to Salvation to the Last Judgement. For
Bloch, this is a profoundly non-biblical conjunction, something put together
to make Christianity cohere (Benjamin was to make full use of such a schema).
But, here, we end up with a reactionary recreation of the past in which Salvation is a return to the Garden of Eden. Yet, for Bloch, Apocalypse – also the
name of the last book of the Christian Bible – is not the Garden of Eden: the
Apocalypse registers not a satisfaction with the world, but a profound dissatisfaction, a yearning for something better.
As far as German theology is concerned, the rst target is Bultmann.61
Despite his admiration for Bultmann’s ‘invigorating’ arguments, Bloch takes
issue with Bultmann’s programme of dymythologising, in which he argued –
although Bloch assumes this rather than spelling it out – that the Bible cannot
help but to assume the worldview of the time in which it was composed. But
Bultmann pushed this further to argue that the predominant mode of expression was myth, and that for the gospel, the Kerygma, to be meaningful in
the contemporary situation of the early twentieth century, this myth must be
excised from the Church’s message. And it was not merely the accretions to
the central message he had in mind: focusing on the Gospel narratives, Bultmann urged that the central notions of Christianity derived from the New
Testament, such as a three-tiered cosmos with heaven above and hell below,
the miracles of Jesus, especially the empty tomb and the resurrection, the
coming of the Holy Spirit and the return of Christ on the clouds at the end of
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history, should all be discarded as unworkable and unbelievable myths. The
list could go on, but once the demythologising task was complete, the programme called for a remythologisation in terms of the contemporary patterns
of thought, specically the existentialism that had swept through European
philosophy.
Controversial and inuential, Bultmann remains a towering gure in theology and New-Testament criticism. But Bloch is not enamoured with demythologising. Although he can well understand the reasons for being ‘wary of
the mythical sphere in its entirety’62 after the Nazi myths of blood and soil, he
argues that the ‘myths’ dispensed with are those that contain accounts of murmuring and rebellion, that is, the possibility for human beings to assert themselves with dignity against oppressors. What happens with the ban of myth is
‘that the primitive, uncultured specters are thrown out, but the directives and
announcements from on high remain to haunt as they always did’.63
But demythologisation is only part of the problem; Bloch objects to the
‘myth’ with which Bultmann seeks to ‘remythologise’ the New Testament –
existentialism. Adorno also took on the baleful legacy of existentialism, but
Bloch argues that the directives from on high now ‘withdraw a bit and operate on the inner perceptions’.64 The formative inuence for Bultmann was the
existentialism of Heidegger, through which Bultmann sought to provide a
fresh and meaningful Kerygma. In the end, Bultmann was a perfectly conventional evangelical Lutheran, seeking to give the Christian message a form that
would appeal once again in a Europe under monopoly capitalism. Bloch’s
criticism, however, is of existentialism itself, arguing that it attempts to do
away not only with myth, but also with bodily, social and cosmic elements
so that the pure individual remains – a privatised soul. The Kerygma then
becomes one of speaking from existence to existence, and anything else is
nonsense or confusion. The revelation of God becomes a direct address to
‘man’, the Word itself. But, here, the Lutheran nature of Bultmann’s work
comes to the fore, with its absolute focus on the Word (the elision between
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speech, text and Christ is quite deliberate), that which addresses human
beings here and now.
Bloch’s second critique – apart from the nature of existentialism – is that
Bultmann does not distinguish between myths, dismissing all of them as one
lump, ‘blithely ignorant of the gunpowder they are handling’.65 And, thirdly,
Bultmann privatises faith, existence and myth, thereby missing the worldly
dimension of myth: theology and the Bible belong to ‘the realm of the lonely
soul and its solid middle-class God’.66 Adapting the by now well-known
Marxist critique of reication, and its associated elements of fragmentation
and individualisation, Bloch’s criticism of Bultmann has made its way into
liberation and political theologies, among others: Christianity has largely
been privatised under capitalism, restricted to the realm of the private individual and has thereby lost its collective emphases. I cannot help but wonder
whether a reference or two to Lukács, who, of course, developed the notion
of reication in his extraordinarily inuential History and Class Consciousness,
might have sharpened Bloch’s critique of Bultmann somewhat – suggesting
perhaps that his theology drinks deeply from the tainted waters of capitalism and the ideology of liberalism. But then Bloch’s acknowledgement of his
Marxist contemporaries is sparse at the best of times.
However, Bloch does identify Kierkegaard as a source for Bultmann’s reconstruction (as also for Karl Barth’s ‘dialectical theology’). Kierkegaard will
return in this book, albeit somewhat the worse for wear and tear, in my discussion of Adorno. For Bloch, however, Kierkegaard’s eschatology of the present
moment is a means of sidestepping the political and theological import of
the Bible’s eschatology: enigmatic information about the Eschaton becomes a
gnostic self-knowledge that leads to the individual’s awakening.
Finally, Bloch argues that Bultmann cannot avoid myth, this time of a distinctly Protestant type: in arguing that ‘man’ need only be delivered from himself to experience metanoia or change of mind in God’s presence, Bultmann
relies on the myth of the Fall. The individual must still put aside sin and pride,
however existential, before God. Bultmann’s present Moment assumes that
God is the only one met in the encounter. Yet, submission to God replicates
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all that is politically objectionable in the Bible, and, here, politics creeps back
into Bultmann’s theology. In the name of demythologisation, Bultmann has,
in fact, recuperated the myths of authority and suppression; or, rather, he has
enabled their preservation precisely through existentialism.
The criticisms of the liberal sources of existentialism are exactly to the point,
as is the impossibility of avoiding myth in anything that wants to retain some
theological meaning, but let me return to the lumping together of all things
under ‘myth’. For, in the lead-up to his discussion of Bultmann, Bloch spells out
his criteria for the discernment of myth: the purpose of such material counts
rather than the pre-scientic ideas they contain. Do they speak of transformation and liberation? Do they have cunning heroes who win through a ruse?
But this requires some distinction within the blanket term ‘myth’ – Engels’s
‘imbecility of the primeval forest’67– between the despotism and domination
of myth proper and those that, like fairy-tales, subvert such domination.68 The
story of Prometheus in Greek mythology, or of the serpent in Paradise in the
Bible, gives voice to this ‘fairy-tale’ element in myth. Should we take demythologisation seriously, then both conformist and non-conformist materials
would disappear. Bloch would much prefer to have them both rather than
no biblical myth at all, for Bultmann’s demythologisation discards the ‘joyful
message’, the ‘deepest utopian theme’69 of biblical mythology along with all
that is oppressive.
If the rst step of his argument seeks the political purpose of myth, his
second step distinguishes further between different types of myth. The reason: Bloch does not want a wholesale recovery of myth, for this would render
him an anti-Enlightenment thinker beyond the wide circle of Marxism. And
so, myths resulting from ignorance and superstition may go, but those that
express the quality and wonder of nature should not. Fairy tale, legend, saga
and myth all become separate entities.70 Here, he invokes Greek art, science
(Kepler) and the romantics. He is, of course, trying to run myth through a
dialectics – ‘destroying and saving the myth in a single dialectical process’71 –
that is different from Bultmann’s position.
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Bloch, however, falls away from a more rigorous dialectical reading. In the
end, he prefers a ‘particularly sober and discerning mind’ that does not see
myth as uniformly undifferentiated, without shades of difference.72 Rather, he
needs to insist that it is precisely because of the myths of despotism that those
of cunning non-conformism can be there too. It is not merely that we cannot
understand the latter without the former, but that the enabling conditions for
subversive myths are precisely those myths that are not so.
I nd the subtle Marxist critiques of Bultmann (and the others who follow) extremely pertinent. Bloch sweeps me along, his enthusiasm emerging
from the text. Yet, a question keeps recurring for me: does Bloch not seek to
defend and rescue the Bible not only from Marxists but also from theologians?
Apart from engaging in a strategy that forestalls any criticisms from theology
and biblical studies, Bloch plays a tricky double game. He wishes to rescue
the Bible and yet resists the truth claims that theology seeks to impose. Both
dimensions – rescuing the Bible and theology’s truth claims – have their own
problems. Whereas the Bible itself makes no necessary truth claims for any
‘reality’ beyond its own text, theology is a different matter. Here Bloch dares
to tread. For, the moment that he argues for the logic of atheism within the
Bible, he enters the theological terrain; he must battle in the very terms of
theological thought and language. At the same time, he rejects the representational assumptions of this language. The move is both daring – using the
internal logic of the Bible and theology to show that the claims about God’s
existence do not necessarily follow – and problematic – the common language
of theology sets up a debate about the nature of God which is precisely a
theological debate.
The second part of the problem is the effort to rescue the Bible. Not merely
content to retrieve the Bible as a classic text, he wants much more: a potent
political force for the present situation in Europe. To my mind, any effort to
rescue the Bible falls prey to the notion that this literature is good for you if
you read it (correctly), and this is very much a legacy of its appropriation as
sacred scripture by the Church for the edication of the faithful. Bloch does
not, in the end, avoid such a tendency.
Although I nd Bloch’s attempt to rescue the Bible for revolutionary politics problematic, another dimension of his work is very appealing: he debunks
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the assumption of religious institutions that this is their own text by default.
Less an effort to wrest the Bible away from its ‘natural’ home – church, synagogue or mosque – his argument assumes that such institutions have, in fact,
appropriated and colonised the Bible. The marks of a text ill at ease in these
contexts are precisely those elements that Bloch seeks to uncover, those that
run against the institutions in question. Here, I nd Bloch’s treatment of the
Bible most persuasive and full of potential, not only for literary criticism and
philosophy, but especially for biblical studies.
Karl Barth, the other towering gure of German theology at the time, follows
closely behind Bultmann in Bloch’s text. But Bloch’s reading of Barth is hardly
conventional. Since Barth begins with God’s absolute transcendence and then
seeks to bridge the immeasurable gulf between God and human beings, his
theology is one long detailed elaboration of that radical transcendence. Thus,
Deus revelatus is nothing more than the Deus absconditus, the gospel of love
is a variation on the fear of law, God’s incarnational ‘Yes’ is spoken to an
utterly fallen world that is still his creation, and eschatology becomes entirely
immanent. Except that Barth must have a ladder that enabled him to peer into
God’s mind: ‘Barth must have considered himself the one creature exempt
from the boundaries of the creaturely knowledge he so radically asserted’.73
For Bloch, such radical transcendence sucks all the history out of God: static,
alien, beyond history, it lacks any sense of an Eschaton. Thereby it becomes
another part of the oppressive mythology that justies the status quo.74 By
contrast, in a characteristic lack of humility, Bloch approves in a qualied
manner – a little too much Lutheran theology of the cross – of Jürgen Moltmann’s appropriation of his own thought, especially his emphasis on the
Eschaton in response to suffering.
Yet Barth has a dialectical use for Bloch: at the moment Barth valorises the
On-High at the expense of human beings, he unwittingly allows the elevation
of human beings. The further God is from human beings, the more space they
have to rise from subjection. Deus absconditus actually uncovers homo absconditus. For Bloch, then, Barth’s emphasis on radical transcendence is not merely
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theological arrogance; it also demonises God, who can now be overthrown by
human beings who can come out of hiding and stand on their own feet.
Bloch reads theologians in the same way he reads myth, looking for the
subversive moment. And so, after Barth and Bultmann, comes Albert Schweitzer, musician, doctor and sometime biblical scholar who, in the midst
of his comfortable bourgeois research, makes an astounding discovery: Jesus
was no supporter of the status quo or purveyor of bourgeois morals. He was
a rebrand who opposed Roman and Jewish authorities in the name of an
immanent Kingdom of God. Bloch’s surprise is that Schweitzer himself was
no revolutionary.
Schweitzer’s great work, Von Reimarius zu Wrede: Eine Geschichte der LebenJesu Forshung (1906), still holds its own in biblical studies, particularly in the
so-called search for the historical Jesus. Even then, in the rst great phase of
the search, Schweitzer concluded that each researcher uncannily constructed
an ideal self-image. By contrast, Schweitzer’s Jesus was so radically distinct
that Schweitzer simply gave up his established career in biblical studies and
his potential careers in music and medicine and went to Africa to live out the
demands of such a person.
Bloch relishes Schweitzer’s discovery and response, but it also enables him
to enlist Jesus among the revolutionary biblical gures. The effort is breathtaking, for Jesus becomes a key gure in his own counter-reading of the Bible,
backed up by a motley collection of writers.75 Jesus is, for Bloch, one in a long
line from Exodus and the Hebrew prophets to Thomas Münzer, and the key
lies in eschatology. Any effort to water such a message down is reactionary,
whether we nd it in the biblical myths of domination, being-oriented Greek
thought in the early Church, the struggle for state control in the Middle Ages,
or Jewish efforts like those of Hermann Cohen to distil an a-temporal messianic ethics.
And yet, for all his toying with history, the mythical Jesus draws Bloch’s
enthusiasm, a myth that comes from the motifs of insurrection and slave talk
in the Hebrew Bible.
So, again, at this end of things we see how the person of the rebel, along
with the apocalyptic promise-myth, is implicitly an important gure in biblical exegesis. And how these very myths, in their clarity, shed decisive light on
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others of their kind outside the Bible, too: on crypto-messianic myths, which
are by no means lacking in the ‘light of his fury’, but which still, despite that,
need the words spoken in the Bible, ‘Behold, I make all things new,’ if they are
ever to come alive with re.76
The recovery of myth is the linchpin of Bloch’s reading of the Bible. Given
his dialectical reading of myth in terms of domination and rebellion, he plays
with two permutations of this dialectic. The default position is that the two
are inseparable – his commentary on the Bible relies on this. Yet he often
takes another, namely the rejection of myths of domination in favour of
subversive ones, particularly with his focus on utopia where the latter will
be realised. This line strengthens when he argues that mythology precedes
the division of labour and formation of classes, only later becoming imaginative normalisations of social contradictions, or ideologies.77 These earliest
myths come from primitive communism and may be discerned in the mix of
later mythology by their rebellious elements – Prometheus is the favoured
example.78 As with my criticism of his treatment of biblical sources, Bloch’s
dialectic slides away at these points and spuriously favours the earliest and
supposedly pristine layers.
There is, however, a deeper problem that will recur with Benjamin in
another key, namely, the theological claims of biblical myth. Most of the time,
Bloch reads such myths as a language or code for politics: rebellion against
Yahweh is political rebellion. But he goes further: such protest is also against
God himself. Now he is in a curious bind, for, although he denies such a God
existence, the protests against him are not merely against wisps of air. What
then is the status of the God against whom the myths protest? Bloch does not
offer us an adequate answer.

Exegesis
But let us now turn from theory to exegesis. The remainder of Atheism in
Christianity passes through long chapters on the Hebrew Bible and the New
Testament, to the development of a distinctly a-theological argument con-
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cerning the internal logic of the Bible’s protest against God. But the vast span
of The Principle of Hope also includes stretches of detailed exegesis. There
are some differences between both works, Atheism in Christianity running
more systematically through the Bible, while The Principle of Hope is a little
more selective, focusing on the religious symbols that cluster around birth
and death. At one end, Bloch zeroes in on the theme of Eden/Paradise/
Promised Land as a key utopian feature, and at the other resurrection, Day
of Judgement and return of the Messiah.
The Hebrew Bible
Eden is a paradigmatic example of how a biblical motif launches a trajectory
that Bloch follows through centuries of thought.79 After seeking the wishedfor geographical Edenic utopias, he concludes: ‘Eldorado-Eden therefore
comprehensively embraces the other outlined utopias’.80 Yet Eden cannot
be separated from the idea of a Promised Land, which he suggests precedes
the Babylonian garden story borrowed by the Israelites, nor from the new
Jerusalem, when Eden will be restored at the end. But Bloch is interested
in the way Eden remains a physical, geographical space, a garden to which
entry is forbidden but searching for it and living close by are permitted.
This unfallen natural space is remarkably moveable, often connected with
other legends, but Bloch nds it in Jerusalem, on the antipodean Jerusalem
(Dante), India (in the broadest possible sense), Prester John’s Indian kingdom,
the voyage of St Brendan and St Brendan’s Isle, in the Atlantic (which was
often read as India), in what drove Columbus, who believed that close to his
newly found ‘India’ was Paradise, which would soon lie within Christendom,
in the south land, terra australis, in the icy north of the kingdom of Thule,
and then off earth in the stars, or within the earth.81
Eden becomes, for Bloch, a utopian, future-oriented image. So his focus
moves to the end of life, where he nds the efforts to outdo death a reason
to exercise a major love, biblical exegesis.82 Here, he traces the rise of belief in
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resurrection in the latest sections of the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament,
actively espoused by Jesus and the Pharisees, and then in early Christianity with its strong apocalyptic hope for the end of death itself. The fundamental drive of the resurrection from the rst and second deaths (physical
death and hell) is ‘a thirst for justice; thus the wish became a postulate, the
post-mortal scene became an out-and-out tribunal’.83 Resurrection becomes
a crucial feature of Bloch’s favoured apocalyptic thought. For, on Judgement
Day, a collective resurrection overruns the merely individual notion and justice is dispensed by a returned Christ. And this advent of Christ was always
expected soonest at revolutionary moments, such as the Albigensian wars or
the German Peasants’ War: ‘retribution for all the living after death, for all
the dead after the last trumpet, retained a wishful revolutionary meaning for
those that labour and are heavy laden, who could not help themselves in reality or were defeated in the struggle’.84
Along with Eden, Exodus is the other great theme of The Principle of Hope,
drawn up into the vast section on ‘religious mystery’.85 And, within the discussion of Exodus, Moses is a key gure.86 Here, Bloch wants a distinct, eshand-religious leader over against the tendency towards a legendary Moses
in biblical scholarship at the time.87 He grasps the real hand of Moses and
draws him out of myth, for Moses signals the rst religion that began not in
astral myth but with rebellion. Moses is thus the ‘rst heros eponymos, the rst
name-giving originator of a religion, of a religion of opposition’; 88‘The earliest
leader of a people out of slavery . . . the rst distinctive founder’.89 Moses and
the Exodus become the archetype of all other religions that began with rebellion. Not only this, Moses is for Bloch the ‘earliest leader of a people out of
slavery’ per se, religious or otherwise.90 Add to this the primitive communism
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of the bedouin-type existence of the rst Israelites Moses led and we have the
prime conditions for the kind of religion Bloch would nd congenial.91 Yet the
Yahweh of the Exodus Bloch nds with Moses is opposed to another image
of God: the high ‘lord-god’, the god of rabbis and Canaanites and priestly
privilege, who is equivalent to Baal, the ‘lord’ (which is precisely what ‘Baal’
means) of all. But all of this is not what the Exodus God signies: ‘The God of
exodus is different in nature, in the prophets he proved his hostility to lords
and opium’.92 This God is ultimately the God of the future: ‘Ich werde sein,
der ich sein werde’, ‘I will be who I will be’,93 the Hebrew Eh’je ascher eh’je that
he transcribed in this fashion and used as a leitmotiv throughout his work.
Atheism in Christianity focuses on Exodus in much greater detail, although,
here, the troubling xation on Moses shifts to Exodus itself. It constitutes the
motif of the ‘exodus out of Yahweh’, that is, the move out of a Yahweh who is
an ideological sanction of priestly power. This Exodus out of Yahweh recurs
throughout the Hebrew Bible. Thus, the serpent in Genesis 3 fascinates him –
‘the most outstanding passage in the whole of the “underground” Bible’,94 and
he will trace this theme later with regard to the Ophites. Drawn into the net
is Jacob’s wrestling with God in Genesis 32 (El, on this occasion, and not Yahweh), Exodus 4: 24–6 where Yahweh attempts to kill Moses and is appeased
by circumcision, Genesis 11 and the rebellion of the Tower of Babel, and the
story of Cain and Abel in Genesis 4. In each case, a bloodthirsty, vengeful God
is outdone by cunning human beings keen to avoid his fury, whether that is
listening to the serpent and gaining knowledge of good and evil, or wrestling
with a God who is unwilling to bless.
The problem that emerges here, however, has already been signalled by
my note on Genesis 32 and El. For the Hebrew Bible contains not one God,
Yahweh, but a host of divinities with various names – El, El Shaddai, El Roi,
Baal, Adonai, Elohim, Yahweh and so on. Bloch, it seems, is aware of this, for,
instead of selecting his preferred divinity, he argues that it allows for alternative possibilities in the concept of Yahweh: ‘The change-ability exhibited by
the divine lord-of-the-manor and exactor of tribute shows that there is in fact
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a very changeable, movable factor in the concept of Yahweh himself’.95 He
even offers a brief history of God from the Kenite tribal god to a monotheistic gure which enables him to argue for the ‘peculiar mutability’96 in the
concept of god. And out of the mix he nds a god oriented to the future, who
leaves behind every previous conception of god. But, here, we have the residue of liberal theology’s ‘ethical monotheism’ – despite his polemic against
the ‘watery soul of re of so-called liberal Protestantism’97 – as the highest
expression of religion in the Hebrew Bible found at few points such as prophets like Isaiah. Except that Bloch gives it his own twist, one oriented to the
future destined for atheistic oblivion.
If his interest in the serpent and the alternative concept of Yahweh is a little
quirky, then his zeal for the Nazirites and prophets is straight out of the Protestant Reformation. The Nazirites call the people back to the nomadic, bedouin-like life of wilderness over against the settled agricultural life of Canaan
with its Baals and priests. And, from the Nazirites, with their vows of asceticism and bans on alcohol and hair-cutting, emerge the prophets, for whom
Bloch has nothing but praise all the way from the foaming shamans of the
books of Samuel and Kings to the considered, rational prophecy of the writing prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the Twelve. Such prophecy brings
about ‘the momentous union of social preaching and the will for a new Yahweh
and a coming of his Day’.98 ‘After the God of Exodus [Auszugsgott], the second
great ideal of theology is Yahweh as the embodiment of moral reason’.99 All
of the pre-agrarian, primitive-communist memories are brought forth in the
prophets.
The climax of this vast coverage of the Hebrew Bible is the book of Job – the
voiced protest against an unjust and oppressive God.100 On his way to Job,
however, Bloch appropriates many contested positions in biblical studies.
Thus, he accepts the historicity of the Exodus from Egypt, Moses as a key gure in that escape, a distinct people of Israel who conquer Canaan and establish kingship – all to argue for the conditions of change in the concept of God.
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Here, he must take the text as reliable evidence, for there is no other evidence
for these positions. In fact, if we think of Romulus and Remus for Rome, or
the Iliad for Greece, let alone Enuma Elish from Babylon, the narrative from
Exodus to conquest is much better understood as a political myth with little basis in historical events. And so we can apply Bloch’s own strictures on
myth. What if, to take a growing consensus in biblical studies and archaeology, Israel emerges late from within Canaan, a small moment in the history
of Palestine, submerged under empires (Persian, Hellenistic and Roman) and
only achieving late independence under the Maccabees in the third century
BCE? Further, Bloch assumes positions in biblical criticism that are drawn
from the text, especially the opposition between nomadic and settled and that
between Yahwism and its Canaanite counterparts. But what are the implications for Yahwism if it is, in fact, one form of Canaanite religion? At the time
Bloch was writing, assumptions of Israelite uniqueness dominated work on
the Hebrew Bible, as a people, as the inventors of history over against myth,
as the producers of a much higher form of religion, as those who led the way
forward over against the stultifying effects of Canaanite and Egyptian religion, culture and even architecture.101
My nal question for Bloch concerns his rather astute observations on myth
that I discussed a little earlier, along with the issue of sources and oral tradition. To be sure, the material about the serpent, or about Jacob wrestling with
God, or Cain and Abel, or the Tower of Babel, or even Job, fall into the category
of myth, or at least legend, and Bloch’s treatment lives up to his discernment
of myth. Let me take as examples Genesis 3 on the serpent and Chapter 4 on
Cain and Abel. After noting the ambiguity of the serpent gure – poison and
healing, dragon of the abyss and lightning high above, healer from leprosy
and so on – Bloch zeroes in on a feature of the text long noticed: the serpent
speaks with a straight tongue. Thus, in response to Eve’s observation that
touching the tree in the middle of the garden will lead to death, the serpent
replies, ‘You will not die; for God [Elohim] knows that on the day you eat from
it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like gods [Elohim], knowing good
and evil’ (Gen 3: 4–5). Not only does God or the gods [Elohim] admit, in verse
22, that the human beings have gained the knowledge of good and evil and
become like gods, but Adam and Eve are banished from the garden rather
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than killed – they do not die. In fact, the risk reverses and the gods fear that
the man ‘might reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life, and eat,
and live forever’ (Gen 3: 22). And what is the result of eating from the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil? ‘And the eyes of the two of them were
opened’ (3: 7). What follows, in verses 8–19, is, for Bloch, a mythical overlay
of the sort that he nds objectionable, a redactor’s narrative that turns the
act of eating from the tree of knowledge into punishment for disobedience,
although, even here, the punishment – for the serpent, a legless existence; for
the woman, pain in childbirth and subservience to her man; for the man, hard
labour from a resistant and thorny ground – hints at the sort of punishment
meted out to rebels and revolutionaries. Were it not for this high-handed punishment, it is not clear that eating from the tree, desiring knowledge, wanting
to be like gods, is an act of rebellion at all, let alone the sin that theology found
there. In other words, the hand of a redactor, an orthodox priestly apparatchik, turns an older source into a story of the punishment for disobedience.
But Bloch’s point is that the earlier source is still visible, as biblical critics are
wont to argue for slightly different reasons. The seams and tensions in the text
point to different sources that have been brought together, except that Bloch’s
hermeneutics of class conict leads him to argue that the tension reects one
between rulers and the repression of rebellion by those ruled. Bloch’s espies
an echo of earlier resistance in the earliest E source (the name Yahweh Elohim
is used) of Genesis 2: 3–7 that lies at the basis of this account.102
Bloch’s interest in the serpent carries right through to the Gnostic-Christian
sect of the third century CE, the Ophites (ophis: snake). Fragmented and distorted as the information is, coming only through the anti-heretical texts of
the Church Fathers such as Hippolytus and Irenaeus, Bloch stresses the way
they offered an alternative exegesis of the serpent texts: Moses’s staff that
turned into a serpent (Ex 4: 2–5; 6: 8–12); the wise logos of Eve in Genesis 3;
the mark of Cain and Cain himself in Genesis 4; the bronze serpent set up by
Moses in the desert for healing (Num 21: 4–9); and Christ. The serpent of Genesis thus becomes the source of life and reason, saving Adam and Eve from a
god who is no more than a demiurge, a deity who created this world and from
whom human beings had to escape. Bloch then pursues other texts, such as
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that concerning Nehushtan in 2 Kings 18: 4, the bronze serpent worshipped
by the people and attributed to Moses until its destruction by King Hezekiah,
or the text from John 3: 14, ‘And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up’ – although he neglects to mention the verse that immediately follows, ‘that whoever believes in him may
have eternal life’ (John 3: 15). In the end, the God who punishes Christ with
crucixion is the same one who punishes the serpent and the rst humans in
Genesis 3. With the Parousia, Christ will return like the snake of lightning,
destroying the world that the Demiurge had made. For Bloch, this ‘a rebellion myth second to none’,103 and he ponders why it disappeared, why it was
stripped of any serious political dimensions by the Church Fathers. And then,
in his characteristic encyclopaedic fashion, Bloch traces the serpent through
to the 530 CE decree by Justinian against Ophite doctrine, the possibility that
the Marcionites worshipped the serpent, its presence on the eucharistic cup in
the Middle Ages, the decorations found on Templar churches and in baroque
Bibles, and even Nietzsche’s rebellion.104 But what he misses is the fact that
the Hebrew word Seraph or Seraphim also means serpent, deriving from the
winged cobra of the representations of the Pharaohs and Egyptian deities.
The serpent, it seems, is even more prevalent in the Bible than he thought.105
A second excellent example of Bloch’s ‘discernment of myths’ comes with
his discussion of Cain and Abel in Genesis 4. Here, he spots a ‘half-concealed
break in the picture of this God’106 where the issue is acceptable sacrice.
Abel’s sacrice of the fat portions of the rstling of the ock is acceptable,
but Cain’s offering of the fruit of the ground is not. Here, we have a bloodthirsty deity who requires the blood of animals as a substitute for human
blood. After the murder of Yahweh’s favoured Abel by Cain, the picture of
Yahweh transforms into something quite different. Usually, the text that follows the murder – with its story of the mark of Cain to distinguish him from
others – is read as the curse of Cain. He has, after all, killed his brother in a
rage of jealousy, sin lying at the door as a result of Cain’s fallen face (Gen 4: 6
and 7). Bloch, however, exploits a break in the Masoretic text in verse 8: ‘And
Cain said to his brother Abel … And when they were in the eld, Cain rose up
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against his brother Abel, and killed him’. This syntactical blip alerts Bloch to
a change in the representations of Cain and Yahweh. The nervousness of the
other versions (Samaritan Pentateuch, Septuagint, Syriac, Vulgate and others)
which add ‘Let us go out into the eld’ points to a problem in the Hebrew – it
simply does not make sense at this point.
The change in Cain is one thing: he is either a crestfallen man because his
sacrice was unacceptable, or a murderer. But Bloch is drawn by the break in
the picture of God. On the one hand, we have the dystopian, bloodthirsty Yahweh who places a curse on Cain – ‘And now cursed are you from the ground,
which has opened its mouth to take the blood of your brother from your
hand. When you cultivate the ground it will no longer give you its strength; a
fugitive and wanderer you will be upon the earth’ (Gen 4: 11–12, my translation). Yet, the text relents in mid stream: ‘Yahweh not only modies his curse,
but withdraws it. Instead of an imperial ban on the outlaw, what comes, as
though from a different source, is quite the opposite’.107 The mark of Cain is
then a mark of protection, and Cain is blessed with a long line of fruitful and
productive offspring – city-builders, tent dwellers, livestock owners, lyre and
pipe players, bronze and iron tool manufacturers.
But, had he been able to read Hebrew, Bloch would have picked up another
textual problem. In Gen 4: 15, he quotes Yahweh’s words in the text as ‘Not so!
If anyone slays Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold’.108 But, here,
the ‘not so!’ follows the various versions (Greek, Latin and Syriac) rather than
the Masoretic (Hebrew) text, which has ‘Therefore [lkn]’, following on from
Cain’s plea, ‘I shall be a fugitive and wanderer on the earth, and anyone who
meets me may kill me’ (Gen 4: 14). Therefore, says Yahweh, Cain’s killer will
be avenged sevenfold, and for this reason the mark is a mark of protection,
not punishment. Finally, Bloch lets pass in silence the verse that follows, for
Cain with his sign of protection departs from ‘the face of Yahweh’ (Gen 4: 16).
Is this not precisely the exodus out of Yahweh that Bloch seeks?
These are among the best examples of Bloch’s method, sorting out tensions
and contradictions in biblical myths. However, at other points, he is not so
discerning. For, when it comes to a pinch, he leaves myth behind, keen to
espy the historical Moses behind the various myths that waft around him,
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or the concrete historical context of wilderness nomadism and the conquest of Canaan. At times, he loses his mythical nerve, wanting Moses to be
more than myth. Of course, the catch is that one of the most likely forms of
myth is of the great man (at least) of history and faith. He will do the same
thing with Jesus.
New Testament
Bloch’s enthusiastic appropriation of the New Testament has not got the
quirky edge of his reading of the Hebrew Bible. As before, I move through
The Principle of Hope before returning to Atheism in Christianity. Of course,
he will zero in on Jesus, one in a long line of prophets that even includes
Zoroaster, Mani and Buddha. But, like Moses, Jesus must be a historical gure
struggling to escape his mythical background.109 Bloch wants to establish the
fullest revolutionary credentials of Jesus, who provides the basis for social
utopia. So he focuses on Jesus’s ‘downward attraction’, towards the poor,
and his ‘upward rebellion against above’, against the powerful. In the end,
wealth prevents salvation, and the love-communism of the early community
(comparable to primitive communism under Moses) provides the model of
a new society. After his glowing appreciation of Jesus, Bloch nds the scandal of Christian love central: ‘This is Christian love, a love which is almost
micrological, one which gathers up its own in their out-of-the-wayness, their
incognito to the world, their discordance with the world: into the kingdom
where they accord’.110 Along with love, Jesus’s apocalypticism marks him as a
revolutionary and as the sign of the ‘perfection of the exodus god into the
god of the kingdom’.111 Of all things, Bloch treasures biblical apocalypticism
highest of all.
Jesus’s revolutionary credentials become central in Atheism in Christianity –
Bloch stresses the words of fury and divisiveness, sword and re. He is, however, not the rst to argue for Jesus the political revolutionary, for it has been
a constant theme in various popular and scholarly Christologies. Indeed, as I
mentioned earlier, Bloch’s zeal for Jesus the revolutionary rebrand has been
inuential in political theologies in Europe (most notably Jürgen Moltmann
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and Johann Baptist Metz)112 and liberation theologies in Latin America and
elsewhere. Compared to these theologies, Bloch gives no quarter to liberal,
interiorising anti-Semitic Christologies of Renan, Holtzmann, Wellhausen
and von Harnack, particularly when he connects their work with the transcendentalising tendencies within the New Testament.
But the most curious aspect of his treatment of Jesus in Atheism in Christianity is the mix of mythical and historical features. Like The Principle of Hope,
Bloch undertakes his own search for the historical Jesus, and, in doing so,
he follows the dominant pattern of such research in biblical scholarship at
the time, namely speculation about the New-Testament titles of Jesus: Messiah, Son of God, Son of Man, kyrios (lord), and so on. And like that research,
his wants to identify the titles closest to Jesus’s own usage, to gain access to
his psychological processes. Bloch’s prefers both Messiah and Son of Man:
‘Subjectively, then, Jesus considered himself the Messiah in the thoroughly
traditional sense; objectively he is anything but an artful dodger into invisible inwardness, or a sort of quartermaster for a totally transcendent heavenly Kingdom’.113 But the enigmatic and apocalyptic ‘Son of Man’ is closest to
Jesus, the one most often on his lips, giving expression to his anti-Yahwistic
drive, the desire for human transcendence. Yet, in pursuing the Son of Man
through the Hebrew Bible and extra-canonical material, Bloch is squarely in
the realm of myth, whether the suffering, dying and returning apocalyptic
gure or the heavenly man or Adam, Adam Kadmon of Jewish mythology,
and the second Adam of other New Testament theology. And, here, he falls
into the trap that his method promised to avoid: on the one hand, he tries to
sidestep the myth that seeps through the New Testament, arguing that Son
of Man is a real term used by a esh-and-blood Jesus; on the other, it is a
designation that runs back to the earliest precursors of the priestly source in
Genesis 1, to the gure of Adam made in the image and likeness of God: ‘In
the nal analysis, then, the doctrine of the Heavenly Adam as the prototype
of man belongs to the biblical Azores: to the remaining mountain-peak of a
submerged, subversive, anti-theocratic tradition’.114

112

Metz 1969, Metz 1980, Jürgen Moltmann, especially in his rst major text,
Moltmann 1982.
113
Bloch 1972, pp. 129–30; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, p. 176.
114
Bloch 1972, p. 150; Bloch 1985, Volume 14, p. 195.

Bloch’s Detective Work • 47

I am not so sure, for not only would Bloch have been on better ground if
he had argued that the myth of a revolutionary Jesus is one that undermines
those of the Kyrios-Christos and the transcendent, eternal Adam. Of course,
Bloch would argue that this is a manifestation of the god principle, an expression of the human desire for self-transcendence beyond religious ideology.
But the problem runs deeper than this, which involves both the difculties
of secularising theology and the elevation of man onto God’s former throne.
I will return to these questions below.
All the same, Bloch’s enthusiasm for Jewish and Christian materials is striking. One can sense the immense value he accords Moses and Jesus, Christian
love and apocalypticism, but, above all, their revolutionary credentials. Is
he, then, too sympathetic to religion, too blind to the atrocities and complicities with the powerful that Christianity has manifested, as his critics in East
Germany insisted? It seems to me that, for all his shortcomings in biblical
criticism and in Marxist theory, the crucial question that exercised Bloch is
why such a text was the main inspiration for the various revolutionary groups
throughout European history. I have already raised this question earlier, but
it remains central to some of Bloch’s nal moves.

The return to theology
In the closing arguments of both Atheism in Christianity and The Principle of
Hope, Bloch returns to theology, albeit in his argument for the atheistic logic of
the Bible. Yet this argument is, to my mind, the most symptomatic of all, for
his theological turn raises all sorts of questions about the nature of his biblical criticism. Note carefully that the title of his most sustained engagement
with the Bible is not Atheism in the Bible, but Atheism in Christianity, Atheismus
im Christentum. And the questions Bloch covers in its closing pages are the
theological ones of atheism, teleology, transcendence, sin and death.
Here, we witness perhaps the boldest and most risky move of all – a dialectical inversion of the central doctrines of Christianity, a homeopathic reading
that pushes the concepts to their extreme until their ‘truth’ emerges. After
running through the impossibility of the biblical exodus out of Yahweh in
Orphic, Stoic and Gnostic beliefs, Bloch returns to what is now a theological
opposition in continuity with the two lines he traces in the Bible: astral myth
and logos myth. If astral myth – in which the fundamental stasis of the cosmos
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remains untouched – provides no way forward, the logos myth allows him to
begin a transvaluation of one theological category after the other.115
Atheism
Bloch’s well-known ‘religious atheism’ is not some soft-headed reversion to
paganism. Like Žižek after him, Bloch fully endorses the break with paganism enacted, as he sees it, in the Bible. Lumped under the sign of ‘astral
myth’ – chthonian matriarchal religions of the moon, fertility cults of the
dying and rising god, patriarchal religions of the sun, Canaanite and Greek
myths, cyclical fertility myths – Bloch notes both the biblical leftovers and
the Bible’s ability to cut through the whole seduction of paganism. And his
argument is that the Bible rst enables human beings to face the realm of
divinised heavenly bodies and not fear, as the angels say to the shepherds
in Luke’s birth story.
Bloch’s hero is Feuerbach, who enables human beings to begin to claim the
heavens for themselves by arguing that the gods are transposed hypostases of
human desires. Feuerbach’s genius is that he focused on ‘the radically human
line in Christianity’.116 Through his ‘anthropologisation’ (or, as Moylan calls
it, ‘dehypostatization’),117 Feuerbach put forward a distinctly utopian image
of human beings, a homo absconditus who yet awaits full emergence. Only possible by passing through Christianity, ‘Feuerbach’s atheism, then, aimed both
to destroy a strength-sapping illusion, and to fan the transforming ames
which would change the theologically created innity of man back into a
truly human one’.118
But what kind of atheism is this? Not the moral atheism of the Enlightenment in which the problem of theodicy led to the conclusion that God could
not exist in the face of undeserved suffering, nor is it historical, psychological
or poetic atheism that Bloch notes as possible answers to the questions posed
in the book of Job – for an unfeeling, cruel universe exists with or without
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God.119 What interests Bloch is the Utopian drive beyond inhumanity, and
atheism must deal with the same group of theodicical questions.
Can there be no understanding of the harsh clash of misery and the drive to
overcome it, no insight into exploitation and its progressive dialectics? And
does not dialectical materialism itself need some justication for invoking
such a dreary and repulsive process? Where does this realm of necessity
come from, with all its long oppression? Why is the realm of freedom not
suddenly there? Why must it work its way with so much bloodshed through
necessity? Why the long delay?120

What he decries are both the ‘unrealistic folly of optimism’ and the ‘equally
unhistorical nihilism’121 that are characteristic of so many forms of atheism.
Rather, atheism protests not merely against a god who is responsible for these
things but that they exist at all. For this reason, the religious revolutionaries
draw him in: prophets, mystics, religious founders, particularly Moses and
Jesus, and the theological revolutionaries like Münzer. So the exodus out of
Yahweh then becomes a model for another exodus: ‘there is always an exodus
in the world, and exodus from the particular status quo. And there is always
a hope, which is connected with rebellion – a hope founded in the concrete
given possibilities for a new beginning’.122
Yet the ‘protest atheism’ Bloch seeks has its rst moment in the Bible. Of
course, atheism is, in one sense, not possible in a world that lives and breathes
the sacred, such as we nd in the Bible, but Bloch nds there the seeds of a
trajectory – Bloch quotes Romans 5: 5; 8: 18; 1 Corinthians 2: 9 and Ephesians
4: 13 – that only comes to full realisation well beyond the Bible – in the atheistic messianism of Marxism:
The existence of God, indeed God at all as a special being is superstition;
belief is solely that in a messianic kingdom of God – without God. Atheism
is therefore so far from being the enemy of religious utopia that it constitutes
its precondition: without atheism messianism has no place. . . .
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Atheism is the presupposition of any concrete Utopia, but concrete Utopia is
also the remorseless consequence of atheism. Atheism-with-concrete-Utopia
is at one and the same time the annihilation of religion and the realisation
of its heretical hope, now set on human feet.123

Teleology
The catch with all of this, as many have argued, is its over-riding teleology –
another theological category Bloch seeks to transvalue into historical materialism. Unfortunately, Bloch rests heavily on early twentieth-century biblical
scholarship, which argued that the Bible broke decisively with the cyclical time of its Ancient Near-Eastern context. Instead, we nd, they argued,
the rst moment of linear, historical time in the Hebrew Bible, something
Bloch turns all too quickly into his teleology. And then, in a massive rush,
Bloch draws in nearly everything from the earliest documents of the Bible
to Hegel, an encyclopaedic sweep we see repeatedly in his texts. But the
distinction between two times is highly problematic, not merely since we
nd both perceptions of time in the Bible and in the Ancient Near East, but
also because it imposes foreign categories on the text. And I cannot help but
think that Bloch’s call for a discernment of myths should have made him
much more wary.
Many have found teleology the most troublesome aspect of Bloch’s thought.
Moylan, for instance, argues that it shows a rift between his rigid Marxist
teleology and a more fragmentary, disruptive utopian expectation. Moylan
favours the latter, which he feels under the teleology.124 I am not sure it is so
easy to make this distinction, since utopia is, for Bloch, a temporal and historical concept. If anything, what we need is a dialectical treatment that would
see both as mutually necessary. Yet, it seems to me that Bloch’s debt is less to
Stalinist orthodoxy, as Moylan suggests, than the systematising temptations
of theological categories over the more variegated biblical material. For the
whole idea of teleology is more theological than biblical, and Bloch elides
chiliasm and teleology, assuming a massive continuity that constitutes a pro-
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found problem. On the one hand, it is not possible to ignore the theological
content of the Bible; and yet, the assumption that the Bible is part of a larger
theological discourse ignores the rifts between the Bible and theology, the
appropriation of a literary text by a religious tradition that did not produce
it. Beneath all of this is not only my argument that it is necessary to develop a
non-theological biblical criticism, but that theology creates more problems for
biblical criticism than possibilities and opportunities. In other words, Bloch’s
value is that he raises the theological issues in biblical interpretation, but the
catch is that his reading of the Bible is limited by unexamined theological
assumptions.
Transcendence
As we have seen, Bloch takes the category of transcendence into new territories, human, non-human and temporal. Thus, while God’s transcendence
is but a code for human transcendence (deus absconditus actually means homo
absconditus), it becomes a temporal transcendence, oriented to the future. But
Bloch does not stop here, for even nature and matter have utopian pretensions. If certain moments of Western philosophy have spoken of self-transcendence from matter, from Aristotle’s dynameion, ‘being-in-possibility’, to
the ‘earthly spirits’ of Avicebron, then, for the Bible, the Eschaton descends
into this world: ‘nowhere is the Omega of Christian utopianism so untranscendent and at the same time so all-transcending, as in the “New Jerusalem”
of Revelation 21.23’.125 In all this, he prefers the Latin verbal innitive transcendere to the substantive transcendence, for, whereas the latter indicates a state,
the former speaks of a forward-looking process, a paradoxical transcendere
without transcendence.126
Bloch is obviously trying to stretch Marx’s critique of mechanical materialism beyond its original shape. However, is not the effort to reload key
theological terms like transcendence not caught up in the difculties of secularised theology? This will become a central question for Adorno, but it is
relevant here too. Such theological terms are not so easily divested of their
semantic associations, for their content is not like milk in a bottle which one
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can merely pour out and replace, say, with wine. No matter how unrelenting
the effort to remove any former content, a residue remains that clings to the
terms. Adorno urges us not to relax our ideological suspicion for a moment,
but Bloch can be caught napping all too often. This brings me to two related
points. The rst is theological: the elevation of ‘man’ in God’s place, or matter
in place of spirit, has all the potential for totalitarian and oppressive politics
that can now be justied by such an ideology, for this ‘man’ can behave as
though he were God. There is, as Moylan points out in a different context,
a tendency for Bloch to revert to the hypostatisation he elsewhere criticises
so well.127 And it happens when he moves from the discernment of biblical
myths to overtly theological categories, for he seems to give up his carefully
crafted discernment of myths at the same time. Should not his arguments for
human transcendence, and, indeed, his teleological atheism, also be subject to
the suspicion that he casts over myths of servile obedience and the justication of earthly lords? For the danger of secularised theology is to replicate
those patterns of ideological justication of power and authority so characteristic of theology itself.
Faith, hope, sin and death
Bloch continues to roll one theological category out after another, including
faith, hope and sin. But the most intriguing are his thoughts on death. There
is nothing all that new in his comments on faith and hope – openness to an
undecided future characterised by discontented hope. Bloch’s insistence on
the notions of evil and the ‘Satanic’ within Marxism are welcome but, again,
not particularly new. But his point is valid: with atheism God’s protagonist
and his allies disappear as well and evil becomes unidentiable. Such a diminution, a reduction to psychological or economic causes, is evil’s greatest
triumph, for it can do its work unnoticed. So Bloch calls for a doctrine of
evil within Marxism, one that recognises how trenchant the opposition may
be to socialism.
But I am fascinated by his reections on death, the most honest of any
Marxist that I have seen. For Bloch, ‘death depicts the hardest anti-utopia’.128
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As ‘a highly inadequate end, generally breaking, only very rarely rounding
off, the human life’,129 it saps the energy of anyone who sets out to change the
world.130 Death is, as David Roberts pointed out to me in discussion, the point
where any materialist position faces its hardest task. Eschewing a solution in
a collective notion of continued life, Bloch distinguishes between the act of
dying, which is itself part of life, and death as the resultant state. The former
generates the odd apprehension, but the ontological status of death engenders sheer horror. So Bloch seeks a source of courage in the look forward
to the Novum: death ought to be viewed as a departure, an open question.
Interested in neither the ‘positive dogmatism’ of Christianity or a materialist ‘dogmatic negativity’, he comes out as an agnostic regarding death: the
journey is simply an unknown, and anyone who attempts to say what actually takes place has another agenda. Rather than the traditional image of the
resurrection to a new life or, indeed, the retrospection that immanent death
produces, he stresses that death should be regarded as an open question for
which we have no answers.131 Atheism, therefore, does not preclude the possibility of something beyond death, for ‘the status viae lies far beyond death,
which hardly represents an inexibly formative status termini’.132
And yet, Bloch wants to do more than that, invoking the notion of ‘life force
[Lebensmuts]’, a potential or capability for reaching beyond the limits of an
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individual life. It is, in other words, ‘the courage to break free from this devil’s
guesthouse, this world’.133 Human beings can come close to this potential only
in a utopian, i.e. socialist environment where the as yet unimagined social
and economic conditions will enable human transformation. This, in fact,
runs close to Marx’s notion of species essence and the transformation of that
essence in communism. In the end, Bloch provides here a materialist translation of another theological concept – resurrection. Eternal life, then, may be
understood not as an answer to death but as the ‘deep presence of something
that has not yet appeared’.134
The weaker version of this necessary but astonishing effort to deal with
death would be that human beings contain within them a utopian desire,
and the value of religions like Christianity is that they have tapped into this.
However, I suspect that Bloch pushes towards a stronger version, in which
a collective socialist transformation that has not yet arrived will provide the
context for the realisation of such a life-force, a society that was itself brought
about as the result of that life-force. Of course, there are a pile of questions –
will people still long for a greater transformation? Is such a life-force itself
not generated by the religions in question? And so on – but what interests
me is the effort to transform a theological category into a viable historicalmaterialist category.
Most commentators have been nonplussed by all the discussion of death
and life-force. Geoghegan feels that he shufes about too much, while Roberts suspects that Bloch must rely on some form of religious mystery.135 As I
have argued, Bloch’s arresting move is to argue that atheism does not necessarily mean that death is nal, and conversely that religion does not have a
monopoly on death. He is, in the end, agnostic on the question of the fate of
the individual after death.
What we have, then, in the nal two chapters of Atheism in Christianity, is a
brief systematic theology that seeks ‘to inherit those features of religion which
do not perish with the death of God’.136 Yet what Bloch wants is not the abolition of Christianity within Marxism, but a mutually transforming alliance in
some utopian future. An ‘alliance between revolution and Christianity’, the
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‘table of labor’ and the ‘table of the Lord’137 on the model of the peasant wars,
would enable a Christianity in touch with its origins in religious freedom and
a Marxism in touch with its roots.138

Conclusion
But enough of this religious imagery.139

I must admit that I am in two minds, caught in Bloch’s materialist enthusiasm,
but suspicious of how he fails to live up to his own method, particularly his
key category of the discernment of myth. Not merely the acumen required
to differentiate between myths of subversion and submission, it is more the
dialectical insight that myths of insurrection appear in the midst of myths of
domination. But, too often, he strays from this strategy, and I want suggest
that he does so when theological concerns begin to over-ride his biblical criticism. For the discernment of myth emerges in his analysis of biblical material,
but it falls away when he reverts to theology. And this is the problem: he
takes the Bible and theology as two parts of the same endeavour,140 with the
result that theological categories begin to dominate his biblical interpretation.
Here, Bloch’s discernment of myth loses its nerve.
Let me tease out this criticism. The structure of both The Principle of Hope
and Atheism in Christianity runs from the Bible to a full-scale theological
reection. Thus, in the last two chapters of Atheism of Christianity, he waxes
increasingly theological and the biblical references fade away, serving nothing more than as proof texts for the theological points. While, in some cases,
the points Bloch makes in the theological sections are thought-provoking, not
least because Christianity and Marxism are the two great systems, as Jameson
reminds us,141 that have been state ideologies, I want to suggest that Bloch’s
programme would have been served better if he had made a sharper distinction between theology and the Bible.
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But what is the problem with secularised theology? Here, Adorno’s comment to Bloch may be applied to his whole utopian project: ‘We have come
strangely close to the ontological proof of God’.142 This comes in response to
Bloch’s comment, ‘one should not be allowed to eliminate it as if it really did
not exist’.143 All of Bloch’s categories, such as the anticipatory illumination
[Vor-Schein],144 ‘not-yet consciousness’, ‘life-force’, yearning for a better life
and so on become variations of a secularised version of Anselm’s ‘that than
which a greater cannot be thought’. It is not for nothing that ‘God’ becomes, in
the words of The Spirit of Utopia, ‘the problem of the radically new, absolutely
redemptive, as the phenomenal of our freedom, of our true meaning’.145 The
risk of idolatry in such a secularised theology is almost unavoidable, as we
will see with Adorno.
The implication of the seamless connection between Bible and theology is
that Bloch grants a crucial point before the debate has begun, namely that the
home for the Bible is the Church (understanding theology as the central ideological structure of the Church). Such a move must be regarded, like his deal
with the Stalinist devil, as a strategic concession in order to make other gains,
since Bloch is not unaware of the distinction, noting that the Bible has always
been the Church’s bad conscience, that it was on the basis of the Bible that
the peasants under Münzer opposed the Church, and that the Church itself
has too often been the dangerously hypocritical heavenly state that reinforces
the earthly.146 However much he may nd protest against such régimes in the
Bible, his compromise with theology sits ill with his espousal of Münzer and
other Christian revolutionaries.
I would much rather that Bloch had allowed his politicised biblical criticism loose on theology. I think of the discernment of myths along class lines,
between those that encourage servility and those that enable human beings to
stand up to the powers that oppress. Is not this kind of discernment necessary
in his readings of theology? These debates might continue, but, in the end,
Bloch drops his ideological guard too often, especially in regard to theology,
and it is precisely here that it is needed.
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Chapter Two
Benjamin’s Perpetuation of Biblical Myth

The question thus becomes that of interpreting
how ‘theological concepts’, whether direct or
indirect, function in the writings of Benjamin.1

After the millenarian enthusiasm of Bloch’s engagement with the Bible, Benjamin emerges as a wary
and cautious interlocutor. I will argue that the Bible
is crucial for Benjamin’s thought. Put succinctly, he
seeks to use the Bible and the methods of biblical
studies, especially allegory, in order to break out of
the myths that he saw everywhere around him in the
increasing technological interlacings of capitalism.
That he fails to see the way his theological reading
of the Bible perpetuates the very myth he wishes to
banish is not a mark of failure as the hint at another
way of dealing with myth. Over against the dominant trend to deal with Benjamin’s thought chronologically, tracking its shifts over time, I attempt a
thematic and logical reading here. For such a reading brings out certain elements of his thought otherwise obscured in chronological readings.
Like Bloch, Walter Benjamin is something of an
enigma for Marxist criticism. I suspect this is partly
due to the fact that Benjamin was never quite clear
about what he wanted to say, with the result that,

1

Weber 1991, p. 467.
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at the moment we think we might have pinned him down, he slips away
again. But the problem for Marxism is that, while appropriating the central terms of historical materialism, Benjamin continually uses a panoply of
theological terms: God, redemption, revelation, transcendence, immanence,
angels, judgement, free will, evil, Satan, messiah, allegory and repeatedly the
word theology itself. Indeed, it is hardly necessary to rehearse the arguments
for the theological dimensions of Benjamin’s writings. It is a commonplace
of Benjamin criticism that his great creative tension lies in the intersections
between metaphysics and materialism, theology and Marxism. It is also a
commonplace to position oneself by delineating the strands of that criticism.2
But it seems to me that the comments of Theodor Adorno and Gershom
Scholem have rarely been surpassed except in detail. Adorno suggests
that Benjamin should take the dialectical logic of his theological method to
its extreme, for only in this way would a properly Marxist reading and
method emerge:
If I were to close the circle of my critique boldly here at a single stroke, as
it were, then I should have to try and grasp the two extremes. A restoration
of theology, or better still, a radicalization of dialectic introduced into
the glowing heart of theology, would simultaneously require the utmost
intensication of the social-dialectical, indeed economic, motifs.3
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For a detailed analysis of the reception of Benjamin’s work, see McCole 1993,
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and Benjamin 1999, p. 284; Adorno 1994, p. 370.)
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Like Scholem, although for entirely different reasons, Adorno nds the melding of theology and dialectical materialism problematic: they appear uneasy
with each other, the one effacing the other in an enthusiasm for immediate
political relevance only to nd that the other emerges again without warning.
For Scholem, Benjamin would be better off without communism,4 although
he suggests that only Benjamin would have been able to link religion and
politics in a unique fashion: ‘you would not be the last but perhaps the most
incomprehensible victim of the confusion between religion and politics, the
true relationship of which you could have been expected to bring out more
clearly than anyone else’.5 Here, Scholem joins Adorno, although with a very
different direction in mind.
However, some Marxists are keen to dismiss theology,6 while others argue
for the abiding importance of theology,7 or that his theology is the realisation of the inner logic of Marxism and its breakdown.8 Anti-Marxists stress
that his Marxism is a supercial addition to a transcendent theology,9 or that
Benjamin’s interest for us lies elsewhere, as a deconstructionist, or cultural
critic or philosopher.10 Both sides are given to marking two or three shifts in
Benjamin’s thought: the early, theological Benjamin inuenced by Scholem

4
‘. . . [I]t seems to me it is clear to any objective reader of your writings that though
in recent years you have tried – frantically, if you will pardon the expression – to
present your insights, some of them very far-reaching, in a phraseology that is as
close as can be to the Communist kind, there (and this is what seems to me matter)
an astonishing incompatibility and unconnectedness between your real and pretended
modes of thought’ (Scholem 1981, p. 228). For Scholem, the effort at materialist
readings introduces ‘a completely alien formal element that any intelligent reader can
easily detach, which stamps your output of this period as the work an adventurer,
a purveyor of ambiguities, and a card-sharper’ (ibid.). See also, Scholem 1992, pp.
107–18, 206–7.
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As an example see the collection by Nägele 1988, as well as that by Benjamin
and Osborne 2000. Paul de Man’s reading is yet another variation: as Marxism and
theology are on the same terrain, he seeks a reading that is neither (see Benjamin 1985).
For Rainer Rochlitz (Rochlitz 1996, p. 5) Benjamin’s use of ‘theology’ is self-reexive,
claiming ‘the unconditional truth of his assertions’.
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and the later (Brechtian) Marxist from the 1920s. With the Passagenarbeit and
the ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, some suggest either a resigned
awareness of Marxism’s futility and a return to theology (so Scholem), or an
effort at a deep mutual transformation of theology through Marxism and vice
versa that risks losing both,11 or a thinking of the relationship between politics
and time and thereby ‘freeing theology for God’,12 or the indistinguishability,13 or asymmetrical opposition, of the profane and the messianic,14 or . . . At
least these approaches avoid the pitfalls of seeking a key in his biography. I
do not enter into this debate here, although we cannot avoid the mutual presence of theology and materialism in Benjamin’s work.15 For what is noticeable
about the opposition is that the terseness of the interchange, like a separated
couple, speaks more of the common ground between the two in a way that
highlights their differences.
It is these differences and tensions that interest me here, but, before I do,
let me deal with two preliminary problems. First, Benjamin and his critics
subsume biblical studies under the label of theology; second, the lack of any
distinction between Jewish and Christian thought. As for the second problem, most criticism assumes that Benjamin drew largely from Jewish theology. This is simply an oxymoron, for theology bears an indelible Christian
stamp. Rather than theology, it is better to speak of halakhah – elaboration on
the law – and haggadah – development of biblical stories for new situations.

11
So Tiedemann 1989; Wolin 1982; Rumpf 1991; Buck-Morss 1989, although, in the
end, she cautions that we should ‘put the dwarf of theology out of sight’ (252). Even
Scholem, for all his criticism of Benjamin’s Marxism, admits that ‘This interlocking
of two elements that by nature are incapable of balance lends precisely to those
of Benjamin’s works that derive from this attitude their signicant effect and that
profound brilliance that distinguishes them so impressively from most products
of materialistic thought and literary criticism, noted for their uncommon dullness.’
Scholem 1981, p. 124. Scholem notes that, in his last few years, Benjamin’s close friend
was Fritz Lieb, a theologian trained by Karl Barth and a socialist (pp. 206–7).
12
Benjamin 2000, p. 231.
13
Wohlfarth 1978.
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von Buelow 1989, p. 127.
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I have a knack of resisting the more usual moves made in various forms of
criticism, and here it would take some form of reference to the puppet and wizened
dwarf of the rst thesis on the philosophy of history in order to characterise the
relationship between historical materialism and history.
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This means that Benjamin’s use of theology is distinctly Christian and that his
interest in Jewish thought comes out of this context.16
Gershom Scholem mounted a well-known argument for the inherent
Jewishness of Benjamin’s thought.17 Many have sought to back up Scholem’s
arguments,18 most notably Susan Buck-Morss, who draws on Scholem’s work
on Jewish mysticism to argue from the slightest hints that Benjamin’s philosophical method and theory of history depend on Kabbalism.19 Yet, Scholem
and Buck-Morss overdo the Jewishness of Benjamin’s thought. For, as John
McCole has convincingly argued, it is based on an anachronism.20 Scholem
was himself almost single-handedly responsible for the recovery of Jewish
mysticism and the study of the Kabbalah in the twentieth century, but he did
this only after his move to Palestine in 1923. Not only was Benjamin extremely
cagey about his references to Jewish mysticism, having available only limited
nineteenth-century sources, but McCole also suggests it may well have been
Benjamin who set Scholem on the path to the recovery of Jewish mysticism.
Indeed, Benjamin’s interest in these matters suggests a thinker more comfortable with Christian theology, but wanting to recover Jewish modes of exegesis in order to breathe new life into thinking itself.
But let me return to the rst problem, the merging of theology and the Bible
that we already noticed with Bloch. This relates more directly to my argument: while Benjamin identies a major problem within Marxism – how to
envisage change out of capitalism – his attempted solution is fraught with
difculties. Benjamin sought to use biblical categories as a philosophical
method without the institutional basis, nor the truth claims of these categories. If, in the Trauerspiel book, he used them to deal with some of the major

16
It is not that I wish to appropriate a Jewish thinker under Christendom, much
like the Hebrew Bible into Christianity; rather, it seems to me that Benjamin is an
uneasy Jewish thinker. In fact, my later argument concerning the return of mythology
via Benjamin’s theological biblical criticism does not depend on his use of Christian
theology: he may well have arrived at the same point via Kabbalism.
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philosophical and literary problems, with his turn to Marxism, these biblical
categories are now brought to bear on problems within Marxist thought and
expectation. Thus, in the Passagenarbeit, this ‘inveterate adversary of myth’21
seeks to break out of the myth and dream-work of capitalism by means of the
dialectical image, the caesura of the explosion out of history, waking from
a dream. Yet, this break out from myth can only be mythical in Benjamin’s
formulation, and the problem begins with his elision of Bible and theology.
His appropriations of the Bible are nearly always theological, drawing out
schemata of history, modes of interpretation, theories of language; that is, he
assumes that biblical interpretation is inevitably theological. In doing so, he
neglects the fact that biblical studies and theology have been uneasy partners,
and that biblical studies has long distanced itself from theology. And for good
reason, for theology replicates and enhances biblical myths (those of the Fall,
Christ and so on). The paradox, for Benjamin, is that, in his effort to appropriate biblical themes for a materialist ‘redemption’ from myth, he does so
theologically, and that theology ensures that his solution to myth is unavoidably mythical. The major signal of such a mythical reading is Benjamin’s
well-known tendency to revert to sexual language. Where Bible and myth
appear in Benjamin’s texts, we nd the language of sexuality, the gendered
text, women as mythical other and the incessant repetition of birthing metaphors. But this is also characteristic of biblical myth, for the texts on which he
draws, especially those of Genesis and the Eschaton, rely upon precisely such
language. And so, although Benjamin attempts to nd a language that will
provide a shard of a very different future, his option for a theological reading
of the Bible to provide this language is too problematic.
I work closely with two texts, one at the beginning and the other at the end
of Benjamin’s writing life: The Origin of the German Mourning Play (Trauerspiel
book) and The Arcades Project (Passagenarbeit). Although traversed endlessly
by Benjamin critics, my argument does not follow their well-worn paths.
Rather, I work thematically, beginning with commentary and method, moving to allegory and then the relation between history and myth. With all the
shifts that took place in Benjamin’s work, a profound continuity between the
two works emerges in my discussion. Thus, in the Passagenarbeit, he refers
back to the Trauerspiel book when discussing crucial issues such as that of
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Baudelaire’s allegory or the theory of history. And then there are the methodological comments as well, particularly in the most philosophically reective
Konvolut N: ‘The book on the Baroque exposed the seventeenth century to
the light of the present day. Here, something analogous must be done for the
nineteenth century, but with greater distinctness’.22

Trauerspiel
So let us dive into the Trauerspiel book, where I want to argue that Benjamin
develps a distinct theory of allegory that he will subsequently appropriate as
his own in the Passagenarbeit. Beneath the swirling eddies of that book on the
German mourning play, I detect the deep currents of medieval biblical allegory, especially in the celebrated and inuential nal chapter of the book.23
I begin at the chapter’s third and nal section,24 for here, after dealing with
the need to recover the value of allegory over against the symbol,25 as well as
the various allegorical dimensions of the Trauerspiel itself, Benjamin moves
to the heart of the nature of allegory – theology. ‘For a critical understanding of the Trauerspiel, in its extreme, allegorical form, is possible only from
the higher domain of theology; so long as the approach is an aesthetic one,
paradox must have the last word’.26 Not theology as such, but specically the
theology of history: ‘Such a resolution, like the resolution of anything profane
into the sacred, can only be accomplished historically, in terms of a theology
of history, and only dynamically, not statically in the sense of a guaranteed
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economics of salvation’.27 I will keep a close watch both on Benjamin’s notion
of the theology of history [Geschichtstheologie] and on the economics of salvation [Heilsökonomik], for they will emerge as crucial features of his discussion.
If Benjamin then seems to slide away for a few pages from the promise
of the rst few lines,28 ruminating on the function of the corpse in baroque
drama, then we miss the deep theological current of an argument that only
with death, as corpses, can the characters of the Trauerspiel ‘enter into the
homeland of allegory’.29 This is heavily Christological, for behind it lies the
death and resurrection of Christ and the simultaneous absence (the empty
tomb) and presence (in the Eucharist) of the body of Christ. The reference is
by no means arbitrary, for the gure of Christ was the allegorical key in medieval biblical exegesis, the moment in the second or allegorical level in which
interpretation began.
So it is that he looks back from the baroque fascination with the allegorical
corpse:
It is not antiquarian interest which enjoins us to follow the tracks which
lead from here, more clearly than from anywhere else, back into the Middle
Ages. For it is not possible to overestimate the importance for the Baroque
of the knowledge of the Christian origin of the allegorical outlook.30

Yet the possibility of baroque allegory arises from a conjunction of Christian
and pagan traditions: the distinctly Christian forms of medieval allegory met
various elements from Egyptian and Greek antiquity.31 Benjamin’s immediate
aim is to show how the baroque dramatists who wrote the Trauerspiele were
well aware of this heritage, but his way of dealing with this relationship is
what interests me. Instead of working directly with medieval biblical exegesis, he assumes them as an indispensable background: ‘But it will be unmistakably apparent, especially to anyone who is familiar with allegorical textual
exegesis . . .’.32 Benjamin seeks for the nature of baroque allegory around and
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beneath this tradition. In the process, medieval allegorical exegesis becomes
the absent centre of his writing on allegory.
Allegory has a tradition in biblical criticism that runs back to the earliest
interpretation of the Bible, used by Origen for instance, who himself adapted
a strategy used by the rationalist Hellenists, who found the myths of ancient
Greece a little too crude for comfort and so interpreted them allegorically – as
emotions, faculties of human activity, forces of nature, and so on. For Benjamin,
this Greek heritage is pre-allegorical, since only with Christianity does allegory emerge fully. Yet, the irony of allegory is that, although it formed the
basis of biblical interpretation for something like a millennium and a half, it
is still in some disrepute in biblical studies, having to carry on a half-life in
its various offshoots such as literary theory and cultural studies. The problem
for biblical studies is that allegory is part of that whole world of interpretation
dispensed with in the rise of ‘modern’ methods of interpretation that stressed
the scientic and rational dimensions of the history of the Bible’s emergence
and of its literature.
Yet, allegory is a method of reading literature that has the Bible as its centre. The four levels of medieval exegesis, constructed over long years in order
to contain the greater ights of fancy, have an extraordinary appeal about
them. The names of the four levels – literal, allegorical, moral and anagogic –
conjure up the richness of a vast history of interpretation. The allegorical
level takes a rst step by using the gure of Christ to render the meaning of
the Hebrew Bible in Christian terms. Once this move is made, in which the
Hebrew Bible refers to Christ himself, one can move to the life of the believer,
the moral level, in which stories of the Hebrew Bible as well as the life and
death of Christ refer directly to the individual life of faith. Finally, the anagogic level returns to the collective, although now in terms of the history of
the people of God from creation to the end of the world. It seems to me that
this extraordinary schema is the quiet partner to Benjamin’s discussion, all
the way through to his theory of history, one that relies on the nal, anagogic,
level of interpretation.
Demons, allegory and esh (allegorical level)
Benjamin sets out on nothing less than a complete retelling of the history
and development of allegory. And, in the process, he produces a nely tuned
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theory of the way allegory itself works – a theory that continues to reverberate in literary criticism, although hardly at all in biblical studies. It seems
to me that such attention to the workings of allegory is nothing less than
an attempt to unravel the second, crucial level of allegorical interpretation
itself.
As for the history of allegory, Benjamin makes the striking point that it
was a Christian and not a Hellenistic invention. The Hellenistic effort to deal
with the gods of Homer and others is merely an ‘intensive preparation’.33 In
other words, Benjamin does not argue that allegory enabled the vaporisation
of the gods, their reinterpretation as human emotions and so on, as happened
in the Hellenistic era. Allegory arose only in the context of Christian opposition to the ancient gods. The problem for allegory was how to deal with these
pagan ‘gods’: they were transposed from heaven to hell, becoming demons
instead of gods. There is double dialectic here: to begin with, in the very act
of banishing them, Christianity preserved the ancient gods, albeit in a faded
and abstract form. Over against seeing allegory as a way of reading the gods
out of existence, he argues that it was a means of preserving them in a hostile
environment. But then, in dialectical obverse, allegory also arose precisely
because it was not possible to banish them so easily. Their residual power had
to be dealt with in some manner.
In other words, allegory names a paradox, for, in the effort at preserving
what is passing, one seeks eternity: ‘For an appreciation of the transcience
of things, and the concern to rescue them for eternity, is one of the strongest
impulses in allegory’.34 Here, we pass into Benjamin’s broader theory of allegory, a method that works to preserve that which is passing away. Allegory is
predicated on this desire, and, for the Middle Ages, it was the disappearance
of classical antiquity that indicated the impermanence of all worlds and eras,
locked into ‘stations of its decline’.35 Or, as he puts it in the sentence made
famous by Adorno: ‘in allegory the observer is confronted with the facies hippocratica of history as a petried, primordial landscape’.36
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For a transient world that is running down in a spiral of decay and decline,
ruins and fragments – the echo of the biblical ‘remnant’ should not be missed
here37 – becomes a feature of allegory:
In the ruin history has physically merged into the setting. And in this guise
history does not assume the form of the process of an eternal life so much
as that of irresistible decay. Allegory thereby declares itself to be beyond
beauty. Allegories are, in the realm of thoughts, what ruins are in the realm
of things.38

In order to deal with such a world, the very language of the baroque writers
becomes allegorical, fragmented and broken – ‘anagrams, the onomatopoeic
phrases, and many other examples of linguistic virtuosity, word, syllable,
and sound’39 – so that, at the moment such language loses its connection to
traditional meaning, it becomes allegorical.40 And, here, the crucial second
stage of medieval biblical allegory comes to the fore: the function of this
second, properly allegorical stage was to unlock the restrictions of the literal
meaning. Breaks and hitches, fragments of word and sentence, were the stuff
of this second stage of interpretation. And, just like the medieval allegorists,
the baroque artists were interested in the fragment or anomaly that provides
the allegorical trigger.
Fall and Eschaton (moral and anagogic levels)
Whereas the initial phases of Benjamin’s discussion concerns the allegorical
stage proper, the later parts of the chapter on allegory focus on the moral
and anagogic levels. The fourth and nal level, the anagogic, begins with
the Fall and closes with the Eschaton, and, within these parameters, comes
history itself. At the third, by contrast, we have the individual life of the
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believer, for whom Fall and Eschaton become the daily battles with sin and
the promise of personal salvation.
How, then, does the Fall appear? Through guilt – a guilt that attaches in allegory to both interpreter and object interpreted, that is, to human beings and
nature which both suffer from the Fall. Here, allegory’s profoundly Christian
nature appears, for allegory is both a postlapsarian condition of language and
the only possible means of salvation for guilt-laden nature – precisely because
it sifts through the ruins in order to locate a moment of eternity. But there is
a catch: the possibility of reading Genesis 2–3 as the ‘Fall’, as a narrative of
sin and guilt, can happen only via an allegory in which Christ becomes the
key. In other words, the moral (individual) and anagogic (collective) narrative
of Fall and redemption is possible only with the allegorical moment of the
New Testament. The second level enables the third and fourth to make their
way forward.
Benjamin’s treatment of the Fall will become central to my later discussion,
especially for what I want to call Benjamin’s anagogic theory of history. So
let me explore for a moment the theological logic that lies behind Benjamin’s
fascination with the Fall. The Fall is ultimately oriented to the future rather
than the past: built into the specically Christian notion of the Fall is a pattern
of redemption. Hardly a matter of free choice, the Fall is necessary for salvation – without the sin of Adam and Eve, Christ would not have appeared.
Thus the Fall enables history itself to begin, specically the history of salvation, Heilsgeschichte.
Personalised, this narrative becomes the contest between Satan and Christ.
In the single theological gure of Satan all the pagan powers were concentrated, and so he becomes the ultimate allegorical gure. Tyrants, tricksters,
intriguers, rogues of all sorts – whether in the Trauerspiele or Shakespeare –
become allegories for Satan.41 Of course, Satan himself is another result of
reading the Hebrew Bible allegorically in light of the New Testament. Thus
the serpent in Eden becomes Satan, but he also is directly responsible for a Fall
for which we need none other than Christ. In the moment of Satanic dominance does redemption appear, and the model for this is the death of Christ:
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The bleak confusion of Golgotha, which can be recognized as the schema
underlying the allegorical gures in hundreds of engravings and descriptions
of the period, is not just a symbol of the desolation of human existence. In it
transitoriness is not signied or allegorically represented, so much as, in its
own signicance, displayed as allegory. As the allegory of resurrection.42

That Christ should appear eventually is hardly a surprise, given his centrality to medieval allegory. And this is the catch, for, if Christ is the key
to allegory, then he is also the key to its redemption: allegory undergoes a
reexive redemption, internally transformed despite itself. In other words,
allegory seeks a restoration of meaning, a ‘parable of redeemed life’. For ‘the
intention does not faithfully rest in the contemplation of bones, but faithlessly
leaps forward to the idea of resurrection’.43 But why faithless? In turning in on
itself, allegory empties itself of content. Christ becomes a cipher for allegory,
but, as he fades away in the non-existent realm of allegory, evil and vice
dissipate to become the subjective knowledge of evil, i.e. guilt, which is the
origin of allegory. The only redemption is of allegory itself.44 It seems to me
that Benjamin’s move here is extraordinarily volatile: he attempts to develop a
method based on theological commentary or allegory that does away with the
theological content. By arguing in a swift double-take that the only concern
of allegory is allegory itself, he neatly sidesteps the truth claims of theology.
Is Benjamin able to contain such a move? Adorno was not so sure, although
he was fascinated by Benjamin’s effort. While Adorno remained suspicious
of any effort to base a position on theological categories, he also wanted to
take theology to its dialectical conclusion – beyond theology. But let us see
how the method Benjamin explores in the Trauerspiel book becomes his own
in the last great work of his life.
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Passagenarbeit
As I pass on to the Passagenarbeit, let me summarise my argument. Benjamin’s
underlying assumption is that capitalism, represented in its most advanced
and decayed form in the Paris of the nineteenth century, marks a reversion
to myth, an archaicising that is constitutive of modernity.45 In suggesting that
capitalism was caught in the dreamworld of myth, Benjamin sought to extend
Marx’s analysis of capitalism, particularly his famous notion of the fetishism
of commodities. In order to break out of such myth, Benjamin develops a
number of categories such as waking from the dream, a violent blasting out
of history and the dialectical image. Allegory becomes the method of doing
so, now very much part of the method rather than an object of study. As
Susan Buck-Morss argues, Benjamin tried to avoid
not only the ‘betrayal of nature’ involved in the spiritual transcendence of the
Baroque Christian allegorists, but also that political resignation of Baudelaire
and his contemporaries which ultimately ontologizes the emptiness of the
historical experience of the commodity, the new as always-the-same.46

However, as I have argued, allegory is a method that Benjamin develops out
of biblical commentary, particularly as a theological form of commentary.
Although he identies and astutely develops the key problem of the future
within Marxism, his way of dealing with it has profound implications for
his suggested solution.
Method: collector as allegorist
First, however, I want to argue for the deeply theological nature of his
treatment of the arcades. The personication of methods appears with ‘The
Collector’ in Konvolut H,47 whom I will prefer to the much more popular – at least among critics – ragpicking âneur of Konvolut M. Of course,
‘The Collector’ personies Benjamin’s own task: ‘Here, the Paris arcades are
examined as though they were properties in the hand of a collector’.48 The
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collection becomes a purposive historical system into which the irrational
and haphazard items are integrated: ‘for the true collector, every single thing
in this system becomes an encyclopedia of all knowledge of the epoch, the
landscape, the industry, the owner from which it comes’.49
Above all, the collector is an allegorist with a theological twist.50 Despite
the differences with the baroque allegorist – the collector seeks to bring things
together in order to locate their afnities, whereas the allegorist has given
up on this, preferring to interpret the dispersal itself – both allegorist and
collector struggle against the confusion and scatter of things. If the collector’s compilation is never complete, the allegorist can never have enough of
things.51 But the collector is also theological: he has an ‘unequalled view of
the object’ that takes in more ‘than that of the profane owner’.52 Likened to a
physiognomist and dictionary, the ordering of the world through the collector’s objects has ‘a surprising and, for the profane understanding, incomprehensible connection’.53
One last item knits the Trauerspiel book and the Passagenarbeit into the same
methodological fabric: allegory now draws upon the leitmotif from Marx’s
Capital on the fetishism of commodities. Here, the commodity becomes the
allegorical form par excellence, an even more fragmented item than those gathered by the baroque allegorists. For the collector ‘detaches the object from its
functional relations’ and elevates ‘the commodity to the status of allegory’.54
In this breathtaking move, Benjamin seeks to integrate Marxism with his earlier work on allegory – it is not for nothing that the close of Konvolut H on
‘The Collector’ is peppered with quotations from Marx, who turns out to be
something of a collector himself:
Marx, in the afterword to the second edition of Das Kapital: ‘Research
has to appropriate the material in detail, to analyse its various forms of
development, to trace out their inner connection. Only after this work is
done can the actual movement be presented in corresponding fashion. If
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this is done successfully, if the life of the material is reected back as ideal,
then it may appear as if we had before us an a priori construction’. Karl
Marx, Das Kapital, vol. 1, ed. Korsch (Berlin <1932>), p. 45.55

Passages
As far as the work as a whole is concerned, the ‘passages’ provide not merely
a map of Paris – streets, arcades, metro, catacombs, sewers (C and L), barricades in the new Haussmann boulevardes (E), architecture (F), railways
(F), the bourgeois interior (I), the running together of domestic interior, or
dream house, and arcades (L), the streets of the âneur that become one with
the residences (M), the streets themselves (P), their modes of lighting (T) and
so on – but the spatial arrangement of Paris itself is also an allegory, a way
of reading the city. Thus, after the rst Konvolut in which the extraordinary dimensions of the arcades begin to take shape, the second moves on to
fashion, an element of capitalism that itself arose at the time of the arcades,
where women were rst enabled to go out, to promenade, escorted of course,
to see and be seen in the latest fashion. By the third Konvolut, this allegory
moves to the catacombs and underground passages of ancient Paris, and,
here, allegory takes ight, with perpetual references to myth and the gods.
But the complexity builds, for even the underground has its own temporal
and spatial intersections, the newer Metro crossing lines with ancient vaults,
limestone quarries, grottoes and catacombs.56 Paris itself becomes a model
for allegory, a method within itself. For the topography, ‘its arcades and
its gateways, its cemetaries and bordellos, its railroad stations and its . . .’,
speaks of ‘more secret, more deeply embedded gures of the city: murders
and rebellions, the bloody knots in the network of the streets, lairs of love,
and conagrations’.57 And then Benjamin returns, time and again but from
different angles, to the various layers of an allegorical Paris and the modes
by which it began to multiply and represent itself in new technologies and
practices: the arcades, railways and architecture in light of iron construction
(F), railways themselves (U), exhibitions and world expos (G), dream houses
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and interiors (L), prostitution and gambling (O), panoramas (Q), mirrors (R),
painting (S), photography (Y) and lithography (i).
It is not so much the banal point that Paris is a ‘text’, nor even that the
city may be interpreted according to a particular method. For Benjamin, it
seems, the city, explored in its various levels begins to read itself. Not only
does the physical and spatial arrangement of the city function allegorically,
but it also provides a reverse key for the less than tangible elements in the
Passagenarbeit.
Most symptomatically, allegory’s function shifts from the Trauerspiel book
to the Passagenarbeit. Not only does allegory enter the fabric of the latter work,
where allegory becomes a practice rather than a topic, but it also gains a double register that seeks to connect historical materialism and theology. As for
Marxism, Benjamin dispenses with the vague references to ‘bourgeois’ culture or language that characterised his earlier work in favour of more specic
connections to political economy. Time and again there is an identiable economic register that relates culture directly to political economy.
The most obvious presence of political economy is in the whole Konvoluten
devoted to such topics as the ‘Haussmannisation’ of Paris – the clearing of
large tracts of the city by Baron von Haussmann under Napoleon III and
the construction of massive boulevards. Again, Benjamin’s interest is in the
passages of Paris, but here he focuses not only on the economic dimensions
of the process – land speculation, government debt and so on – but also on
the political. For the new wide boulevards were supposed to negate the
possibility of constructing barricades by insurrectionists; of course, they provided the means for the largest of barricades, some up to two stories high.
By Konvolut X, on Marx, we nd a range of Marxist concepts, such as the
labour theory of value (use-value, exchange-value, surplus-value), the division of labour, and endless quotations on the fetishism of commodities. The
hard materialism in these sections is the most strikingly new element in the
Passagenarbeit, for Benjamin was attempting a revision of crude Marxist determinism: ‘It is not the economic origins of culture that will be presented, but
the expression of the economy in its culture’.58
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The double allegory of Marxism and theology
Alongside allegory, the Passagenarbeit does not dispense with specic theological references. However, Benjamin seeks not to explain religious ideas
in terms of Marxist categories; by contrast, the items that interest him –
unexpected and peripheral though they might be – are read in two directions,
or what I want to call a double allegory. Rather than adding Marxism to
the allegorical mix, Benjamin’s method undergoes a fundamental shift. The
allegorical moment of interpretation enables him to read the various cultural
products in terms of political economics and/or theology.
Although the impetus came from Benjamin’s own explicit adoption of
Marxism without giving up his earlier theological concerns, he found in
Marx – especially the rst part of Capital that was minimal reading for Marxist
literary critics – the justication for such a dual register. Symptomatic is the
repetition of an oft-quoted sentence from Marx where Benjamin nds the
inseparability of theology and Marxism: ‘A commodity appears, at rst sight,
to be a trivial and easily understood thing. Our analysis shows that, in reality,
it is a vexed and complicated thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and
theological niceties’.59 Taking on a life of its own in the market, it becomes
a ‘material immaterial [sinnlich übersinnlich]’ thing, an idol full of the breath
of life.
The ultimate model for Benjamin’s allegorical connections between theology and economics comes in the endless Konvolut on Baudelaire (J), although
an earlier note signals his interest: ‘Baudelaire on allegory (very important!),
Paradis articiels, p. 73’.60 What seems to intrigue Benjamin about Baudelaire
is that he not only provides a master key of nineteenth-century Paris, but also
how his poetry is riddled with both theological and biblical themes. Unable to
believe in an ‘exterior visible being’ that is concerned with his fate,61 Benjamin
notes that Baudelaire’s poetry speaks endlessly of Christ, Jehovah, Mary,
Mary Magdalene, the angels, and, somewhat later, Satan. All of this forms
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part of the allegorical maze of his work, in which Baudelaire rivals Adam in
naming all that was not named – hopes, fears, regrets, curiosities and so on.
These function in an allegorical register, as ‘souvenirs’ of human beings – of
remorse, repentance, virtue, hope and anguish (theological categories) – that
can become allegorical only in their passing, much like the medieval souvenirs of the gods.
The most sustained effort to read Baudelaire as an allegorist comes in a
stretch of the Passagenarbeit where Benjamin invokes many of the categories
from the Trauerspiel book such as melancholy, brooding, fragments, corpse,
Golgotha and so on. As the ‘armature of his poetry’,62 Baudelaire was fascinated by the beginnings of allegory in late Latin poetry, where the names of
gods appear as allegorical marks of something else. But then Benjamin quotes
his own text in the Trauerspiel – the rst of a number of occasions – to make the
point that the appearance of allegory in the high Middle Ages was the result
of the conuence of Antiquity and Christianity, of the nature of the gods and
guilt-laden physis. But rather than appearing late, for Baudelaire, the ‘allegorical experience was primary for him; one can say that he appropriated from
the antique world, as from the Christian, no more than he needed to set going
in his poetry that primordial experience’.63 Melancholic, arguing that smiling
or laughing were fundamentally Satanic, embodying a violence that could
destroy the false harmony of the world, homeless, estranged and alienated
from everything that might have been familiar, Baudelaire’s allegory is for
Benjamin based on the fragmentation and ruins that he rst considered in the
Trauerspiel book.
Yet, in all his discussion of Baudelaire, Marx is never far away.64 Benjamin
uses Baudelaire to strengthen his insight into the connection between allegory
and commodities, since the commodication of experience that comes with
capitalism nds its proper mode in allegory.65 More specically, Benjamin
argues that price is the crucial marker of allegory: invoking yet again the
‘metaphysical niceties’ of which he was fond, he argues that the unforeseen
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and unpredictable nature of price is ‘exactly the same with the object in its allegorical existence’.66 Here, the vagaries and uctuations of allegorical meaning
become one with the vagaries and uctuations of commodity prices.
What interests me here is the sheer elision of commodity, price tag and
allegorical meaning. This brings all the criticism of Adorno to bear – that
Benjamin’s method cries out for at least some mediation rather that mere juxtaposition. As others have pointed out, Adorno was not quite fair to Benjamin,
whose throwing together of items – the embodiment of the allegorist as collector – sought to generate meaning from such a process. But Adorno’s criticism
works very well at another level: Benjamin does place allegory, a fundamentally theological mode of biblical commentary, cheek by jowl with the Marxist
critique of commodities and price. Does this transform allegory into a great
modernist enterprise, as Benjamin himself now suggests, nding its fullment in capitalism?
Let me consider a little more closely the theological moves, which become
overt in Konvoluten C and N, one an example, the other theoretical. The
theory rst: with a few passing brushes, Benjamin suggests that theology is
as much part of the Passagenarbeit as the Trauerspielbuch, although now it is a
little more enigmatic: ‘My thinking is related to theology as blotting pad is
related to ink. It is saturated with it. Were one to go by the blotter, however,
nothing of what is written would remain.’67
Saturation and diffusion mark the relation: Benjamin’s thinking takes up
theology only to see it spread and blend, so that what is written is no longer
legible as theology. Is this a refusal of the truth content of theology that I considered earlier? There is no explicit suggestion of such. Rather, theology can
operate only indirectly:
. . . history is not simply a science but also and not least a form of remembrance.
What science has ‘determined’ ( festgestelt), remembrance (Eingedenken)
can modify. Such mindfulness can make the incomplete (happiness) into
something complete, and complete (suffering) into something complete.
That is theology; but in remembrance we have an experience that forbids
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us to conceive of history as fundamentally atheological, little as it may be
granted to us to write it with immediately theological concepts.68

According to this passage, theology has a profoundly melancholic note about
it: as remembrance not only may it bring happiness to an end but it can also
reopen a past suffering. But this remembrance, if we work backwards through
the quoted text, is also history, a ‘form of remembrance’. As remembrance,
history is then inescapably theological, and yet such a theological history
must be written indirectly. Neither atheological nor immediately theological, that is the dilemma Benjamin attempts to face in the Passagenarbeit. His
use of theology, as a method, has then become indirect, mediated (through
Marxism). But is it not also the case that the appropriation of theology as a
method means that the possibility of the concepts themselves having some
viable space becomes highly problematic?
My emphasis on theology as a method is not without reason, for Benjamin
offers a snippet in this direction:
Bear in mind that commentary on a reality (for it is a question here of
commentary, of interpretation in detail) calls for a method completely
different from that required by commentary on a text. In the case of one,
the scientic mainstay is theology; in the other case, philology.69

I cannot help but read the last opposition – theology and philology – as the
trace of an older opposition between theology and biblical studies. For is not
philology, the working with texts, a method that arises from biblical criticism,
or more specically textual criticism – the close attention to manuscripts and
versions in order to interpret the text? But Benjamin seems to prefer theology, or commentary on reality over against philology. In fact, ‘commentary
on a text’ (biblical studies/philology) has not so much been sent into exile as
subsumed within ‘commentary on reality’ (theology). The catch, of course, is
that Benjamin’s primary mode of analysing the ‘reality’ of nineteenth-century
Paris is by working with texts: in other words, he uses philology, textual
commentary, in order to generate a theological commentary on reality. This
is about as explicit as Benjamin gets: theology thoroughly subsumes textual,
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and thereby biblical, commentary. This is simultaneously an awareness of
the tensions between theology and biblical studies and yet an abdication
of pursuing the difference further. He falls back on the dominance of
theology, a move that generates major problems with his analysis in the
Passagenarbeit.
But what of the example I mentioned earlier, in Konvolut C? Here, as
we descend to a subterranean Paris, the theological references teem. Like
Pausanias, who produced a topography of Greece in AD 200, ‘at a time
when the cult sites and many other monuments had begun to fall into ruin’,70
Benjamin’s own topography traces the ruins of Paris’s own cultic origins and
past.71 Whether it is the ‘muses’ of the surrealists,72 the mythical topographies
of Balzac or Hugo,73 gates as both border markers and triumphal arches,74
thresholds, whether penates, or household gods, at the entrances to arcade,
skating rink, pub or tennis court,75 or the various entries into the ‘underworld’ of the Metro, each has its mythical referents. In the case of the latter,
the underground names become sewer gods, catacomb fairies, the passages
a labyrinth with ‘a dozen blind raging bulls’ and the signs themselves mark
not the ‘linguistic network of the city’ but hell itself.76 So much so that guides
offer tours to see the Devil.77
Benjamin’s theological commentary reads the myriad dimensions of Paris
as an allegory of hell. Here, he sublates his earlier argument on baroque allegory – the pagan gods simultaneously survive and are demoted as demons78 –
in the Satanic hell of nineteenth-century capitalism. And who but the Satanic
Baudelaire as the preferred guide for capitalism, for Baudelaire gives a ‘radical-theological form to his radical rejection of those in power’?79 But, if we
look more closely at the subterranean Paris of Konvolut C, we see not the
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traditional panoply of theological themes but also the pagan myths of Greece
and Rome. Just like demons of baroque allegory, these pagan myths survive
by descending to the underworld. The dialectical catch now, however, is that
these myths are not merely survivals: they have in fact been generated anew
by a profound archaicising that lay at the heart of modern capitalism.
Hell and myth draw closer together in Benjamin’s discussion. He revisits a hell replete with ancient Greek characters (Tantalus, Sisyphus and the
Danaides), Satan and the prime metaphors of capitalism who give themselves
over to fate, the prostitute and the gambler. The mythical dimensions of nineteenth-century capitalism render it pure hell, a critique that also had the myths
of blood, soil and the Blond Beast of fascism in mind.80 At this point, a whole
series of other materials come into play, such as the sheer hell of the eternal
return in Nietzsche,81 the hell of novelty, the systematic process of dream-like
forgetting of the historical origins of the bourgeoisie, the idea of nineteenthcentury Paris as a nightmarish dream, the new aesthetic response of boredom,
and the belief in progress, the ‘innite perfectibility understood as an innite
ethical task’, as another form of the myth of eternal return.

Myth and history
I have already passed into myth, since it forms a central element in Benjamin’s
analysis of n-de-siècle capitalism: ‘What would the nineteenth century’, he
writes in one of the rst sketches, ‘be to us if we were bound to it by tradition? How would it look as religion or mythology?’82 As a hell of the eternal
return of the same, a Satanic realm that comes out so clearly in Baudelaire’s
allegory, in the very architecture of the arcades,83 as the world of the fetishised
commodity that Benjamin saw expressed no better than in Grandville’s work,
Benjamin sought both to deepen Marx’s analysis of capitalism and provide
a way of conceptualising the break from capitalism to communism. In this
respect, the emergence from myth becomes a historical problem, and it is
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the relation between myth and history that is my focus in this penultimate
section. Despite his brilliant analysis of capitalism, I argue that Benjamin’s
attempted solution to the possibility of a different future out of capitalism
fails, caught in the trap of another mythology.
To begin with, I explore the break Benjamin so desperately sought, after
which I interrogate the background to such a solution in the theory of
history he developed earlier, particularly its intense concern with Creation
and Eschaton. That this history is as mythical as capitalism itself indicates a
more general problem with imagining any future than with Benjamin’s project as such.
In typical fashion, Benjamin’s most sustained discussion of the break
from the dream-like myth of capitalism emerges from a quoted double-take:
he quotes Adorno quoting Kierkegaard and then himself from the Trauerspiel
book:
A Kierkegaard citation in Wiesengrund, with commentary following: ‘“One
may arrive at a similar consideration of the mythical by beginning with the
imagistic. When, in an age of reection, one sees the imagistic protrude
ever so slightly and unobserved in a reective representation and, like
an antediluvian fossil, suggest another species of existence which washed
away doubt, one will perhaps be amazed that the image could ever have
played such an important role.” Kierkegaard wards off the “amazement”
with what follows. Yet this amazement heralds the deepest insight into the
interrelation of dialectic, myth, and image. For it is not as the continuously
living and present that nature prevails in the dialectic. Dialectic comes to a
stop in the image, and, in the context of recent history, it cites the mythical
as what is long gone: nature as primal history. For this reason, the images
– which, like those of the intérieur, bring dialectic and myth to the point
of indifferentiation – are truly “antediluvian fossils.” They may be called
dialectical images, to use Benjamin’s expression, whose compelling denition
of “allegory” also holds true for Kierkegaard’s allegorical intention taken
as a gure of historical dialectic and mythical nature. According to this
denition, “in allegory the observer is confronted with the facies hippocratica
of history, a petried primordial landscape.”’84
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Apart from the convoluted dialectic of the quotation itself – Adorno’s
Kierkegaard book was heavily dependent on Benjamin’s Trauerspiel book –
Benjamin picks up the idea of the dialectical image, which Adorno himself
developed from Benjamin! He is, of course, after the nature of the image, for
in Kierkegaard the image brings, in the well-known phrase, the dialectic to a
stop. But the real question here is whether Benjamin took notice of Adorno’s
criticism of theology – especially his argument that Kierkegaard’s effort to
base philosophy on theology was bound to fail in its reversion to myth. I
suspect he did not, for Adorno’s point is that Kierkegaard’s aesthetic cannot help but be archaic and primal, that is, mythical. Even in the snippets
quoted here, Adorno worries away at the question of myth, precisely on
the basis of Benjamin’s work: he draws from Benjamin’s Trauerspielbuch the
opposition between history and nature, which becomes in Adorno’s hands
the realm of a spatialised and timeless myth. And then the ‘landscape’ in
the famous ‘facies hippocratica’ quotation is, in fact, that of myth, petried
and primordial. But, in the curious interchange, Benjamin misses Adorno’s
point and plunges headlong into myth itself.85 For Benjamin uses theology,
or rather, a theological appropriation of biblical commentary, to break the
hold of myth within capitalism. Yet, as Adorno never tires of pointing out,
theology cannot avoid falling back on myth.
It is worth tarrying with the argument that follows the passage I quoted
above. He takes it in two directions, one in terms of the dialectical image and
the other, closely related, of the blasting out of history. As for the dialectical
image, Benjamin shifts the double register of theology and political economy
that I have been following through the Passagenarbeit to the more specic one
of technology and myth. And the Konvoluten that follow play with this relationship: Saint-Simon (O), Fourier (W) and the history of sects (p) nd themselves juxtaposed with panoramas (Q), technology (S), modes of lighting (T),
railroads (U), photography (Y), dolls and automaton (Z), reproduction technology and lithography (i).
But what Benjamin wants to do with this is attempt to produce a new dialectic that will break the hold of myth – a dialectic of the image rather than
argumentation, dialectics at a standstill, ‘the quintessence of the method’:86
‘image is that wherein what has been comes together in a ash with the now
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to form a constellation’.87 Like the ash, or ‘posthumous shock’88 of a camera,
such a dialectical image seeks to overcome a purely temporal relation between
past and present. The image is therefore not historical progression, but ‘suddenly emergent’, a ash that is found, enigmatically, in language. Is this not
a homeopathic solution? Benjamin takes the conjunction of the archaic and
modern that capitalism generates in the interplay between technology and
myth – the more technology develops the more myth returns – and pushes it
to its logical extreme. The technology of capitalism exacerbates its own contradictions to the point of collapse.89

Appropriation of the maternal function
I have yet to explore the other line I noted above – the blast out of history.
And rather than take the well-known text out of the theses ‘On the Philosophy
of History’, I want to focus on the variations of this statement that appear
in the Passagenarbeit. Concerned to develop his own revolutionary aesthetics
and philosophy, Benjamin resorts to the terminology of armed conict – blast,
explode, ruin.90 He does so in order to be rid of the homogenous in history.
But the source of the blast is the monad, bursting forth to break open history
and offer something new.
If the object of history is to be blasted out of the continuum of historical
succession, that is because its monadological structure demands it. This
structure rst comes to light in the extracted object itself. And it does so in
the form of the historical confrontation that makes up the interior (and, as it
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were, the bowels) of the historical object, and into which all the forces and
interests of history enter on a reduced scale. It is owing to this monadological
structure that the historical object nds represented in its interior its own
fore-history and after-history.91

Benjamin seems to have passed well beyond theology in his search for a new
way of conceptualising the revolution out of capitalism, but what is noticeable about the text I have quoted and others like it is the highly sexualised
and maternal language when he begins to speak of that break. All that is
missing is the phrase ‘pregnant with tensions’, but that comes in the theses
‘On the Philosophy of History’.
Materialistic historiography, on the other hand, is based on a constructive
principle. Thinking involves not only the ow of thoughts, but their arrest
as well. Where thinking suddenly stops in a conguration pregnant with
tensions, it gives that conguration a shock, by which it crystallizes into a
monad. A historical materialist approaches a historical subject only where
he encounters it as a monad. In this structure he recognizes the sign of a
Messianic cessation of happening, or, put differently, a revolutionary chance
in the ght for the oppressed past. He takes cognizance of it in order to
blast a specic era out of the homogeneous course of history – blasting a
specic life out of the era or a specic work out of a lifework. As a result
of this method the lifework is preserved in this work and at the same
time cancelled; in the lifework, the era; and in the era, the entire course of
history. The nourishing fruit of the historically understood contains time
as a precious but tasteless seed.92

In both quotations, he conates male insemination and female birth-giving.
Thus, when the ‘object of history’ is blasted out both male ejaculation
and female birth-giving are evoked; thoughts ‘ow’ and ‘arrest’, stopping
suddenly in a moment ‘pregant with tensions’, a ‘shock’ that miraculously
produces the ‘monad’. Characteristic of such appropriations is the immediate
production of an object, a child, without any recognition of the long process
of gestation: the man ejaculates and lo, a child is born. While the second
quotation turns around the blast and shock and its historical implications,
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the rst is obsessed with what may as well be called the womb of history, the
‘interior’ and the ‘bowels’ of the historical object, ‘into which all the forces
and interests of history enter on a reduced scale’.
From here, the object of history is to be blasted out and extracted, the ‘violent expulsion from the continuum of historical process’.93 But there is a curious doubling over in which inseminator, mother of history and their progeny
become one: the object of history is blasted out of its own womb. If this seems
a little odd, then it is very much part of the way in which the maternal function
is appropriated by those who cannot give birth: not only is there a conation
of insemination and birth, but the male body becomes a site of its own autogeneration: hence the nal oral image of the ‘precious but tasteless seed’, for
the only mode of auto-generation open to man is to come in his own mouth.
In the theses ‘On the Philosophy of History’ the appropriation of the maternal body to speak of history becomes even more overt, both in the revision of
the quotation I have cited above and in the rst thesis of the wizened dwarf
of theology, the little hunchback who is an expert chess player and sits inside
and guides the puppet.94 Although the child appears old and in control it still
sits within the womb of history. I must admit that I am less interested in the
immediate content of Benjamin’s famous images – the rst thesis has been
used time and again to characterise the relation between theology and historical materialism in his thought – than in the repetitive and overlaid patterns
such images follow. And one of those patterns is that of conception, pregnancy, giving birth – in short, of the maternal body.
If we thought that this appropriation of the maternal body was a late development in Benjamin’s eschatological thought, then we need only to look at
‘The Task of the Translator’95 from 1916 to see that this was a consistent element.96 Here, Benjamin suggests that one path to the Eschaton – or, as he and
his host of followers prefer, the messianic era – is that of translation. Over
against the many different and partial languages that translation seems to
throw up in sharp relief, the task of translation actually allows us to glimpse,
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however momentarily, pure language. Only now, instead of being a prelapsarian language, it is one that awaits fullment. Translation shows forth, if you
will, ‘language-in-the-making’:97
If, however, these languages continue to grow in this way until the messianic
end of their history, it is translation that catches re from the eternal life of
the works and the perpetually renewed life of language; for it is translation
that keeps putting the hallowed growth of languages to the test: How far
removed is their hidden meaning from revelation? How close can it be
brought by the knowledge of this remoteness?98

This is where a sacred history underlies the translation essay: the ‘hallowed
growth of languages’99 contained in profane translations would last until
the messianic end. And how does this take place in translation? Only when
translation makes ‘both the original and the translation recognizable as fragments of a greater language, just as fragments are part of a vessel’.100
Tempting as it is to delve into the complexities of his thoughts on translation, and especially my favourite nal line – ‘The interlinear version of the
Scriptures is the prototype or ideal of all translation’101 – I will resist that temptation here. Rather, what intrigues me is the way the language of birthing
appears precisely the same point, namely at the Eschaton. But now the talk is of
the relationship between the original text and its translation, the mechanism
for glimpsing the Eschaton. And, not unexpectedly, a range of mythical, sexualised and birthing metaphors appear that attempt to circumvent the notion of
an original and its copy: the afterlife of a text, the creation of a new language,
the translatability or fertility of the original, the play between delity and
license – all of which are indebted to mythical biblical motifs. If we harboured
any doubts that Benjamin is buried in such language, then his reference to
the ‘problem of ripening the seed of pure language in a translation’102 should
dispel those doubts.
It seems to me that this metaphorical appropriation of the maternal function
acts as a profound signal of theological commentary in Benjamin’s writing,

97
98
99
100
101
102

Benjamin
Benjamin
Ibid.
Benjamin
Benjamin
Benjamin

1996, p. 294; Benjamin 1972, Volume 2, p. 243.
1996, p. 257; Benjamin 1972, Volume 4, p. 14.
1996, p. 260; Benjamin 1972, Volume 4, p. 18.
1996, p. 263; Benjamin 1972, Volume 4, p. 21.
1996, p. 259; Benjamin 1972, Volume 4, p. 17.

86 • Chapter Two

for the language and images of birthing to which he resorts are central to the
myths of Creation and Eschaton in the Jewish and Christian traditions. Where
the maternal body appears in Benjamin’s reections on the future (and also
origin), the Bible seeps and spreads through his language and thought. But it
is a Bible absorbed in terms of the two great poles of Creation and Eschaton –
that is, a theological schema of history that derives from the anagogic level of
allegorical exegesis.

Genesis
By now, it should be clear that I detect an underlying continuity amidst
all the change in Benjamin’s thought on history, that there are some deep
connections between the Trauerspielbuch and the Passagenarbeit and the texts
that fall around them. Up until now, I have tarried at the end of the history, at the Eschaton. But what of the other end of history, of the time of
Creation and Paradise? In what follows, I focus on Genesis, a word with
myriad overlays, for Benjamin returns time and again to the rst chapters of
the biblical text. I take two instances: the discussion of pure language in the
essay ‘On Language as Such and the Language of Man’ and the prologue to
the Trauerspiel book.103
Language
In the language essay, Benjamin lays out a linguistic theory that features
Adam, names and the Fall, in short a sustained exegesis of the rst chapters
of Genesis.104 Here, he sets up his theory of language over against a series of
ideological opponents that enable him to construct his response. Collectively,
they appear under the empty ‘bourgeois conception of language’,105 according to which language functions to communicate factual subject matter: ‘It
holds that the means of communication is the word, its object factual, and
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its addressee a human being’.106 Further, bourgeois linguistic theory argues
that there is an accidental relation between word and object, agreed to by
some explicit or implied convention. Language is nothing other than a system of ‘mere signs’.107 Yet, Benjamin does not respond to such a position with
another; he prefers to account for it within his alternative theory.
Here, we move into an exegesis of Genesis 1–3 and then 11. The key is the
Fall, but Benjamin reads the Tower of Babel (Gen 11) as a consequence of
the Fall – although he does note that, in the biblical myth, it comes somewhat later.108 And its consequences are multiplicity, of human languages and
thereby of translations, and of human knowledge. Further, the prelapsarian
nature of language, in which the word is the name, gives way to the human
word, ‘in which name no longer lives intact and which has stepped out of
name-language’. But what is the nature of that new human word? ‘The word
must communicate something (other than itself). In that fact lies the true Fall of
the spirit of language’.109 This is none other than the bourgeois conception of
language in which language communicates factual subject matter.
Benjamin then connects this ‘externally communicating word’ with the
knowledge of Good and Evil – a promise delivered by the serpent. This
knowledge is ‘prattle [Geschwätz]’,110 which, in turn, leads to the judgement of
expulsion from the Garden. Under the umbrella of prattle we nd drawn the
language and function of law, empty and communicative bourgeois language,
and thereby confusion. Over against prattle, Benjamin is after the essential
Edenic connection between the name and a thing, whereas, in the postlapsarian, the relation between sign and thing goes awry. All of this returns in the
later essay on Karl Kraus,111 where he explicitly argues that capitalism is the
postlapsarian world in which Kraus resists the base ‘prattle’ of journalism,
relevance and inauthentic language. Kraus, he argues, holds onto to the ideal
language of creation, a latterday Adam for whom the language of naming is
still an option in the time between Creation and the Eschaton.
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The Fall then becomes the fulcrum of this essay, and, so far, I have lodged
on our side of the Fall. But what about the prelapsarian theory of language
that is so important for Benjamin? Benjamin argues that, in opposition to the
bourgeois theory of language, such a pure language ‘knows no means, no
object, and no addressee of communication. It means: in the name, the mental
being of man communicates itself to God’.112 Language does not communicate
through language to another person; rather, by means of the name, it communicates in language with God. The name, ‘the innermost nature of language
itself’,113 has only God as its addressee. What we have here is an extraordinary
theory for the auto-generational purity of language itself: the fertility of language can only be retained when man and God communicate with each other
in language. It loses its potency when it is disseminated to others. And, as we
might have expected, woman is absent – Eve only appears as one named by
the man.
Yet all of this is only a beginning, for, once we pass over to the other side of
the Fall, Benjamin engages directly with the text. Let us see what we nd. Both
accounts of Creation (Gen 1: 1–2: 3 and Gen 2: 3–25) emphasise for Benjamin
a special relation between language and man through the act of creation. In
the second account, it is as a being created from earth and endowed with the
gift of language, whereas, in the rst, it is the creative act of God that establishes a deep relation between ‘Let there be . . .’, ‘he made’ and ‘he named’. For
Benjamin, this produces the theological point that word and name are one
only with God. However, a third feature of Genesis appears with the creation
of human beings in Gen 1: 26–31: to be made in God’s image means to know
in the same language as God. Finally, the connection between human and
divine languages is strongest with the name, rstly animal names and then
human names. But only human beings give one another proper names (Adam
names her ‘woman’ and then ‘Eve’): ‘The proper name is the communion of
man with the creative word of God (Not the only one, however; man knows a
further linguistic communion with God)’.114 It is for this reason that there is an
intrinsic relation between words and things.
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Before asking what the implications of Benjamin’s biblical linguistics might
be, I am intrigued by his use of the Bible. He is not the rst to delve into these
texts in search of a theory of language, and he is not the rst to come to grief.
To begin with, his effort to nd an emphasis on naming falters. For God’s
naming is restricted to the rst three days of creation – he names day, night,
heaven, earth and seas – and, by the time we get to the animals and plants,
this power dissipates well before the creation of human beings. It is a push
to say that the text focuses on naming at all. Further, even if we grant that
language is indeed a concern of the texts that interest Benjamin – Genesis
1–3 and 11 – he still runs into problems with excising Chapter 4–10. For these
chapters provide the crucial narrative links between the Fall and Babel, via
the murder of Abel by Cain (Genesis 4), the Flood (Genesis 6–9) and the genealogies (Genesis 5 and 10). Further, in Genesis 10, before the Babel narrative,
we already nd a dispersal of languages – the peoples there are organised ‘by
their families, by their languages, in their lands, by their peoples’ (Gen 10: 31;
translation mine; see also 10: 5, 20). Babel may indeed be another Fall narrative, but the links with Genesis 2–3 are problematic at best. Thirdly, not only
does Benjamin forget that the serpent and woman also speak, but he slips up
with the assertion that ‘Of all beings, man is the only one who names his own
kind, as he is the only one whom God did not name’.115 But the man actually
names cattle, birds and beasts (Gen 2: 20) as well as the woman. In fact, she is
on a continuum with the animals rather than of the same kind as Adam, for
the purpose of Adam’s naming in Genesis 2 seems to be to nd a ‘helper’ – the
woman appears as the last in the line of animals (Gen 2: 22–3).
There is trouble in paradise, it would seem. If his exegetical garden is not
quite what we might have expected, Benjamin attempts to forestall this prelapsarian disappointment at the beginning of his reading of Genesis 1–3:
If in what follows the nature of biblical language is considered on the basis
of the rst chapter of Genesis, the object is neither biblical interpretation
nor subjection of the Bible to objective consideration as revealed truth
(offenbarte Wahrheit), but the discovery of what emerges of itself from the
biblical text with regard to the nature of language; and the Bible is only
initially indispensable for this purpose, because the present argument broadly
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follows it in presupposing language as an ultimate reality, perceptible only
in its manifestation, inexplicable and mystical. The Bible, in regarding itself
as revelation, must necessarily evolve the fundamental linguistic facts.116

Benjamin’s reading is, of course, selective: he is interested in the metaphysics
of language,117 particularly as an ultimate reality that connects God and man.
However, there is a curious twist that takes place in this passage. Although
it begins with an effort to follow the Bible on the question of language, to
mine it for linguistic insights, by the end a small inversion takes place. The
Bible neither speaks about language, nor can one follow the Bible in order to
construct a linguistic theory: the Bible itself is a language, the language of
revelation. But note what happens: at the moment when Benjamin appears to
dispense with the Bible – it is only “initially indispensable” – he turns again
to claim its continuing relevance: ‘The Bible, in regarding itself as revelation
(Offenbarung), must necessarily evolve the fundamental linguistic facts’.118 In
other words, there may be problems in this linguistic paradise, but it is better
than the other side of the bourgeois Fall.
Ursprung
If the language of sex, birth and the maternal body forms a backdrop to
the language essay – there really is no room for woman in Paradise for all
of the creative activity belongs to God and man – then the prologue to the
Trauerspiel book brings it all to the foreground. I think here particularly of
the famous section on origin, Ursprung. Readings of Benjamin’s use of the
term tend to locate it in the matrix of German philosophy and the Platonic
tradition, but what is missing here is a theological appreciation of the term.119
With the introduction of ‘origin’ into the discussion, Benjamin focuses yet
again on the rst chapters of Genesis – a factor simply not noticed by critics.
The question of origin ceases to be a profane, human activity, but must now
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be recast as divine origin. And it should be no surprise that his discussion
of origin should not only utilise the biblical material in Genesis, but also the
language of birth and sex.
In the second section of the prologue, Benjamin’s recourse to the concept of
origin is the culmination of an effort to deal with the historical dimension of
art. This critique operates at a number of levels: against inductive and empiricist literary history, against the deductive and classicatory principle of genre
studies, and against the alternative notion of a ‘genetic and concrete classication’, which, according to Croce’s Grundriss der Ästhetik,120 is not classication
at all but History. It is with ‘origin’ that Croce’s ‘genetic classication’ can
be reconciled with an idealist theory of art forms. There follows the by now
famous section:
Origin (Ursprung), although an entirely historical category, has, nevertheless,
nothing to do with genesis (Entstehung). The term origin is not intended to
describe the process by which the existent came into being, but rather to
describe that which emerges from the process of becoming and disappearance
(dem Werden und Vergehen Entspringendes). Origin is an eddy (Strudel) in the
stream of becoming, and in its current it swallows the material involved
in the process of genesis. That which is original is never revealed in the
naked and manifest existence of the factual; its rhythm is apparent only
to a dual insight. On the one hand it needs to be recognized as a process
of restoration and reestablishment, but, on the other hand, and precisely
because of this, as something imperfect and incomplete. There takes place
in every original phenomenon a determination of the form in which an idea
will constantly confront the historical world, until it is revealed fullled, in
the totality of its history.121

The steps by which Benjamin disconnects and reconnects the concept of origin here are quite bewildering. At rst, he breaks the link between Ursprung
and Entstehung, origin and genesis, all the while keeping origin as an historical category. Already at this point, the biblical reference is obvious: does he
want to disavow genesis, or does he argue for the prior status of origin? It
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appears to be the latter, for origin is part of the ‘process of becoming and
disappearance’ rather than coming into being – genesis. Is becoming and
disappearance the historical process, although it evokes not so much life
and death, beginning and end, as the perpetual process itself? Benjamin now
turns to specify more closely what ‘emerges’: ‘an eddy (or maelstrom)122 in
the stream of becoming’. But he can only do so through the image of a liquid
current, a river perhaps with its currents and rapids. Genesis now returns,
although in a secondary capacity, its ‘material’ swallowed by the stream of
becoming in which origin is an eddy.
Apart from the inability of commentators to notice that this is theological
commentary on the creation myth of Genesis, the tendency of Benjamin to
revert to sexual terminology and associations also passes by without notice,123
although it is precisely the point where Christian theology and biblical exegesis merge, both obsessed with the questions of origin and Eschaton. Terms
and images, such as coming ‘into being’, ‘emergence’, the process of becoming and disappearance, nakedness, rhythm, duality, but, above all, the liquid
metaphor – the wetness, uids and ecstasy of sex, orgasm and birth – with its
currents, eddies and swallowing are all charged with a sexual dimension, ‘saturated’, as are all his texts, according to Eva Geulen, ‘with the imagery of gendered eroticism’.124 Yet it is not merely sexual, for such a reading misses the
appropriation of maternal birthing for the notion of origin, as well as genesis
and creation. But is not Benjamin immersed in the whole question of myths
of biblical creation, of which his text becomes yet another contribution? Birth,
creation, genesis and so on are, of course, the acts of women, which Benjamin,
not unexpectedly, both fails to note and exacerbates in his commentary.
Elsewhere he is more explicit, as in the essay ‘The Life of Students’ – one
among a range of many early texts in which sexual and intellectual activity interact with each other125 – where he argues for the recovery of the eros
of creativity in male students. In a utopian manifesto that comes out of the
youth movement, he distinguishes between the different forms of creativity

122

Weber 1991, p. 468, translates Strudel as ‘maelstrom’ rather than ‘eddy’.
So, for instance, in Weber’s (Weber 1991) detailed exegesis that itself smacks of
biblical interpretation, or in Pizer’s search for the origin of Benjamin’s discussion of
origin in Goethe (Pizer 1989). See also McCole 1993, pp. 152–3.
124
Geulen 1996, p. 169.
125
See Weigel 1996, pp. 86–7.
123

Benjamin’s Perpetuation of Biblical Myth • 93

by men and women and how they might work together in a new community.
He wants to transform the creativity of men – currently caught in the opposition between the autonomy of creative spirit and nature (prostitution) – to
include women, ‘who are not productive in the masculine sense’,126 into a
community of creative persons based on love, a revolution of the sexes, as
he argues elsewhere, based on Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. But he
remains trapped in a distinction between creativity and procreation, the one
a distinct act and the other repetitive: ‘How could they [men] do justice to
the image of mankind and at the same time share a community with women
and children, whose productivity is of a different kind’.127 Careful as he is to
avoid ranking such creativity or productivity, it still assumes that the creativity of men is somehow sui generis, independent of women. The appropriation
remains linguistic: ‘Through understanding, everyone will succeed in liberating the future from its deformed existence in the womb of the present’.128 In
short, as Geulen notes, the most prominent erotic and gendered dimension of
Benjamin’s work is sexual reproduction, including pregnancy, procreation,
conception, birth and childhood.129
The vigorous feminist responses to Benjamin’s work tend to criticise his
representations of women and their uses in the structures of his thought,130
or Benjamin’s work is taken up as an insightful and political criticism of the
uses of women within capitalism, art, philosophy and so on.131 What I have
noted in Benjamin’s work in terms of creation and the maternal body is not
new in itself, especially the appropriation of maternal creation for notions of
male artistic creativity.132 However, let me pick up two elements from Eva
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Geulen’s excellent essay:133 the ambiguity of gender in his work and the need
to reconsider Benjamin’s primary philosophical concerns in terms of gender – language, history, experience and materiality. It is less a question of
ambiguity, it seems to me, than Benjamin’s knack of offering a criticism that
simultaneously traps him within that which he criticises. Thus, his criticism
concerning the appropriation of women is analogous to his criticism of myth:
he sees the problems and yet cannot move beyond them no matter how hard
he tries. For instance, even though he registers the profound reication and
commodication of women in terms of the prostitute, woman-as-things that
shows up the reality of ‘love’ in capitalism, he is all the same lured by the
prostitute as a gure for knowledge. Or, his use of the traditional terminology
of birth and creation in entirely foreign, anti-aesthetic contexts, especially allegory and technology, must be seen alongside his usage of such terminology
in the most conventional of places, the imagination of a new future beyond
the present.134
Such ambivalence is characteristic of Benjamin’s treatment of myth as well:
the resolute opponent of myth nds that he must use myth – particularly the
stories of creation and apocalypse from the Bible – in order to attempt to go
beyond myth. But the connection between the question of gender and myth is
much closer. Here, I pick up Geulen’s suggestion that we need to reconsider
Benjamin’s major interests in terms of gender. My argument is that the continual appropriation of the maternal body, of conception, pregnancy and birth, is
a signal of another problem in Benjamin’s writing, namely the perpetuation of
biblical myth. In fact, the mechanism by which he appropriates such images
of procreation is to signal their removal from women under capitalism, who
now become sterile prostitutes, corpses and mannequins, frivolous foci of
fashion.135 Any creative process rests entirely with the break from capitalism.
And the signal of this link comes in the theses ‘On the Philosophy of History’ where the prostitute threatens the virility of the revolution; ‘The historical materialist leaves it to others to be drained by the whore called “Once
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upon a time” in historicism’s bordello. He remains in control of his powers,
man enough to blast open the continuum of history’.136 Resisting the emptying of his semen into the body of the whore where it remains unproductive,
he holds it back in order to blow into history itself. The anti-maternal gure
of the prostitute allows Benjamin to appropriate the maternal function for his
own work.
To return to the passage on origin: the more specically theological structure of this passage appears clearly towards its close. The ‘dual insight’
required to perceive origin must be aware of a simultaneous process of reestablishment and incompletion, of redemption and the imperfection of that
redemption. But this is nothing other than the proleptic view of history characteristic of certain forms of Christian theology: the process of restoration or
redemption has already begun but it is as yet incomplete, awaiting the nal
moment. The model here is Christ, for in his birth redemption began its precarious but certain path, engulng the earlier patterns of redemption in Jewish
thought. Yet, full redemption awaits his nal return. But one could construct
a similar pattern in strands of the Hebrew Bible where the revelation of the
Torah to Moses on Sinai begins a process of redemption that will be fullled
only with the messiah; Christianity then appropriates this for itself. Benjamin
thus works with a proleptic eschatology characteristic of certain parts of the
Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. The Eschaton is not only the moment
of redemption, but also the full revelation of that which has been seen dimly
until that moment.
Once again we nd a peculiar sacred history, or more specically biblical
construction of history, operating in Benjamin’s work. This is, in the context
of the philosophy of history and art history, an extraordinary move to make,
except that Benjamin’s usage is always turned in a curious direction. So also
with this origin passage, for he seems to remove the notion of origin from its
immediate sense of genesis or beginning in order to let it oat free in the longer expanse of the history with which he works. The image becomes one of a
whole series of ‘origins’ – he is, after all, speaking about the work of art – that
emerge in history, all of which then become part of the proleptic redemption
that his philosophy of history postulates.
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Thoroughly immersed in what can only be termed a history of salvation,
Heilsgeschichte, dependent as it is on a theological reading of biblical texts – a
reading that exacerbates the mythical nature of these texts – I want to return
at last the Passagenarbeit. Here, Benjamin seeks a way of conceiving the end of
capitalism, itself a hellish myth, in very similar terms, those of the myths of
Creation and Eschaton. Not only does he pursue the question of a break out of
capitalism, for the Passagenarbeit is itself concerned with origin:
In studying Simmel’s presentation of Goethe’s concept of truth, I came
to see very clearly that my concept of origin in the Trauerspiel book is a
rigorous and decisive transposition of this basic Goethean concept from the
domain of nature to that of history. Origin – it is, in effect, the concept of
Ur-phenomenon extracted from the pagan context of nature and brought
into the Jewish contexts of history. Now, in my work on the arcades I am
equally concerned with fathoming an origin. To be specic, I pursue the
origin of the forms and mutations of the Paris arcades from their beginning
to their decline, and I locate this origin in the economic facts. Seen from the
standpoint of causality, however (and that means considered as causes), these
facts would not be primal phenomena; they become such insofar as in their
own individual development – ‘unfolding’ might be a better term – they give
rise to the whole series of the arcade’s concrete historical forms, just as the
leaf unfolds from itself all the riches of the empirical world of plants.137

Apart from the conventional distinction that occurs here between pagan myth
(nature) and Jewish history, the transposition of both origin and the mythic
explosion of the Eschaton from his earlier work to the Passagenarbeit, although
now with a materialist register, seems complete.

Salvation history [Heilsgeschichte]: the return of biblical myth
Thus far, I have argued that Benjamin at rst describes and then adapts for
his own use allegorical interpretation, a very theological form of biblical
interpretation. He then goes on, in the Passagenarbeit, to seek an alternative
mode of breaking out of the nightmare myth of capitalism. But it is one that
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makes use of the language of sex and maternal functions. At rst, it seemed
as though this was a feature of his concern with the end of history, whether in
the Passagenarbeit, the theses ‘On History’ or the translation essay. But then I
also traced a very similar language in his obsession with Genesis, particularly
in his essay ‘On Language’ and the Trauerspiel book.
As the nal step of my argument, I want to suggest that, at various
points, the fragments of a theory of history show up in these texts, a theory
that is both indebted to the nal or anagogic level of allegorical interpretation and the notion of Heilsgeschichte, or salvation history, that is steeped in
the history of German theology and philosophy. But let me track how such
a theory emerges more explicitly in his thought. The key is his notion of fullled time [der erfüllten Zeit] or historical time [Die Zeit der Geschichte, historischen Zeit], for which a number of other crucial adjectives appear: ‘The idea
of fullled time is the dominant historical idea of the Bible: it is the idea of
messianic time’.138
Here, we nd a remarkable continuity from his early work to his latest.
Thus, in the early essay, ‘Trauerspiel and Tragedy’,139 Benjamin characterises
the Trauerspiel by the emergence of mechanical time. The terminology varies
but the argument is the same: mechanical (or natural) time is concerned with
empirical events; it is measurable, spatial, concerned with magnitude and
regularity.140 He will call this ‘natural history’ in the Trauerspeil book, marked
by profound spatialisation in which classication, taxonomy and topology
dominate. The outcome of such a shift is that time becomes an endless, natural
process that may manifest itself as the eternal repetition that fascinates him in
the Passagenarbeit or as the schema of decline and restoration. In the nal theses ‘On the Philosophy of History’ the terminology shifts again: now he writes
of ‘homogeneous, empty time’.141 But it is the same as natural or mechanical
time: what we get is historicism and universal history, ‘the sequence of events
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like the beads of a rosary’,142 and, above all, the faith in progress, as something
boundless, irresistible and for all ‘mankind’.
Yet this shift to natural history, to a spatialised, mechanical time, with its
great concern over decline, restoration and the perpetual repetition of history provides the possibility for allegory. Thus, during the baroque, and then
in much fuller form in nineteenth-century capitalism, allegory emerges from
such a shift, appearing in the Trauerspiele, for here ‘history merges into the
setting’;143 ‘natural setting increasingly intrudes into the dramatic action’.144
Later, Benjamin wants to carry this argument into the Arcades of the nineteenth century: ‘Pursue the question of whether a connection exists between
the secularization of time in space and the allegorical mode of perception’.145
By the Passagenarbeit, he extends the analysis to argue that natural history was
not only the form of history in capitalism but also enabled the connection with
myth or ur-history.146 Capitalism, therefore, does not merely draw upon urhistory in order to generate its own myths: capitalism, as the realm of natural
history, is itself the realm of nature, of barbarism, myth and ur-history, raised
to a new height. This means that capitalism not so much creates out of whole
cloth, but it takes up various elements from previous modes of production
and raises them to new intensity and transparency.
In response to such natural history or mechanical time, Benjamin speaks
of both ‘historical time’ and ‘fullled time’. Historical time may be ‘innite
in every direction and unfullled at every moment’.147 Apparently endless,
like natural history, it is distinguished from natural history through its nonempirical status. The key difference, however, is that historical time may
become complete, fullled time, a ‘process that is perfect in historical terms’.148
Refusing concepts of both objective and subjective time, historical time is none
other than theological, or more strictly biblical time. ‘The idea of fullled time
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is the dominant historical idea of the Bible: it is the idea of messianic time’.149
And messianic time is none other than ‘divinely fullled time’.150
Here, of course, we enter one of the most enduring features of Benjamin’s
thought, one that has inuenced Derrida, Agamben and Butler, among others. It is a notion of the messianic without the Messiah – his use of the adjective rather than the substantive is telling, as is his notion of a ‘weak messianic
time’. Indeed, the messianic appears in Benjamin’s thought when he begins
to reect about history, particularly the future and what that holds. But the
appeal of the messianic is that it embodies a paradox, simultaneously currently effective and retarding elements, moving both towards us and allowing us to approach it.151 It is, if you like, a proleptic idea, in which the time of
the future has already begun and yet we await its fullment.
The messianic is one of the most contested sites in Benjamin’s work, for
Marxists uneasy with this material have argued that it is merely an image,
a cipher, for the philosophy of history. Others have used it to point to the
inherently religious nature of Marxism itself, given to an eschatological form
of politics. Others again take them as gures for each other without giving
priority to either.152 The problems, however, lie elsewhere.
Firstly, the messianic really is a misnomer for eschatology. It is worth
insisting on this point: eschatology is the broadest and probably earliest biblical category. Its concern is with the transition from the present somewhat
undesirable age to another that is qualitatively better, a shift from hardship
to peace and plenty. In all cases, it is Yahweh, the main god of the Hebrew
Bible, who brings in the better world. It is only with the prophetic literature
that eschatology emerges as a distinct genre. The generic markers are quite
clear: Yahweh’s agency, an end to social, economic and bodily ills, a new age
of freedom and plenty, and an unavoidable use of gurative language.
Messianism, too often regarded as a dening feature of eschatology, is usually assumed by biblical scholars to be a subset of eschatology. In this case, a
particular individual, divinely appointed and directed, effects the transition
from old to new. The Messiah, or ‘the anointed one’, is in the earlier material
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mostly a royal gure based around the gure of King David, but then later,
especially at Qumran in the Dead Sea Scrolls, we nd royal, priestly and possibly a prophetic messiah for whom Moses, Aaron and Elijah become the models. Of course, the Christians will claim Jesus as Messiah as well, but, by this
stage, messianic eschatology is much more highly developed and depends
very much on the saviour gure. There is a distinct logic to the connection
between eschatology and messianism, for, if God brings about the Eschaton,
then he may as well delegate the task to a chosen individual. Indeed, the edges
become fuzzy, for it can be a small step from the prophet who announces
Yahweh’s eschatological word to the Messiah himself.
The third and latest category is the genre of apocalyptic. Although it also
has at base the move from old to new, here we have a body of revealed knowledge (apokaluptein in Greek) about the end times, efforts at very specic calculations of the end usually through calendars and numerology, a dualism
between Good and Evil, between God and the Devil and a host of angels
and demons, an esoteric method of interpreting the sacred scriptures to nd
hidden messages, and an overly metaphoric language that provides a coded
narrative of the end times. I am as sceptical about its benets as I am concerning messianism, if only because of the reactionary crackpots who engage in
apocalyptic speculation today. A deeper reason lies in the radical dependence
of apocalyptic on divine intervention and the absolute necessity of the saviour
or redeemer gure. All the same, apocalyptic is not completely without virtue, for it cranks up the expectation of the end, rendering it imminent rather
than off in a somewhat distant future. Yet, while such fervour for the end
means you cannot get comfortable in the present age, it is also notorious for
failed predictions and futile political action that expects God to arrive with his
chariots and horsemen.
Unfortunately, eschatology becomes entangled all too quickly with the
closely related messianism and apocalyptic, so that eschatology becomes
an all-bracing term that includes the other two. Often, the three terms are
confused with each other, taken as alternatives for the same phenomenon,
namely the destruction of this age and the inauguration of a new one under
some form of divine directive. But I need to insist that they are distinct categories, seeping into each other at the edges, with their own characteristics. And I
should stress that although they are taken as religious and social phenomena,
eschatology, apocalyptic and messianism are primarily literary categories,
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genres of biblical and extra-biblical literature in their own right. For these reasons, I would prefer to speak of the eschatological rather than the messianic
in Benjamin’s thought.
But there is a second problem with the debates over the messianic or eschatological in Benjamin’s thought: the Bible is no less mythological than other
creation narratives (of the world, of the people, of the land) or indeed than
hopes for personal and collective redemption. But, here, I return to my criticism of Benjamin, that, despite all his efforts, he replicates the myth he so
assiduously seeks to overcome. For some strange reason, Benjamin felt that
the biblical material was free of myth. Thus, in his ‘Critique of Violence’,153
mythic violence, that narrative of the establishment of the law and legal violence, is something that belongs to the Greeks (Benjamin cites the myth of
Niobe), whereas pure or divine violence, the arena in which the Messiah was
to appear, is somehow free of myth (in this case, Benjamin favours the story
of the rebellion of the sons of Korah in Numbers 16). McCole points out that
Benjamin was also inuenced by Hermann Cohen’s argument that Judaism
was the religion of reason over against myth, which, for Benjamin, was
always irrational and demonic: theology is thereby set over against myth.154
Apart from the obvious point that the Hebrew Bible is as mythical as any
other mythology, especially that of Greece, Benjamin cannot avoid, even in
this text as Tom McCall argues, keeping myth away from pure, revolutionary
and messianic violence.155 Such violence does not break out of myth, it merely
uses one myth to counter another.
What then, is historical, messianic and divinely fullled time? For Benjamin,
it is a narrative of the beginning and end of history, specically understood in
terms of the Fall and Eschaton. ‘At the centre of the Trauerspiel book . . . stood
a postlapsarian narrative’.156 In other words, he embraces a biblical notion of
history as historical or fullled time, a history of salvation – Heilsgeschichte –
that had its own tradition in German theology and is much more extensive
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than a messianic theory of history or even the simple notion of Creation, Fall
and Redemption.157 Rather, Heilsgeschichte is God’s history, which touches
that of the world only tangentially and at signicant redemptive moments,
running at cross-purposes to human history. It is therefore fragmentary and
momentary, leaving behind traces. Yet, this divine history is the truth that
can be glimpsed only partially, awaiting the Eschaton.158 It is this notion of
Heilsgeschichte upon which Benjamin draws, giving it his own twist. At times,
the translations elide his usage of the term. Thus, Osborne’s translation of the
Trauerspiel book unaccountably glosses Heilsgeschichte as the ‘story of the life
of Christ’, rather than the history of salvation.159
What we have is an underlying biblical schema of history. Yet, a problem
emerges, for Benjamin’s apparently biblical history is in fact a theological
appropriation from a variety of biblical materials. The notion of a salvation
history, particularly in the context of German Lutheran scholarship, extrapolates from a text in which various creation stories may be found, notions of
an Eschaton sit side by side with those that see none, tensions exist between
an individual and collective afterlife and none at all, and patterns of eternal
return. In Benjamin’s writing, theology dominates the biblical, selecting material from the Bible in order to create the various pieces of an unconventional
theory of history with which he would ddle from time to time.
The question remains as to why Benjamin would make such a move, for
he is no theological apologist. Rather, his recourse to a theological schema
of history attempts to deal with developments in historiography that could
only be seen, from his perspective, as detrimental to the discipline itself: the
effects of the natural sciences, natural law and anthropology on historiography. Hence his polemic against what he calls natural or mechanical history. But there is another dimension based on the opposition between nature
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and history: the sciences mark a return to the dominance of nature, the realm
of pagan thought that stands over against the distinctly historical nature of
Jewish and Christian thought. On this point, Benjamin takes up, like Bloch,
the common but highly problematic assumption that the Hebrew Bible marks
a break from such pagan patterns of thought, the emergence of history from
myth.160 Finally, through his use of the Hebrew Bible and theological material, Benjamin sought to reconstruct another history of thought itself, an alternative intellectual genealogy that broke with the line that ran from classical
Greece, through Rome and early Christianity into medieval and then modern
Europe. Although heavily theological, it is a theology that favours the Hebrew
Bible, a document that troubles the classicist genealogy and its inherent antiSemitism. If in his earlier work Benjamin made use of such material to counter
problems in German and European thought, in his later material he attempts
to rescue Marxism from similar difculties. Thus, in the most theoretical section of the Passagenarbeit, Konvolut N, he attempts to rescue historical materialism from the temptation of thinking in terms of progress and decline, ‘two
sides of one and the same thing’.161 This is another version of natural history
and is a far cry from Heilsgeschichte with its two markers of Fall and Eschaton,
within which we nd but fragments and otsam.

Conclusion
The various steps of my argument, from the description and then appropriation of allegory to a theory of history that has Creation, Fall and Eschaton as
its markers, have highlighted a distinct problem: Benjamin’s efforts to overcome myth, especially the hellish myth of capitalism, makes use of another
myth to do so. And that myth is biblical myth, or rather a theological appropriation of certain elements from the Bible that could only exacerbate its
mythical dimensions.162
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Yet it seems to me that something may be retrieved from Benjamin’s failure,
an insight into the possibilities of myth despite himself.163 Let me take a move
out of Benjamin’s own pages, specically a dialectical one that has its own
history within theology. Not only are the various terms from the present used
in their imperfect way – contradictions of capitalism, the dialectical image, the
blast out of history – to give us a eeting glimpse of that other future: the communist future in fact provides the terms with which we might understand our
present, although those terms are but very imperfect derivatives of what that
future contains. In other words, rather than taking terms from our present
and projecting them into the future, Benjamin seeks to work in reverse: the
terms and concepts of a communist future, however degraded and partial
they might be in our present perception and use of them, provide the way to
think about that future itself.
The problem, of course, is that, if the future is as radically distinct – however
gradual or sudden a transition might be – as Marxists like to think, then the
very ways of thinking and arguing will also be qualitatively different. Here
lies the reason for the unwitting insight that Benjamin’s use of an allegorical
method, in itself a theological mode of biblical interpretation, provides. It is
not that such a method provides the resources for conceiving the transformation out of the mythic hell of capitalism: rather, the inescapably mythic nature
of the material with which Benjamin works – the narratives of Creation and
Eschaton – suggest that the language of myth, with all its promises and dangers, provides one way of imagining a very different future. What Benjamin
needs, in other words, is Bloch’s practice of the discernment of myth. It is
here that notions like pure language, the eschatology of translation, and
the reections on creation, take on a different hue. The danger is that such

and time (Menninghaus 1991, pp. 292–325). Via Benjamin’s connection between dream
and myth, Menninghaus argues that, in the nal stage of his thought, the positive and
negative dimensions of myth achieve equilibrium so that the blasting out of myth
becomes a dialectical escape and rescue of myth. I am less optimistic about this
possibility, for, although I agree with Menninghaus that myth continues in Benjamin’s
thought, it appears despite his best efforts to overcome it.
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Habermas (Habermas 1979) also wants to retrieve something from Benjamin’s
failure, although, in this case, it is a theory of language and communication that
can be retrieved and reworked from the detritus of a failed effort to break through
myth while ‘preserving and liberating its wealth’, specically in terms of its semantic
potential (p. 50). By contrast, I want to suggest that the failure itself is the important
feature of Benjamin’s work.
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mythological material will replicate the patterns of oppression and appropriation of the myths from which they draw, in Benjamin’s case specically with
regard to women. However, it is not merely that myth provides one option, an
alternative language that falls into all of the patterns of previous and current
myths: Benjamin’s promising failure is that the use of such curiously mythical
ideas and terms from the Bible raises the possibility of conjuring up an alternative language and the ability to imagine a very different future.
This means that Benjamin’s allegorical method not only generates the failure of his overt proposal but also becomes an appropriate method for what
I am suggesting. It is not, as the anti-allegorical polemic of biblical criticism
has argued for so long, that allegory seeks a wooden one-to-one correspondence to various items in the text. On the contrary, allegory, particularly in
Benjamin’s hands, might be seen to reach across the divide between a capitalist present and a communist future to draw terms from that future itself,
however imperfect they might be. The question remains as to whether the
mythological material that runs through Benjamin’s writing is able to do the
job. In terms of specic content, no, but in terms of the effort to think differently, then myth provides one way of doing so.

Chapter Three
The Ecclesiastical Eloquence of Louis Althusser

I remember this period as a time when perhaps I
had a religious vocation which zzled out and a
certain predisposition to ecclesiastical eloquence
( pour l’éloquence ecclésiastique).1
Marx did not ‘say everything’, not only because
he did not have the time, but because to ‘say
everything’ makes no sense for a scientist; only
a religion can pretend to ‘say everything’.2

For one who was once attracted to a religious vocation – later described as merely the appeal of ‘ecclesiastical eloquence’3 – Althusser’s passing over of
religion seems to be complete.4 Thus, in the essay
‘Lenin and Philosophy’ he writes of the Otzovist
group of the Bolsheviks, formed after the failed
October revolution of 1905: ‘Some Bolsheviks of this
group even wanted to integrate into Marxism the
“authentic” humane values of religion, and to this
end they called themselves “God-builders.” But we
can ignore this’.5 Much of his writing does seem to
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‘ignore this’, for materialism, the ‘world outlook’ of the proletariat, had set
its face over against the idealism of the bourgeoisie. Yet, Althusser is a little
too hasty in his dismissal, for he was never quite able to nd his way clear
of religion, or, more specically, the Church.
In what follows, I trace Althusser’s perpetual effort to reject the Church, a
rejection that relies upon its continued presence in his work. In fact, my major
argument is precisely this, namely that Althusser’s expulsion of the Church
from his life and work enabled the Church to permeate all of his work. Not
so much a return of the repressed, the Church becomes, in Althusser’s own
words, the absent cause of his philosophy. So I will follow this subterranean
presence of the ecclesial, its shortfalls and promises, the possibilities and
limitations for Althusser’s own thought. Althusser is therefore a ‘catholic’
Marxist, sliding between the catholicity of the Church itself, especially the
Roman-Catholic Church, and the internationalism of Marxism that worked
itself out in the specic dynamics of a particular nation-state. Althusser’s
own ‘catholicity’ becomes the necessary feature of his rejection of the RomanCatholic Church.
I have organised my discussion in two broad stages: the difcult path of
Althusser’s departure from the Church and then the way the Church continues to permeate his later work as an absent cause. In the rst part, I argue that
the form of Althusser’s rejection of religion is not so much in terms of theology or the Bible, but of the Church with which he had a lingering connection
after many years of involvement and religious commitment. The context of a
Roman-Catholic country was crucial in this respect, for, in a situation where
class struggle took a distinctly institutional form, the Church was the primary
point of reference. Not only does the form of his work remain stamped by
the institutional and social matrix of the Church, but, with surprising regularity, questions of religion and the Church also appear in his later Marxist
texts. The work of the fully-edged Marxist philosopher trails the dust of this
earlier work.
In the second major part of this chapter, I trace the residues of the Church
in some of his most inuential work. Althusser comes around, unwillingly
perhaps, to the position that Marxism itself must also consider religion. After
all, religion also belongs to the spontaneous ‘world outlook’ of materialism.
This is less of a paradox than it seems, for along with ethical, legal, political
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and aesthetic ‘practical ideologies’,6 religion is one of the practical ideologies
with which both idealist and materialist world outlooks operate. When such
positions become ‘theoretical’ – for Althusser, the connection between science
and the ideologies of science and scientists – philosophy appears. As ‘class
struggle in theory’, as something learnt from the spontaneous world outlooks
of both idealism and materialism, philosophy must also deal with religion.
The logic in this dimension of his thought means that Althusser must also
consider religion from within Marxism.

Ecclesiastical form: theological writings
That Althusser’s rejection of religion should take the form of a rejection of
the Church is perhaps inevitable given his own former commitment to the
Roman-Catholic Church. But this gives (auto)biography a prior and formative role in the development of his philosophy. Rather, autobiography
comes in Althusser’s writing at the end, the last and only sustained act of
his intellectual work, and so I turn to biography in my conclusion; a little
like the central station at Saint-Charles in Marseille, the ‘terminus’ that he
‘always loved’,7 rather than as a beginning that sets the agenda for everything
that follows.
I could begin with the obvious point that Althusser could not seem to exist
without one institution or another, whether church, university (Catholic or the
Sorbonne), mental hospital or Communist party, with its overwhelming concern for orthodoxy and orthopraxis.8 But I prefer to focus on what can only be
called his theological writings, a description that estranges the usual reading
of Althusser as a scientic Marxist.9 In particular, I offer a detailed exegesis
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of certain texts from the writings of an earlier Althusser vitally interested in
the Hegel whom he rejected later: ‘The International of Decent Feelings’,10 ‘A
Matter of Fact’,11 ‘On Conjugal Obscenity’,12 the theological moments of his
thesis on Hegel13 and his letter to Jean Lacroix.14 Written between 1946 and
1951, while he was in the process of joining the Communist Party, the rst was
written for and rejected by the Catholic journal Cahiers de notre jeunesse, the
second appeared as the opening essay in the tenth Cahier of the religious community Jeunesse de l’Église, with which he stayed in close touch, ‘On Conjugal
Obscenity’ remained unpublished until after his death in the rst volume of
Écrits philosophiques et politiques,15 both the thesis on Hegel’s philosophy and
the letter to Lacroix were also unpublished until this 1994 collection.
In this strange Althusser we nd a critic comfortable with both theological
arguments and questions of ecclesiology, working through instead of nding various ways to reject theology and the Church. If the thesis on Hegel
and ‘The International of Decent Feelings’ are unabashedly theological, then
‘A Matter of Fact’ and ‘On Conjugal Obscenity’ fall clearly into ecclesiology.
What interests me most is the nature of the writings themselves, especially
the concerns revealed by slips and breaks in his arguments. For it seems to
me that the forerunners of Althusser’s dealings with religion may be found in
these early theological essays.
Thus, at various points in the Masters thesis, he tracks the way Hegel’s dialectic begins its work in his early theological texts, especially the Theologische
Jugendschriften.16 What takes me in is less the concern with Hegel himself
than the ease with which Althusser slips into theology. Permit me the indulgence of one extended example of Althusser’s argument concerning theology and Hegel: both a major step in the development of the dialectic and the
necessary logical step to Kant and the notion of self-consciousness, Althusser
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picks up Hegel on Christology. For Althusser, Hegel saw a lost unity and
harmony in the Greek world, where religion was an immanent exercise of
life without the transcendence of revelation. Christ destroys this world, coming from the Father on high with a transcendent truth and then returning
to it. The texts in the New Testament in which Christ comes to separate,
set each against the other, to bring the sword and not peace, give voice to
Christianity’s otherworldly destruction of the Greek world. Yet, the positive
content of Christianity will not be lost so easily: ‘At stake is an attempt to
recover the meaning of authentic positivity, to recover, that is, the practical
uses of the content of revelation and its concrete implications for the conduct
of action’.17 Althusser is, of course, interested in the question of content in
Hegel’s work, and he nds in Hegel a move that would become characteristic
of his thought: Christ may have destroyed Greek harmony, but he brought
reconciliation to the hopelessly fragmented Jewish people. The eye of a hostile God, looking upon Abraham from an empty sky while he tracks across
an empty desert with his herd, becomes the symbol of this fragmentation,
the absolute separation from God in an unbridgeable transcendence. In this
context, Christ’s incarnation is the way such a disconnection is overcome. The
Law is infused with love: Christ fulls the Law. Hegel thereby reads Romans
10: 4 – ‘For Christ is the telos of the Law, that everyone who has faith may be
justied’18 – in terms of Aufhebung, the great reconciliation effected through
love. The dialectic continues to spin its way forward – Christ’s reconciliation
fails in a bad positivity (he returns to the Father), which works itself out in the
shift of Jewish consciousness from objective to subjective dismemberment in
the Christian community and becomes the basis of a stinging criticism of contemporary Christianity’s sect-like behaviour – so that Hegel can get himself to
Kant and the consciousness of subjectivity. What we get, in other words, is the
transition by means of Christianity from consciousness to self-consciousness,
and, in a case of the grand narrative of history writ small for Hegel’s own
intellectual development, the necessary stage that gets him to Kant.19

17

Althusser 1997, p. 47: Althusser 1994a, p. 75.
Althusser misreads the Greek text here, stating in the footnote (Althusser 1997, p.
158, n. 28; Althusser 1994a, p. 220, n. 28) that Aufhebung translates the Greek pleroma,
rather than telos.
19
‘This kind of phenomenological development of the religious meditations
of Hegel’s youth thus leads up to a sort of transition from consciousness to self18

112 • Chapter Three

Althusser would always return to Hegel, although hardly in the same
mood, but this example at least shows someone quite at home with theological arguments. I too will return to Hegel later, in the section where I argue that
the logic of Althusser’s argument regarding Hegel in his later work leads to a
reconsideration of religion.
The more interesting and most explicitly theological text – I take ‘theology’
in its purest sense, the reection and deliberation on God – is ‘The International
of Decent Feelings’.20 Already the boldness and lucidity of Althusser’s arguments appear in this text, except that they produce a curious estrangement
effect. In this text, as well as in ‘A Matter of Fact’ and ‘On Conjugal Obscenity’,
we nd both Christian and communist criticisms. Although both critiques
come at the problems with which he deals from very different directions,
Althusser brings them together in an alliance that could not last. Yet, the alliance between Christianity and communism enacts a slippage from one to the
other, and this slide will enable the development of theological positions that
become characteristic of his later Marxist arguments when the allegiance to
the Church had passed.
Thus, in ‘The International of Decent Feelings’, intended for the journal edited
by his friend François Ricci (one of those who was to join the Communist Party),
Althusser polemicises against the apocalyptic habit of reading for the ‘signs of the
times’ in World War Two and the Cold War. The War itself becomes both sin and
God’s wrathful punishment, the concentration camps are the Last Judgement,
the Moscow trials are the Passion, the atomic bomb is the will of God, and the
equality of death before the bomb is equivalent to equality before God.
Such a messy leakage of terms runs in two directions for Althusser. First,
this apocalyptic commingling of theological categories with historical events –
to be found as much in writers like Camus as the Catholics Marcel, Mauriac
and Bossuet – leads to the popular postwar notions of the ‘proletariat of fear’
and the ‘proletariat of the human condition’. Against these slogans Althusser
lines up both political and theological criticisms. As for the former, such a
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generalising of class difference, taking up the term proletariat in order to
speak of humanity as a whole, serves to deny the specic political content of
the proletariat. For the proletariat, the threat of war or atomic bomb does not
change the exploitation and poverty of their everyday lives. Later in the essay
the specically Marxist nature of his analysis comes to the fore: ‘This reconciliation [of man with his destiny] presupposes a transition from capitalism
to socialism by way of the emancipation of the labouring proletariat, which
can, through this act, rid not only itself, but also all humanity of contradiction, delivering it, moreover, from the apocalyptic panic besetting it’.21 Not
long before he joined the Communist Party, Althusser sees the possibilities of
hope with the proletariat and not some ideological shift that would efface the
proletariat by at.
This emerging Marxist argument differs from his theological assessment, although we need to read carefully in order not to be sucked up into
Althusser’s own blending of theology and politics. First, the two texts:
Fear is not a fatherland, nor is courage . . .; more, the human condition is not
a human fatherland. It is, perhaps, the fatherland of men as they appear to
God; because we are Christians, we call this condition original sin. For the
man who is not a Christian, and for the Christian who does not usurp God’s
place, the human fatherland is not the proletariat of the human condition,
it is the proletariat tout court, leading the whole of humanity towards its
emancipation. This proletariat has a real content.22
For, as Christians, we believe that there is a human condition; in other
words, we believe in the equality of all men before God, and his Judgement,
but we do not want the Judgement of God to be spirited away before our very
eyes; nor do we want to see non-Christians and, occasionally, Christians as well,
commit the sacrilege of taking the atomic bomb for the will of God, equality before
death for equality before God . . ., and the tortures of the concentration camps for
the Last Judgement.23

What interests me here is the shufe between Christians and non-Christians
and the way certain alliances are set up. Thus, in the rst quotation, ‘because
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we are Christians [parce que nous sommes chrétiens]’24 moves to ‘for the man
who is not a Christian, and for the Christian who does not usurp God’s place
[Pour l’homme non chrétien et pour le chrétien qui n’usurpe pas la place de Dieu]’.25
Similarly, in the second, ‘as Christians [comme chrétiens]’26 steps on to speak
of ‘non-Christians and, occasionally, Christians as well [non-chrétiens et de
chrétiens parfois]’.27 The shift is ingenious, for it appears at rst that Althusser
aligns himself with the generic group Christians – ‘we are Christians’ and
‘as Christians’ – and that the theological position he mentions applies to
him as well as to one of these Christians. But Christianity is hardly uniform
at any point, even if one allows for the unconscious Catholic assumption
that Catholicism is Christianity, and so the qualier appears: the Christians
with whom he is really concerned are those who do not usurp God’s place
or who occasionally side with non-believers. The distinguishing feature of
these Christians, the ones who do not clamber up God’s footstool, is their
allegiance with non-Christians.
Yet, there is a difference between the two quotations: for the rst, the
allegiance is positive, whereas, in the second, it is negative. In the second,
the non-Christian and odd Christian nd themselves duped by the apocalyptic reading of the signs of the times, a sacrilege Althusser and his fellow
Christians – ‘we’ – would rather they avoid. In the rst quotation, the Christian
who does not attempt to lord it over others and the one who is not a Christian
know the Marxist truth that the proletariat is not a generic description of the
whole human condition but has a specic, distinctly salvic, content.
And it is this positive connection that intrigues me in light of Althusser’s
later absolute rejection of Christianity and the Church. At the time of this text
(1947), he is still quite orthodox, holding to doctrines such as original sin and
the Last Judgement. But Althusser sidesteps what is a very different – theological – criticism of the notion of the ‘proletariat of fear’ in his desire to form an
alliance with ‘non-Christians’. What we would expect to be a major difference
with the early Marxist analysis in terms of class – that the human condition is
one of original sin and the equality of all before God’s judgement, which itself
runs in a different direction from class analysis – falls into the background of
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the desired allegiance. Instead, non-Christians, whom we can now read as a
code for Marxists and the Communist Party, and Christians who leave God in
charge, agree with each other concerning the specic class dimensions of the
proletariat. It would not be long before Althusser had slipped from the ranks
of Christians to the Communists, and the tough coalition he attempts to hold
in this essay fell away. But not before he at least made the attempt to render
the step as small as possible. With hindsight, he would argue that the effort
of Catholic Action to connect Christian doctrines and political action constituted the mystication of politics and the dilution of Christian doctrines. Not
in this essay.
He will not give ground to the non-Christians just yet, for, later in the essay,
the criticisms are more clearly Christian, and, although he wants to see continuity between his own Christian position and Marxism, he cannot avoid a
particular tension. The hint comes earlier, when, in the midst of noting the
string of theological identications of recent events, he notes with dismay that
‘no-one is more vulnerable to blackmail based on this confusion of terms than
Christians’.28 And the specic Christian position he invokes against such ‘a
perversion of religion’29 – a perversion that smacks too much of the German
Churches’ efforts to overcome their support of Hitler during the War – is the
critique of idolatry. In Adorno’s hands, such a criticism would take the form
of the Bilderverbot or ban on images drawn from the second commandment of
Exodus 20/Deuteronomy 5.
For Althusser, idolatry is specically Christian: he takes the important
phrase ‘for the Christian who does not usurp God’s place’30 in terms of the
New-Testament warnings against false prophets. The apocalyptic warnings of
Mark 13 (especially verse 22) and Matthew 24/Luke 21 become, for Althusser,
a paradoxical sign, the false prophets themselves being a mark of the Last
Days although they themselves are false precisely because they predict the
long awaited End:
This false end of the world is teeming with false prophets [the prime examples
of which are Camus and Malraux] who announce false Christs and treat an
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event as the Advent. But Christ has taught us31 that we must beware of false
prophets, and also that they will reappear as the Last Days draw nigh. The
paradox is plain: the end that is close for every Christian is not the end of
the false prophets of history.32

A nal twist awaits us, for although the criticism of idolatry may take the
particular New-Testament form of the warning against false prophets in the
Last Days, the problem with idolatry is not that one becomes too connected
to the representation of the deity, deluded into thinking that this is in fact
God. Rather, the ultimate problem is that one replaces God with another,
elevating the various idols in his place. And the New Testament’s take on this
thread of idolatry is that such replacements are human beings themselves.
Alluding to Matthew 7: 21 – ‘Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,”
shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my father
who is in heaven’ – Althusser argues that the ultimate form of idolatry is the
elevation of oneself in God’s place: ‘When we merely invoke the Lord, we serve,
not the Lord we invoke, but another whom we do not’.33 This is where the various
gestures from the European Churches – Koestler’s sermon to the European
Left, Malraux on the Western bloc as protection against both the USA and the
USSR and Mauriac’s vote of condence in Léon Blum – become the marks
of false prophets (Matthew 7: 15).
If Althusser were to stick to this Christian line of thought, then he would
rule out precisely the move he does make, which is to argue that these false
prophets do not see the real problem, namely the exploitation of the proletariat under capitalism. The truth that these false prophets miss is the nature of
socialism. They seek ‘socialism without class struggle’, ‘a verbal, moralizing
socialism’,34 socialism in politics but none in government. But, in identifying
the truth of socialism, the proletariat and class struggle, is not Althusser playing precisely the same game as those whom he criticises? He puts this for-
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ward as a properly Christian position free from idolatry, but, from a Christian
angle, the laying of hope at the feet of the proletariat is the type of idolatry
that would enlist him with the false prophets, no matter how much he might
see himself as a true prophet. For his later Marxism, it would be God himself
who would become the mystifying, idolatrous gure that obfuscates the class
struggle itself.
I have paused with this essay on decent feelings for more reasons than the
argument itself, or indeed for the signs of the tension between and Althusser’s
transition from the Catholic Church to the Communist Party. For there are
two other remarkable things about this essay: to begin with, he assumes and
believes central Christian doctrines such as original sin, incarnation and Last
Judgement. Unlike Bloch, Benjamin, Adorno or Gramsci, he ranks himself with
believers. Further, a certain blind spot shows up in this essay, one that turns
on the ambiguity of the word ‘catholic’. The word covers a range of overlayed
meanings, from the specicity of the French Roman-Catholic Church all the
way to Christians in general. But Althusser is guilty all too often of universalising and thereby concealing the specic situation of the French RomanCatholic Church. Of course, such a move is endemic to the term ‘catholic’
itself, but I will continue to call him on this, since it is a slide he would repeat
in his Communist years.
In ‘A Matter of Fact’,35 an explicitly ecclesiological essay, all of the assumptions concerning catholicity play themselves out. Published in a Cahier entitled ‘The Captive Gospel’ by Jeunesse de l’Église three months after he joined
the Communist Party in November 1948, the theme of the collection of essays
was ‘Has the Good News been announced to the men of our day’? In almost
point-form style, Althusser argues that the question points to the woeful state
of that ‘sick man’, the Church. And his basic argument concerns the historical
disjunction of the Church: since it hangs, socially, ideologically and politically,
on to feudal and capitalist structures, its own structures are ‘alien [étrangères]
to our times’.36 In short, the Church remains tied to a social and economic
world without which it cannot imagine its existence, God himself being ‘a
prisoner of a conceptual universe that no longer makes sense to the men of
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our times’.37 All of which forces the Church to defend reactionary political
positions in order to shore up the obsolete world-views and structures in
which it nds itself imbricated.
The solution? Quite simply the emancipation of the Church from feudal
and capitalist structures that will then lead to a re-appropriation of an authentic religious life. If the external liberation of the Church requires an alliance
with the world-changing force of the proletariat, then the reclamation of religious life must happen through the far-ung radical cells within the Church –
such as ‘Youth of the Church’ or what later became the base communities of
the Roman-Catholic Church in Latin America (Althusser would keep track
of liberation theology with great interest). Althusser is even more explicit
than in ‘The International of Decent Feelings’ on the need for an emancipatory Christian-proletariat alliance. In other words, the Church’s hope lies with
the proletariat, which now arrives en masse in Althusser’s text. And, in this
world-historical movement, the Christian, now clearly in the singular, must
play an active part. Although the uneasy alliance is still very much part of the
agenda, there is a distinct shift from the earlier essay, for in ‘A Matter of Fact’
the weight shifts decisively to the proletariat: they possess the means for overcoming the social and economic conditions of the Church’s woeful state, and
the only viable option for the (socially progressive) Christian is to join.
I want to focus on a few things in ‘A Matter of Fact’, namely, the shift to
speaking of theology as ideology, the possibility that Christianity (and by
extension religion per se) is not necessarily alienating, and the pervasive
assumption of catholicity. Let me pick up the second issue rst. Still tied to a
theory of alienation, one that in this case arises through being tied to feudal
and capitalist structures, Althusser can still hold out for a transformed Church.
And so we nd extraordinary statements, at least in light of the well-known
later Althusser: ‘The Church will live thanks to those who, through struggle
and in struggle, are once again discovering that the Word was born among
men and dwelt among them – and who are already preparing a humane place
for it amongst men’.38 Not a priori reactionary, nor even alienating, the Church
may take on a hitherto unforeseen, unalienated, form that will be appropriate for communist society: ‘If religion is not, a priori, a form of alienation, this
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reduction should permit the Christian to reconquer an authentic religious life,
whose conditions and limits he must already begin to dene, in struggle’.39
Here, he struggles with Marx’s early argument that religion is the mark of
social and economic alienation and would disappear when those real conditions have been alleviated. Later, he will abandon such a position, becoming
more conventionally Marxist, and the Church will become an ideological state
apparatus, but not before the curious transposition into the argument for the
eternal nature of ideology.
On the question of theology and ideology – the rst issue I noted above –
there are already signs of the shifts that were to come. Thus, in an intriguing
paragraph,40 he maintains a distinction between ideology and theology that
makes the latter a subset of the former. Theology, or at least Roman-Catholic
theology, bases itself on an obsolete complex of Thomistic and/or Augustinian
philosophies, which themselves rely upon Platonic and Aristotelian philosophical systems. This system, which is able to deal with problems by playing
off Aquinas with Augustine, informs the Church’s economic, moral, political, educational and, above all, theological ways of thinking; in short, Truth
(Revelation) is possible for the Church only in these terms. The easy move
for Althusser would be to argue – and this is how his essay tends – that this
whole system is dead on its feet, awaiting the slightest push to send it sprawling. But what interests him is the fact that ‘it must plainly have moorings in
life in order to persist even as an illusion’,41 and those moorings [attaches] are
none other than the very real leftovers of a medieval world. At this point, the
complexity of Althusser’s notion of ideology already begins to show itself: the
medieval structures that lie at the heart of the Church foster and enable people
within the Church to hold to an outmoded ideological formation, but those
structures only continue to exist because the ideology keeps the structures in
place. Using the example of natural law, Althusser argues that this and other
concepts are ‘sustained by concrete structures that are still “lived” by many
of the men of our day, who need these concepts, precisely, in order to legitimize, defend, and perpetuate the structures in which they are born, grow up,
and die’.42 Much of this will return in his famous essay on ideological state
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apparatuses, including the fundamentally medieval nature of the Church, in
which context it was the dominant state apparatus, as well as the complex
dialectic of ideology itself. What has happened in ‘A Matter of Fact’, however, is the linking of theology with ideology that will ultimately be to the
former’s detriment. Yet it does not pass without leaving a distinct brand upon
Althusser’s theory of ideology, as I will argue below.
The third issue is Althusser’s catholic blind spot, which I have already
tracked in ‘The International of Decent Feelings’. Apart from the obvious singular capital l’Église that betrays an assumed united body, Althusser’s language betrays the blind spot time and again. He writes of ‘the immense world
of the Church’,43 ‘policies on a global scale’,44 the global struggle of capitalism
and socialism in which the Church has a ‘deep, compromising commitment to
world-wide reaction’.45 But let me take one passage at the opening of the essay
as the most sustained example:
To begin with, the question [regarding the Good News] takes a universal
form. On the one hand, the world no longer listens to the Church, whose words
fail to reach the men of our day; the Church has become a virtual stranger
for broad masses of people who are already the present and future of this world.
On the other hand, when we consider the people faithful to the Church,
the question arises as to whether their faithfulness is still religious. This
historical situation is simultaneously the historical context Christians are
living in, and a reality all men, Christians or not, meet at every turn’.46

Althusser writes not so much about a global question – ‘universal form’, ‘all
men’ – but gives the ground of debate to the institution in question. Not
only is there a singular Christianity for which ‘Church’ acts as cipher, but
its problems are also global problems. The specicity of the Church in question bursts out in a sentence where he lists the parts of the church needing
reform – ‘the Church’s conceptual universe, theology, and moral system, its
theory of the family, of education, of Catholic action, of the parish, etc.’47
These are, of course, peculiarly Roman-Catholic domains. But I want to sug-
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gest that precisely such a blindness to the specicity of the (French) RomanCatholic Church renders Althusser a ‘catholic’ philosopher, especially in this
his explicit ecclesiological essay. The catch is that such a catholicity emerges
when he is taking on the institution itself, absorbing the very assumptions
that steal away the force of his arguments. For, in this essay and the others from the same period, the effort at alliance between Marxism and the
Roman-Catholic Church leaves open the passage that enables a nocturnal
border crossing from one to the other, bearing smuggled goods that he will
keep with him.
Yet Althusser will not let me make this argument concerning his catholic
blind spot easily. Just when it looks as though I can trace a consistent blockage
to the specicity of the French Roman-Catholic Church and his tendency to
universalise in a catholic fashion, the penultimate essay of this early period –
the extraordinary ‘On Conjugal Obscenity’,48 which he saw as a contribution to ‘the women’s movement and, secondarily, “feminism”’49 – shows an
Althusser very much aware of this specicity. I am going to suggest that there
is a difference between negative and positive criticisms of the Church in these
texts, a tendency to become specic when he is excoriating the Church and
universal when he sees something valuable. But, rst, the argument of the
essay itself: here, he tracks the hypocrisy of the public theology of marriage in
the French Roman-Catholic Church.
The refurbishing, from the 1930s, of the sacrament of marriage that is the
subject of ‘On Conjugal Obscenity’ dragged marriage and sex out of the dark
and whispered domains of the domestic zone and placed them squarely in
the public arena. Sex became a sacrament that the couple administered (!) to
each other, no longer merely for procreation but for mutual pleasure. Couples
would proclaim that they were Christian, married, sexual beings and not
afraid to talk about it openly – an ‘aggressive exhibitionism’50 that condemned
non-religious forms of marriage.
This is a distinctly ecclesiological essay, since Althusser is concerned with
the state of the Roman-Catholic Church in French society. He argues that the
various new directions of the Church in France, brought together under the
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umbrella of Action Catholique, whether agricultural, urban, youth, students,
workers, managers, bosses, married couples, were part of the tradition of
a disestablished Church. Without the political inuence of the established
churches of Spain or Italy (he limits his examples yet again to Roman-Catholic
Churches, neglecting the established Protestant Churches of England,
Germany or the Netherlands), the French Church compensated for its lack
of state power by developing a voluntary spiritual tradition. Whereas before
Catholic Action this was largely passive and parish-based, Catholic Action
itself enrolled large numbers of the faithful in active involvement in various
arms of the Church. So the public movement of the sacrament of marriage
must be read as part of this larger dialectic of French social life. Again, we
nd an argument as much indebted to Marxism as Roman-Catholic thought,
deeply political and sociological but still focused on the Church.
But that focus is increasingly critical. Even though Althusser was interested
in fringe groups of the Catholic Left (he calls upon such groups in ‘A Matter of
Fact’ to join with communists and proletariat to effect change in Church and
society), in ‘On Conjugal Obscenity’, one of these groups comes in for unrelenting criticism. The problem with the open valorisation of marriage and sex
is that it also valued large broods of children and domesticity. Althusser is no
prude: the ‘obscenity’ in question was not the public nature of the movement,
nor even the sexual-spiritual conjunction, but the way its apparent radical
edge reinforced reactionary Roman-Catholic positions on marriage. The bearing and raising of children is no longer a duty of Roman-Catholic families; it
now becomes a celebration in the public sacrament of marriage. And so women,
who had begun to have other options open to them, found themselves tied to
the long labour of pregnancy, birth and care for endless numbers of offspring,
precisely through an ideology of sexual and spiritual equality. A glimpse of
liberation, now channelled into the public affront (for traditional Catholics)
of the sacramentalisation of sex, folds back to reinforce the most reactionary
of Catholic positions on the family, except that now the women in question
did so in the misguided belief that theirs was a radical path. In other words,
through what seemed to be a new departure for women, in which there was,
for the rst time within the Church, a spiritual and sexual equality with men,
the oppression and subjugation of women that is intrinsic to the Church itself
showed itself in a new guise. If Althusser holds out the theoretical possibility
that the movement may have run a different course that did not render the
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women Christian mothers and homemakers, there was precious little of that
possibility in the movement itself. In the end, the effort to shift sexuality from
secrecy to aggressive publicity merely brought into the open the Church’s
own reactionary agenda. For Althusser the apparent experience of emancipation was nothing more than a new form of servitude, a classic and serious
form of mystication. The Church still holds sway: ‘the power that lifted the
interdict is the one that established it: the authority that makes the laws can
also unmake them’.51
At rst sight, Althusser seems to have pulled the log out of his own eye, able
to regard clearly the particular features of the French Roman-Catholic Church
that set it apart from others, such as those in Italy and Spain. The blind spot
has apparently gone. But there is a difference between the ‘Conjugal’ essay
and the others I have pondered: in the earlier pieces, there was something
that Althusser wished to retrieve from the Roman-Catholic Church, whether
specic doctrines or an allegiance between the bits and pieces of the Catholic
Left and Marxism. And, in these essays, the catholic blind spot comes into
play, the tendency to universalise an unacknowledged feature of the institution itself. However, with ‘On Conjugal Obscenity’, he identies a virulent
form of mystication and alienation in the French Roman-Catholic Church.
Only when he nds nothing retrievable about a certain aspect of the Church
can he become specic.
And, yet, he is still within the Church. If ‘On Conjugal Obscenity’ shows
an increasingly critical Althusser, a gradual crumbling of his belief that the
Church may be open to reform, his primary focus remains the Church and
its problems. All of this would nally unravel in the long, legendary letter to
Jean Lacroix, a former teacher. In dealing critically with the relation between
Catholicism and Marxism, largely in favour of the latter, the letter to Lacroix
marks the dissolution of the alliance he had sought until this point and the
end of his commitment to the Church. Mainly a response to Lacroix’s book,
Marxisme, existentialisme, personnalisme,52 the parts that interest me come
towards the close.53 Here, Althusser responds to Lacroix’s criticisms of the
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‘theological’ dimensions of Marxism – (divine) judgement, history and eternity, transcendence, and truth.
As for historical judgement and the judgement of history, Althusser takes
exception to the criticism of Marxism as a theodicy that judges history in terms
of a transhistorical ideal. Lacroix’s criticism boils down to the argument that
Marxism is inescapably theological, but that its theology is incorrect. And this
is because Marxists delude themselves: they think they are offering an immanent judgement of history, but, in fact, they make transcendent judgements.
In doing so, they usurp God’s place since he has now been banished from
existence. In response to Lacroix’s accusations, Althusser responds by arguing that the only transcendent horizon recognised by Marxists is history itself,
that any judgement is immanent to history which thereby renders it transcendent: ‘We remain within history. Let God, if he exists and if he so desires,
damn or save Hitler; that is not our affair’.54 What happens in this response to
Lacroix is the gradual severing of the strands that tie Marxism and theology to
one another, for Althusser ends up with no possible connection between the
two on the crucial question of history.
On the question of time and eternity, he is content to prise open the tensions
of Lacroix’s implicitly theological argument. I do not want to pursue the details
of this argument – the problem with eternity as the act of understanding and
mastering time (would one need to understand the signicance of eternity
before mastering it?), the non-signicance of any concrete concept of eternity
(it does not add anything)55 – save to emphasise Althusser’s insistence that
Lacroix stop whitewashing his theological arguments with philosophy, the
absurd core of theology with reason. Recognise the absolute transcendence of
that which you worship, says Althusser:
. . . this transcendent entity has a content you aspire to and cherish with all
the force of your soul – and I am convinced you cherish it – but a content
so ‘transcendent’ that, strictly speaking, you cannot but be ignorant of it; not
even your aspiration and your spiritual quest can be the sign and the guarantee of
the content you aspire to . . . so that one can see that this aspiration is not even
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proof of itself and that this eternity is the annihilation of all meaning, beginning
with its own, and the condition of absolute absurdity (or rather, not even
that, for absurdity still has a meaning, whatever you say).56

Theology, and especially the object of its reection, God, seems to have
departed the universe without even a wisp of rocket smoke to mark his
passing. Is this text yet another sign of Althusser’s parting with theology?
On one level, it is, but, at another extraordinary level, Althusser would like
Lacroix to be a better theologian. In all his efforts to render ‘eternity’ a viable
philosophical concept, Lacroix has failed to register the absolute otherness of
God. Only such a radical transcendence suits a notion like eternity, except
that Lacroix should name what he avoids naming.
Yet the point regarding transcendence is not the end of Althusser’s objections, for any half-decent theologian knows that transcendence is neither the
foundation (Lacroix’s position) nor the result of immanence. Rather, one cannot exist without the other. And so Althusser calls on Lacroix to render justice
to immanence:
Or, again, this transcendent entity has an assignable content, i.e., you think
there must exist values which explain history, which are history’s inner law,
at once present within it and governing it, but in that case say so, name
them, and confront them with the history they are part of, seriously, honestly,
without sheltering behind an eternity which is supposedly a ‘presence’ in
time, and that which ‘constitutes’ history; ‘incarnate them’ if need be. . . .57

The allusion to Christology is hardly accidental, for in theology the centre of
the paradox of transcendence and immanence hinges on the gure of Christ,
God inexplicably incarnated as ‘man’. I want to suggest that Althusser shows
up as the better theologian of the two: if Lacroix is going to make theological
points, then he should make a clean breast of it and say so.
Although Althusser’s reprimand seeps with the nostalgia for a decent
theological argument, it is not something he sees himself doing. Rather, a
proper demarcation of theology and philosophy, like that between political
science and theology in Montesquieu’s work,58 enables him to leave theology
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behind, although he walks on slowly, trying not to look back. Philosophy then
becomes the explication of the truths provided by the proletariat, or, as he
later famously put it, class struggle in theory. He no longer wants a blending
of the two that he nds in Lacroix’s work, although this is exactly the alliance
he had himself sought not so long ago.59
In the breakdown of the alliance on which he was so keen in ‘The
International of Decent Feelings’ and ‘A Matter of Fact’, Althusser has taken
two different tacks thus far: the impossible tensions between Marxism and
theology, and the demarcation of theology and philosophy. He will make one
more, drawn from the question of class, to argue that Lacroix’s positions – ‘a
history “other” than the one actually experienced by men, to “spiritual signicance,” to divine judgement, or to concepts shrouded in mystery’60 – are none
other than those used by philosophers and kings to justify injustice. In others words, Althusser invokes the standard Marxist argument of mystication,
that the language of religion and theology is nothing but a justication for
oppression and hence a signal of alienation. But what interests me here is the
biblical quotation used against Lacroix: ‘Or what man is there of you, whom
if his son ask bread, will he give him a stone’ (Matthew 7: 9). The biblical text
becomes, in Althusser’s hands, a critique of Lacroix’s theological mystications: ‘Can we give stones to those who give us bread?’ Not the rst time he
has done this,61 the ambiguity of Althusser’s move here is inescapable: the
Bible against the quasi-theological arguments of philosophers and kings. But
then, as I have argued in my discussions of Bloch and Benjamin, the Bible and
theology are hardly comfortable companions.
In the long process of the collapse of the alliance between communists and
progressive Christians, particularly the groups of the Catholic Left, Althusser
signals to his former teacher the ‘catholic’ paradox of his own move:
. . . in actively rallying to the working class, we have not only not repudiated
what had been our reasons for living, but have liberated them by fully
realising them. I think we deserve our future, even from Wilde’s point of
view, in that we have not disregarded our past: we have watched our past
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grow inside us and bear fruit in a manner beyond the hopes of our youth.
The Christian I once was has in no way abjured his Christian ‘values’, but
now I live them (this is an . . . ‘historical’, not a divine judgement!), whereas
earlier I aspired to live them.62

Obviously, this marks a decisive moment in the long transition from Christian
to Marxist commitment, and I am not the rst to make the point. However,
there is more going on here. For this longer ‘confession’ spins out the curious
use of the gospel of Matthew against the theologian Lacroix: it seems to me
that, despite himself, Althusser provides us with an unwitting recognition
of his own inescapable catholicism. And he does so by means of the blind
spot I have been tracking in these early writings. The ‘values’ of which he
writes are those of love, hope and faith, the radical political and moral code
of the Beatitudes and the rest of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7).
The teleology rivals that of Bloch’s argument for atheism as the logical outcome of the Bible and Christianity. But what Althusser’s comments obscure
is what is so persistent in his thought, namely the catholicism that remained
after he had discarded both the epithet ‘Roman’ and the capital letter. I am
suggesting, in other words, that what Althusser regards as the realisation of
Christian ‘values’ in his communism, those that could not be realised when
he was a Christian, include the Catholic context in which he imbibed. In fact,
I want to go further than this: the notion of Christian ‘values’ is a sleight of
hand for ‘catholicism’ itself.
From the thesis on Hegel to the letter to Lacroix, which I have characterised in terms of theological and ecclesiological writings, I have argued for
the gradual collapse of the troubled alliance Althusser sought to establish
between radical Catholicism and Marxism, the shift from someone comfortable with theological arguments to one highly critical, preferring to keep theology and philosophy in their own spheres, and the function of a certain blind
spot in regard to catholicity. In the end, this catholicity interests me most. Not
only does it continue in his work through the attempted and then abandoned
alliance between Marxism and the Catholic Left, but catholicity leaves its
mark in these early works precisely when he wishes to hold onto certain elements that he values from Catholicism. At these moments, the catholic blind
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Althusser 1997, p. 221; Althusser 1994a, pp. 308–9.

128 • Chapter Three

spot appears, when he assumes without acknowledgement that the particular
Roman-Catholic issues of which he speaks are universal issues. The paradox
of the blind spot shows up most sharply at the moment he explicitly recognises
his departure from the Church. Or, rather, as he puts it, from his Christian
faith: he could realise the Christian values he aspired to as a Christian only
when he relinquished his commitment. The use of these terms, severed from
their specic Roman-Catholic context and universalised as values and commitment, signals the pervasiveness of Althusser’s catholicity.

From absent cause to philosophy of religion
For if we examine the question closely, we shall come to realize that
philosophy is satisfied neither with dominating the sciences nor with
‘speaking’ the truth of the sciences. Philosophy equally imposes its dominion
over religion and morality, politics and aesthetics, and even economics.63

For one who had renounced faith and the Church, it is remarkable how often
Althusser returns to what he calls ‘religion’. But I do not want to take the
lazy option and merely trace the continued presence of religion in his work.
Rather, I am interested in how the materialist philosopher speaks of the possibility of ‘a true sociological theory of religious and moral beliefs’?64 Althusser,
of course, writes this of his favoured Montesquieu, but I suspect that it also
applies to himself. In other words, once he had rejected the Church and
thrown in his lot with the Communists, his work gradually shifts ground:
the repeated references to religion become, in the end, the groundwork for
a philosophy of religion itself. I want to suggest that there are two logical
stages in Althusser’s reections: the rst is the process by which he gets to
the point, despite himself, where one of the proper subjects of philosophy
is religion; the second concerns the various elements of what he calls the
‘practical ideology’ of religion.

63
64

Althusser 1990, p. 245.
Althusser 1972, p. 23; Althusser 1959, p. 13.
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The logical necessity
So what we nd is an Althusser who makes a series of fascinating moves
that bring him to the philosophical necessity of reecting on what he calls
religion: the notion that Marx’s new science of History requires a new philosophy; the implications of his late engagement with Hegel via Lenin; the
need for philosophy to mediate between science and ideology, and to reconsider practical ideologies such as religion; and the possible place of a theory
of religion within proletarian ideology.
Let me begin with his famous argument that Marx opened up a decisively
new moment in human thought. Althusser’s metaphor is the ‘continent’, the
new scientic theory, of history. He compares it to the ‘continents’ of mathematics, opened up by the Greeks in the fth century BCE, and of physics by
Galileo and then Newton.65 The implications of such discoveries must follow
his argument that each new science then produces a philosophy, the need
to produce the categories adequate to the new science. In the same way that
Plato and Greek philosophy follow the discovery of mathematics, and that of
Descartes and Newton follows physics, so also Marxist philosophy can only
emerge after the discovery of a scientic theory of history. This argument also
accounts for the time lag in the emergence of a proper Marxist philosophy
that Althusser implies begins in large part with him.
But there are wider implications than Althusser’s preferred path of philosophy. He mentions in passing that the human and social sciences must
also take into account Marx’s discovery – economists, historians, sociologists,
social psychologists, psychologists, linguists and psychoanalysts, historians
of art and literature, and of religious and other ideologies. It is but a small
point, but Marx’s ‘discovery’ must, for Althusser, also have a bearing on religion, or, more specically, religious ideology.
A second, more specically logical move is tied to Hegel. Even though he
professed a profound aversion to Hegel, or, rather, argued that the properly scientic Marx emerged only after he had nally shed his Hegelianism,
Althusser can never quite excoriate Hegel entirely. For Lenin, after all, is

65
See Althusser 1972, pp. 38–46; Althusser 1969c, pp. 23–32, and earlier Althusser
1972, pp. 39, in 1968, he leaves open the possibility that Freud himself opened up a new
continent, but within a year seems to have given up this suggestion (Althusser 1972,
p. 72).
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fascinated with Hegel. And, if we thought that Althusser had put Hegel’s
theology behind him, then it is Lenin who permits him to return to that theology, now in the form of the philosophy of religion. Despite all his dislike for
the Hegelian dialectic, he draws near to Adorno’s contradictory critique of
Kierkegaard, that is, he both rejects theology and reads it dialectically. Both
sides of this response to Hegel’s theology he nds in Lenin. Thus, Althusser
quotes Lenin arguing that Hegel’s criticism of Kant is correct: ‘Kant disparages
knowledge in order to make way for faith: Hegel exalts knowledge, asserting
that knowledge is knowledge of God. The materialist exalts the knowledge of
matter, of nature, consigning God, and the philosophical rabble that defends
God, to the rubbish heap’.66 It is perhaps stating the obvious that the trashing
of theology is somewhat complete here.
But Lenin offers another possibility for Althusser. Apart from the point that
the ‘knowledge of God’ is a necessary step to the ‘knowledge of matter’ (but
only after reading Capital), Althusser explores Lenin’s fascination with Hegel’s
discussion of the Absolute Idea in the last chapter of Hegel’s Science of Logic.
For here, ostensibly the characteristic Hegelian closure with God, Lenin nds
the greatest possibilities for materialism in Hegel’s thought. In other words,
using Hegel’s own dialectical method, the more idealistic he gets, the more
materialistic he becomes.67 As if this was not enough, Althusser’s gives it a further twist: what we nd in this section of the Logic, after having traced through
Marx’s own setting of Hegel on his feet, is that the Absolute Idea is none other
than the process – History, Nature, Method etc. – without a subject (God). For,
in Hegel’s own writing, God seems strangely to disappear from this nal part
of the Logic, and Althusser’s argument is that it took Marx to make this clear.
In the end, what emerges is the process of History, whose science Marx inaugurated with a distinct method for understanding the process itself.
In other words, Hegel’s theological argument has suffered the fate of his
own method: while Althusser, following Lenin, rejects theology (a particular
form of idealism) he is also taken with its dialectical inversion into materialism.

66
Althusser 1972, p. 116. Quoting Lenin, Collected Works, Vol 38: p. 171. Also: ‘I
am in general trying to read Hegel materialistically: Hegel is materialism which has
been stood on its head (according to Engels) – that is to say, I cast aside for the most
part God, the Absolute, Pure Idea, etc.’ (Lenin, Collected Works 38: p. 104, quoted in
Althusser 1972, p. 115).
67
See Althusser 1972, pp. 120–1.
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Here, like Adorno, there is not only a contradiction within Althusser’s
work (the simultaneous rejection and use of theology, as well as the use of
a dialectical argument that smacks a little too much of Hegel), but also the
basis of an argument for a very different approach to theology from a materialist angle.
This might be enough, given Althusser’s militant championing of the philosophical credentials of Lenin, but there is a further justication for the philosophical consideration of religion. And this comes in the midst of the famous
lectures on ‘Philosophy and the Spontaneous Philosophy of the Scientists’
from 1967, whose forbidding title might lead one to expect that we are on
the terrain of hard science. Yet they are saturated with reections on religion,
particularly with two of Althusser’s favoured distinctions – between science
and ideology and then between ideology in general and practical ideologies.
But what interests him is less the distinctions themselves than the task of philosophy in relation to them.
Thus, even though philosophy, which, for Althusser, is class struggle in
theory, concerns itself with the revolutionary transformation of intellectual
and social life, it is neither a science nor an ideology. However much Marx
was responsible, as far as Althusser is concerned, for inaugurating the science
of history, philosophy itself is not a science. Is it then some form of ideology?
Again, the answer is negative, but what intrigues is how he manages to say
no. Philosophy, he argues, does not seek to provide the answers to the old
theological questions of destiny and origins, the ultimate ends and radical
origins of human history. In other words, philosophy does not seek to take
the place of theology or the church, even though it has traditionally done
so. And the reason? These questions and disciplines are ideological propositions, the realm of moral and religious thought. Or more specically, they
are not ideology in general but practical ideologies, the various specic forms
of ideology, those that characterise the dominant forms of behaviour in a
particular social formation: ‘Practical ideologies are complex formations which
shape notions-representations-images into behaviour-conduct-attitudegestures. The ensemble functions as practical norms that govern the attitude
and concrete positions men adopt towards the real objects and real problems
of their social and individual existence, and towards their history’.68
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Althusser 1990, p. 83.
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Note what has happened here: on the way to showing that philosophy is
not ideology, he invokes the notion of practical ideologies. I will have more
to say on this distinction in Althusser between ideology per se and practical
ideologies below, but my point here is that, out of Althusser’s argument, has
emerged a workable category – the practical ideology of religion. Or, rather,
religion is one of the practical ideologies. The introduction of the practical
ideology of religion enables an extraordinary shift in his argument that I read
as a positioning of philosophy so that it can speak of religion: ‘Let us simply
note this point: from now on, philosophy is dened by a double relation – to
the sciences and to practical ideologies’.69 Philosophy is neither a science, nor
is it resolutely opposed to practical ideologies. Rather, it mediates between
them, is constituted by the relation between them, and must therefore not
only work out its place in relation to them, but also reect upon their natures.
In other words, one of the proper tasks of philosophy is the analysis of practical ideologies such as religion. At odd moments, he does indeed say as much:
philosophy, as that which sees the whole, concerns all human ideas and practices, including religion, subjecting them to a radical philosophical form that
decomposes and recomposes them in its own fashion.70
Elements of a materialist philosophy of religion
The Church, then, leaves a curious residue in Althusser’s thought – something I have argued comes in the form of a logical opening for a philosophy
of religion, or, rather, a philosophy of the practical ideology of religion. But
that is really only the rst step, for, after setting up the logical possibilities for
an Althusserian philosophy of religion, there is a second stage that begins the
work of shaping and fashioning the various elements of the practical ideology of religion. Not unexpectedly, that project hinges around the question
of ideology, and my interest is the neglected nal section of the ideological
apparatus essay on religious interpellation. Further, I investigate an overgrown path to the strangest Althusser yet, namely, the materialist biblical
critic. In other words I investigate two elements of a possible materialist
philosophy: ideology and myth.
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Ibid.
See Althusser 1990, pp. 245, 252.
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Ideology
Apart from the historicising function of the ‘Ideology and Ideological State
Apparatuses’ essay – in which the bourgeoisie gradually wrests ideological
control from the Church and relocates it in education71 – it provides some
of the building blocks of a theory of religion. There are three elements: the
argument that ideology is eternal; that ideology has a material existence; and
the interpellation narrative. And, in each case, the catholicity of Althusser’s
thought – a distinct residue of his early abode within the Church – returns
with extraordinary vengeance.
Already in the rst steps of his argument regarding ideology, he effects
what may be called a theological transition. I am referring to his controversial
argument that ideology has no history, that it is eternal. This is part of his
search for a theory of ideology in general, over against particular ideologies
that are distinct from class. It is this general ideology, upon which particular, historical, ideologies depend, that has no history. Although he makes the
effort to connect his argument with Freud’s assumption of an eternal unconscious, the move is also theological, or rather an appropriation, with a twist,
of theological arguments about God: ‘If eternal means, not transcendent to all
(temporal) history, but omnipresent, trans-historical and therefore immutable in form throughout the extent of history, I shall adopt Freud’s expression
word for word, and write ideology is eternal, exactly like the unconscious’.72 I
am less interested in the apparent polemic against the Marxist desideratum
that history is the ultimate category of any analysis, but in the appropriation of what is primarily a theological argument concerning God. The implicit
logic of such an appropriation is not the smuggling in of theology but the
realisation of an internal logic about theology itself: deliberations on the

71
‘It is no accident that all ideological struggle, from the sixteenth to the eighteenth
century, starting with the rst shocks of the Reformation, was concentrated in an
anti-clerical and anti-religious struggle; rather this is the function precisely of the
dominant position of the religious ideological State apparatus’ (Althusser 1972,
p. 151). The process he describes of the attack on the Church, the reduction of its
power, dissolution of its functions after the French Revolution, and replacement
with another dominant ISA implicitly takes on a positive role in his analysis. This
struggle was not merely the result of a gripe against the Church, but necessary
for the political hegemony of the bourgeoisie as well as the ‘ideological hegemony
indispensable to the reproduction of capitalist relations of production’ (Althusser 1972,
p. 152).
72
Althusser 1972, p. 161, emphasis in original.
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nature of God actually speak of something else. And that ‘something else’ is
the ideology of which God is a feature: it is not that God himself is omnipresent, trans-historical and immutable, but, rather, the ideology in which God
has a place. But this is to favour religious ideology over all other forms (we
will need to wait for Althusser to do that himself). Instead, what Althusser
has done is make full use of the catholicity of Christian theology: the claims to
God’s eternity, omnipresence etc. provide him with the language and system
of thought to argue for the catholicity of ideology itself, of which religious
ideology is but one part.
The general denition of this eternal ideology is the famous ‘ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of
existence’.73 This is, however, merely the rst thesis on the structure and functioning of ideology, and even here the primary example remains the question
of God. God is not merely the imaginary representation of the real conditions
of existence; rather, religious belief is a representation of the imaginary relations with real conditions. If it is eternal, it will not disappear, but now at two
removes from any real conditions.
However, Althusser veers closer to religion, or, rather, ecclesiology through
the primary example of the Church, with the second thesis – ‘ideology has a
material existence’. This section of the essay has drawn the occasional commentator to point to the extremely Spinozist form of his argument.74 In particular, Althusser echoes Spinoza’s argument that the cause can exist only in
its effects, that God cannot be an external force, a creator who acts on the basis
of an intention and plan. Instead, God is an immanent cause, inconceivable
without his creation, whose intentions and decrees can exist only as they are
actualised in that creation.75 So also with ideology, which is immanent in its
practices and apparatuses and cannot exist apart from them. Hardly a coincidence, then, that the explication of this thesis on the material existence of
ideology should move all too readily into theological language.

73

Althusser 1972, p. 162; see also Althusser 1990, pp. 24–5.
See Montag 1995. As Althusser comments only a few pages later, ‘to be a Spinozist
or a Marxist . . . is to be exactly the same thing’ (Althusser 1972, p. 175).
75
As Montag quotes Spinoza: ‘God could not have been prior to his decrees nor can
he be without them’ (Benedict Spinoza, The Ethics. Trans. Samuel Shirley (Indianopolis:
Hackett, 1982)), Proposition 33, Scholium 2, quoted in Montag 1995, p. 63.
74
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And so, in arguing for the material, rather than spiritual, existence of ideology he moves to particular or practical ideologies (religious, ethical, aesthetic
etc.), each of which not only has a history but a location in an apparatus, an
ISA and its practices. But now Althusser takes his general denition – the
representation of the imaginary relations to real conditions – into this specic
realm of practical ideologies and gives the example of the Church. We should,
by now, not be surprised that his way of dealing with religion is the Church,
now with a Spinozist twist. To begin with, the individual belief in God – an
‘ideological “conceptual” device’76 – produces the material attitude of the
subject – mass, kneeling, praying, confession, penance, repentance etc. Even
tensions with other ideas that lead to contradictory actions still exhibit the
thesis that ‘ideas’ exist in actions. And, here, Althusser locates ideology in the
ideological state apparatus:
This ideology talks of actions; I shall talk of actions inserted into practices.
And I shall point out that these practices are governed by the rituals in which
these practices are inscribed, within the material existence of an ideological
apparatus, be it only a small part of that apparatus: a small mass in a small
church, a funeral, a minor match at a sports’ club, a school day, a political
party meeting, etc.77

His nal move is to take a materialist slant on Pascal’s formula, whereby
the practices themselves – kneeling, praying, etc. – generate belief. Thus, a
‘religious ideology can exist with rules, rites, etc., but without a systematic
theology; the advent of theology represents a degree of theoretical systematisation of religious ideology’.78 And, in this inversion, with the removal of
the primacy of ideas (as spiritual) in ideology, a distinctly materialist philosophy of religion begins to emerge. Yet he can do so only by reverting
to yet another ecclesiological example – a small mass, a funeral. Or, rather,
Althusser misreads Pascal in a Spinozist fashion to point to the impossibility
of separating ideas and beliefs from their material actions and rituals: belief
does not so much follow act, but beliefs and ideas are always already inserted
into practices and cannot exist without them.79
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Althusser 1972, p. 167.
Althusser 1972, p. 168.
Althusser 1990, p. 27.
Montag 1995, pp. 67–9.
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Once we begin reading in this way, it is surprising how often the example
of the Church appears in Althusser’s ISA essay.80 But this should not surprise
us, for, as I argued earlier, although he had by now left the Church far behind,
it still leaves its marks all over him. Yet the Church is not a mere example,
for it recurs too often in the ISA essay to remain in that category.81 Rather, I
would suggest that the form of the two theses on ideology – representations
of imaginary relations and material existence – is analogous to the distinction
between belief and practice, especially in the Roman-Catholic Church with its
emphasis on ritual and the practice of religion. In other words, the favoured
example of the Church hints at a deeper connection with his theory: the range
and complexities of theological thought provide Althusser with the conceptual tools necessary for his profoundly inuential recasting of the theory of
ideology. Yet, his theory is not an implicit theology, or theology dressed up
as philosophy (his accusation directed at Jean Lacroix), but a properly materialist theory of ideology that realises, as with Lenin’s reading of Hegel, the
internal logic of theology itself.
The nal part of the ISA essay – the famous interpellation section – maintains the emphasis on ecclesial and theological questions. Or, rather, what
follows this section does so: I refer here to the nal and extended example
from Christian religious ideology, an ‘example’ that has languished in singular obscurity.82 Yet the two sections – the interpellation narrative and the reli-

80
The contrast with the ‘Ideological State Apparatuses’ essay and the discussion
of ideology in ‘Marxism and Humanism’ (Althusser 1969b, pp. 221–47; Althusser
1996, pp. 225–49) could not be sharper, for, in the latter essay, the pages devoted to
ideology (Althusser 1969b, pp. 231–6; Althusser 1996, pp. 238–43) mention most of
his main points without any reference to the Church.
81
Although note the claim that Spinoza’s reections on the materiality of the ideology of Jewish religion, with its temples, priests, sacrices, observances and rituals
profoundly inuenced his notion of ideology (Althusser 1994b, p. 217). Is this to be
read as a nervousness about the pervasive theological tenor of the ideology essay?
82
Even Paul Ricoeur, whom we might expect to comment on the ecclesiological
and theological features of the last part of the ideology essay, gives it but the briefest
of glances: all he says is that the notion of interpellation is based on the Christian
idea of the call (Ricoeur 1994, p. 64). Michèle Barrett also notes the crucial last section
in passing (Barrett 1991, p. 101). Thomas Pepper’s (Pepper 1995) less than helpful
discussion of religion in this essay focuses on the earlier reference to Pascal and
neglects the last section entirely. Warren Montag’s astute essay (Montag 1995) identies
the Spinozist features of the earlier theses but ignores the last part of the article. An
exception is Ashraf H.A. Rushdy, (Rushdy 1992, pp. 35–42) although he argues that
the religious ‘example’ falls short since the state, Althusser’s ostensible subject, is not
like God. This criticism misses the mark somewhat. And Gabriel Albiac’s brief reading
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gious example – belong inextricably together, for the interpellation narrative
begins a nal argument that is incomplete without the mis-named ‘example’.
The interpellation section is an effort to deal with the nal dimension of
ideology, the subject. Thus, not only is there ‘no ideology except by the subject
and for subjects’, but also ‘ideology interpellates individuals as subjects’.83
Both statements indicate a dialectical interplay between subject and ideology:
the subject as a category is absolutely necessary for all ideology, but ‘the category of the subject is only constitutive of all ideology insofar as all ideology has the function (which denes it) of “constituting” concrete individuals
as subjects’.84 Ideology requires subjects to function, but creating subjects is
the function of ideology. This also means that ‘subject’, for Althusser, has the
meaning of an ideologically constituted being, one who lives spontaneously
in ideology.
Thus the interpellation narrative attempts to answer the question as to
how ideology constitutes individuals as subjects, and the metaphor Althusser
selects is that of interpellation or hailing. Yet the narrative is also an endeavour at understanding ideology in the context of the all-pervasive presence of
ideology, the inability to escape ideology even in an analysis of ideology. In
fact, the famous narrative is preceded by earlier narratives that indicate such
a presence, put now in terms of ideological recognition. For Althusser, the ‘It’s
me’ response to ‘Who’s there?’ and the French ‘Hello, my friend’ in the street
illustrate such ideological recognition.
Given the impossibility of escaping ideology, particularly as Althusser has
dened it, the interpellation narrative that follows is not so much an effort at
escape as one that recognises the pervasiveness itself.
I shall then suggest that ideology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a way that it
‘recruits’ subjects among the individuals (it recruits them all), or ‘transforms’
the individuals into subjects (it transforms them all) by that very precise
operation which I have called interpellation or hailing, and which can be
imagined along the lines of the most commonplace everyday police (or
other) hailing: ‘Hey, you there!’

(1997) argues that the last section of the ideology essay sets up the religious subject
of Althusser’s autobiography without explicating the argument in full.
83
Althusser, 1972, p. 170.
84
Althusser 1972, p. 171.
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Assuming that the theoretical scene I have imagined takes place in the
street, the hailed individual will turn around. By this one-hundred-andeighty-degree physical conversion, he becomes a subject. Why? Because he
has recognized that the hail was ‘really’ addressed to him, and ‘that was
really him who was hailed’ (and not someone else). Experience shows that
the practical telecommunication of hailing is such that they hardly ever miss
their man: verbal call or whistle, the one hailed always recognizes that it is
really him who is being hailed. And yet it is a strange phenomenon, and
one which cannot be explained solely by ‘guilt feelings’, despite the large
numbers who ‘have something on their consciences’.85

Althusser is keen to stress that the narrative sequence gives a false beforeand-after effect, for ideology and the hailing of individuals as subjects is the
same thing. That is, individuals are always-already interpellated by ideology
as subjects, and so individuals are always-already subjects.
However, the argument does not stop here, for in the following ‘example’
he takes religious ideology to develop the argument further. Despite appearances, it is not a specic example with its own variations, for ‘the formal structure of all ideology is always the same’.86 Although the call of Moses appears
as the biblical exemplar, Althusser takes up a distinctly Roman-Catholic
instance of ideology hailing individuals.87 The implicitly ‘catholic’ tone of
the well-known text I quoted above emerges clearly in the following, which
deserves a fuller quotation precisely because it is less well-known:
The Christian religious ideology says something like this . . . I address myself
to you, a human individual called Peter (every individual is called by his
name, in the passive sense, it is never he who provides his own name), in
order to tell you that God exists and that you are answerable to Him. It
adds: God addresses Himself to you through my voice. . . . It says: this is who
you are: you are Peter! This is your origin, you were created by God for all
eternity, although you were born in the 1920th year of Our Lord! This is
your place in the world! This is what you must do! By these means, if you
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Althusser 1972, p. 174.
Althusser 1972, p. 177.
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Rushdy’s suggestion that the narrative should be called ‘Mosaic interpellation’
simply misses the Roman-Catholic specicity of the example (Rushdy 1992, p. 35).
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observe the ‘law of love’ you will be saved, you, Peter, and will become
part of the Glorious Body of Christ! Etc.
Now this is quite a familiar and banal discourse, but at the same time a
surprising one.
Surprising because if we consider that religious ideology is indeed
addressed to individuals, in order to ‘transform them into subjects’, by
interpellating the individual, Peter, in order to make him a subject, free
to obey or disobey the appeal, i.e. God’s commandments; if it calls these
individuals by their names, thus recognizing that they are always-already
interpellated as subjects with a personal identity (to the extent that Pascal’s
Christ says: ‘It is for you that I have shed this drop of my blood!’); if it
interpellates them in such a way that the subject responds: ‘Yes, it is really
me!’ if it obtains from them the recognition that they really do occupy
the place it designates for them as theirs in the world, a xed residence:
‘It really is me; I am here, a worker, a boss or a soldier!’ in this vale of
tears; if it obtains from them the recognition of a destination (eternal life
or damnation) according to the respect or contempt they show to ‘God’s
Commandments’, Law become Love – if everything does happen in this
way (in the practices of the well-known rituals of baptism, conrmation,
communion, confession and extreme unction, etc. . . .), we should note that
all this ‘procedure’ to set up Christian religious subjects is dominated by
a strange phenomenon: the fact that there can only be such a multitude of
possible religious subjects on the absolute condition that there is a Unique,
Absolute, Other Subject, i.e. God.88

Might not the second passage be read as a commentary on the rst? Whereas,
in the former quotation, Althusser places our already interpellated subject on
the street, the setting of the second quotation is by no means explicit, although
it conjures up an image of an individual kneeling at Church, addressed by
God. But this is by no means necessary, for the second passage lls in much
of the detail that the cryptic rst passage leaves open. Apart from them both
being narratives of interpellation, at the centre of the rst is the ‘physical
conversion’, a redirection that runs at so many levels: turning around in the
street, religious conversion, the awareness upon such a ‘conversion’ that it
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Althusser 1972, pp. 177–8.
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has always been so and that one’s former direction was ‘mistaken’. The second passage assumes such a ‘conversion’, now explicating it in terms of the
address by God to an individual. Or, rather, it is the address of ‘Christian
religious ideology’ to an individual, claiming that God speaks to him through
such an ideology, constituting God and the individual as subjects in the
process itself.
However, I want to stress rst the Roman-Catholic saturation of the second
passage in order to ask how it advances Althusser’s theory of ideology. This
passage could hardly be thought without Roman-Catholicism: God addresses
the individual through ‘religious ideology’, i.e. the Church; the sample name
is none other than ‘Peter’; the implicit liturgical moment of conrmation when
a new name is given and the person consciously recognises the call of the
Church; the rituals or sacraments themselves, baptism, conrmation, communion, confession and especially extreme unction; the emphasis on obeying
the commandments, the ‘Law of Love’; and the quotation from Pascal, who
has already appeared.
Althusser has made it rather easy for me, for the Christian religious ideology in question is none other than Roman-Catholic. But, in order to see how
this translates all too readily into Althusser’s ‘catholicity’, let me trace the
rest of the argument. This ‘religious ideology’ calls a particular person, who,
created by God, must respond to this call. God speaks to this person through
the Bible and Church, and if this subject responds to the law of love he will
have eternal life and so on. However, religious ideology has many subjects
that all relate to or mirror God, a singular Subject (capital S). These then relate
to each other, except that in Christian ideology the Subject also becomes subject – Christ – in order to present an example of ‘salvation’ for the many subjects. The point here is that all ideology has a mirror structure – duplication
of Subject into subjects and Subject into subject-Subject – and centred in the
Absolute Subject. Since religious ideology has both multiple subjects, a single
Subject (God), and a relationship posited between the two, he argues that all
ideology has the following features:
1. the interpellation of ‘individuals’ as subjects;
2. their subjection to the Subject;
3. the mutual recognition of subjects and Subject, the subjects’ recognition
of each other, and nally the subject’s recognition of himself;
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4. the absolute guarantee that everything really is so, and that on condition
that the subjects recognise what they are and behave accordingly, everything will be all right: Amen – ‘So be it’.89

The universal claim (all ideology), along with the nal ‘Amen’ and its translation, the rush of the paragraph-long sentence in the previous quotation, but,
above all, the identication of the one, absolutely other Subject at the centre
of any ideology – all of these suggest a desire to say everything about ideology. Far from an example, the nal catholic section of the essay takes the
discussion of interpellation to its conclusion in the midst of the Church.
When this quadruple system is in play, subjects can operate perfectly well,
without supervision. Through ideology and the rituals of the ISAs, subjects
recognise the existing state of affairs and operate within them. All of which
leads Althusser to his nal formulation: ‘the individual is interpellated as a
(free) subject in order that he shall submit freely to the commandments of the
Subject, i.e. in order that he shall (freely) accept his subjection’.90
Only through the religious ‘example’, which is absolutely necessary to
Athusser’s argument, can he reach an answer to a question he posed somewhat earlier: why do people seek to represent their imaginary relationship
with their real conditions of existence? The answer comes only at the end: so
that people can work and live ‘normally’, that is, freely subject themselves to
the Subject. Even here, Althusser draws on a paradox from the tradition of
Christian theology, namely, the tension between free will and determinism,
cast in a specically Roman-Catholic form. Although most traditions attempt
to hold the relation in some balance, however paradoxical, the emphasis tends
to fall on one or the other. It seems to me that Althusser follows a Jansenist
line: ideology operates successfully when subjects believe they are submitting
of their own free will, even though ideology predetermines them to arrive at
precisely this position.
The ISA essay is an extraordinary one and it is not for nothing that it remains
a major focus in engagements with Althusser. But it seems to me that he walks
a ne line here. Let me put it this way: does his effort to move beyond the
traditional Marxist notion of ideology as false consciousness prove to be too
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costly? There are two levels to an answer to this question. Firstly, Althusser
himself is guilty on a number of occasions of precisely such a cruder version
of ideology. Now, I am all in favour of a good dose of vulgar Marxism, but
it gets us only so far. Thus, in ‘Theory, Theoretical Practice and Theoretical
Formation: Ideology and Ideological Struggle’,91 Althusser argues for such
an idea of ideology – a system of representations dominated by a false conception of the world, one that enables the dominant and exploited classes
to identify their relations to each other. And he argues that religion is the
rst form of ideology,92 after which moral, juridical, aesthetic, political and
philosophical forms appear. Following Marx and Engels, religion becomes
not only the primary form of ideology, but also one that dominates until the
eighteenth century, characteristic of peasant revolts and early stages of the
workers’ movement. It is, therefore, the prime instance of false consciousness,
the thickest layer of mystication that must be discarded before we can take
on the other layers.
Put this way, communist society becomes the rst demystied society, the
one in which the debilitating effect of ideology has been put aside for good.
Althusser is, at times, taken with such a position, although occasionally with a
curious twist. Thus, in the nal chapter of Machiavelli and Us (1999), he argues
for the use of religion as a necessary ideological instrument, an instrument
for generating consent for a successful and united popular state. The tensions
characteristic of the ISAs are noticeably absent. The problem, however, is
that such a society sees itself beyond good and evil; that is, it worships itself
as divine. Adorno was to nd in such arguments and realities the return of
the logic of idolatry, although for him it applied as much to the Left as to the
Right.
Althusser took a different track. And the problem from him was that, if ideology permeates all human activities, then any position outside ideology, one
that may identify its falsity or truth, becomes impossible. This is, of course,
a standard criticism of the theory of ideology. Thus: ‘Intellectuals live in culture, just as sh live in water; but sh cannot see the water in which they
swim’.93 Can intellectuals see the culture in which they live? Here, he will
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argue for a gap, a break between the immediacy of intellectual labour and the
broader ideological system that operates ‘behind their backs’, one that allows
sufcient space to identify ideology’s workings. But Althusser would take an
even more radical path to argue that ideological projection is an indispensable
function/ction of all societies. It is the condition of symbolisation, through
which society gives meaning to the world and itself. Precisely here, it seems
to me, does the power of his catholicity come through. In the end, Althusser
can only develop his theory of ideology by passing through ecclesiological
and theological arguments, particularly those of the Catholic Church. In other
words, this theological background provides the breakthrough and depth of
his mature theory of ideology. He can then extrapolate from the Christian form
of ideology to argue that ‘Subject’ can also designate – apart from God – State,
Duty, Justice, and so on. The catholicity of this particular form of Christianity
becomes the precursor of the universality of this theory of ideology.
Myth
If ideology falls as a glaringly obvious category for any materialist theory
of religion, then the second category – myth – is not so obvious. But it is
the means by which Althusser gets to the question of myth that is the most
intriguing of all: biblical criticism. Althusser as a theological thinker may be
strange enough, but Althusser as a biblical critic? Elsewhere, I have drawn
material from Althusser’s work in order to offer a reading of the book of
Genesis,94 but Althusser himself has a moment or two of his own exegesis.
His moment of biblical exegesis would of course appear in a footnote, and
it is the only time he engages directly with a biblical text. But then, it is an
astonishing footnote, one that deals at some length with Genesis 1–3. Let me
begin with the text itself:
The plunge of the product into Nature, which occurs as soon as the product
escapes the producer’s control and is no longer posited as being identical
with him, gives us a better grasp of the creation myth. On the purest
conception, God is the circularity of Love; he is sufcient unto himself
and has no outside. The creation is literally a rupture in this circularity:
God does not need the creation, so that it is, by denition, different from
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him. This non-identity of the Creator and his creature is the emergence of
Nature. The product of the God-who-works escapes his control (because it
is superuous for him). This fall is Nature, or God’s outside. In the creation,
then, men unwittingly repress the essence of work. But they do still more:
they try to eliminate the very origins of work, which, in its daily exercise,
appears to them as a natural necessity (one has to work in order to live,
work is a natural law entailed by the Fall – as appears in the myth of Eve:
‘you will earn your bread by the sweat of your brow’). Moreover, work is
inherently conditioned by nature, since the worker transforms a nature that
is given. In the creation myth, this natural character of work disappears,
because the Creator is not subject to any law, and creates the world ex nihilo.
In God the Creator, men not only think the birth of nature, but attempt
to overcome the natural character of this birth by demonstrating that the
creation has no origin (since God creates without obligation or need); that
the fall has no nature; and that the very nature which seems to dominate
work is, fundamentally, only as necessary as the (produced) nature which
results from work.
Developing and deepening this myth would perhaps enable us to
anticipate what Marx means by ‘the identity of man and nature in work’.
Approached in this way, that identity would have two aspects. On the one
hand, men are identical with nature in that they are identical with what they
produce; their products become nature for them (this immediate identity
through labour re-emerges in revolutionary action; one may therefore say
that this alienation is already overcome in thought – men no longer need
a myth to represent it, since it has become the object of economic science).
On the other hand, men would also be identical with the nature that forces
them to work, and which they transform through work; this second identity
would be claried through reection of the rst. Here, however, we would
have only an embryonic anticipation, for, in the obvious, elementary sense,
identity is still beyond men’s grasp. Men see clearly enough that the natural
world is given to them, and that they themselves exist because they exercise a
measure of control over it, thanks to their knowledge and industry; however,
they have not completely overcome natural alienation: they are subject to
the elements, illness, and old age, and obliged to work in order to live.
Moreover, if the work of scientic knowledge and of the transformation
of the world is itself a recurrence of, and recovery from [reprise], natural
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alienation, the recovery is not complete: circularity is not re-established, and
human circularity will no doubt be established before natural circularity (in
a socialist world, say the Marxists, one will still have to overcome natural
alienation). This deciency explains why it is still necessary to revert to
myth in order to conceive a totality which has not yet attained its concept;
it is in the story of creation, on this view, that men contemplate the reprise
of natural alienation.95

This text comes from Althusser’s Masters thesis on Hegel, before his all too
rapid dismissal of the early, humanist Marx, especially on the whole question
of alienation. Here, in the early Althusser, we nd an intense engagement
precisely with those questions of alienation and nature, particularly in terms
of the creation myth. But before I immerse myself in Althusser’s text, a comment on the immediate context. Althusser seeks to read the narrative of the
Fall in light of Marx’s argument concerning the Fall of the product of human
labour into nature. This argument follows a discussion of alienation in which
the apparently natural form of economic determinism is, in fact, a human
product: although the economy appears natural, to which human beings are
subject, it only appears so because it is alienated from human beings. Thus,
the realisation of human freedom is the process of reclaiming this natural
necessity as a human necessity. So also with labour, for the moment the
product leaves the hands of men it falls into nature, appears perfectly natural, a signal of the alienation of labour (for the early Marx, whom Althusser
read avidly before dismissing this work and the theory of alienation as not
properly Marxist). I still think that Althusser was too quick to dismiss the
early Marx, especially on the whole question of alienation, since this is an
extraordinary note that Althusser would need to jettison along with the early,
humanist non-Marxist Marx.
And then comes the footnote. There are three stages of his argument that I
will exegete in some detail: the Fall as narrative of the alienation of labour; the
story of creation itself as a counter to such alienation; and where such a myth
might continue to function.
Only once does Althusser quote from the Bible (Gen 3: 19), and this a misquotation to which I will return. But the solitary biblical reference indicates
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the heavily theological nature of his reading, where the narrative of Genesis
1–3 is overlaid with a number of Christian doctrines: the self-sufciency of
God, creatio ex nihilo, and original sin. The transition from the mention of
the ‘creation myth’ – by which, of course, he means the creation myth of the
Hebrew Bible subsequently appropriated by Christians – in the rst sentence
to the next couple of sentences on the self-sufciency of God is not as smooth
as it seems. Too quickly do we assume that he is still speaking of the creation myth of Genesis 1–3 (although, even here, we have two myths) when
he already draws upon a particular Christian doctrine of God to interpret the
narrative of Genesis. And this is the Thomistic doctrine of the self-sufciency
of God, that God does not need the world or anything outside of his triune
nature to be complete, for otherwise he would be incomplete and therefore
not God. Divine love then becomes one of pure gratuity, one in which God
loves the world precisely because he does not need to do so, a love that has
no reciprocity about it and is thoroughly undeserved by God’s creatures. It
matters little whether the doctrine of God’s self-sufciency was developed in
order to facilitate such a notion of love or whether self-sufciency produces
the particular idea of love that has, to a large extent, determined the perception and practice of love in the West.
To be sure, the creation narratives of Genesis 1 and 2 have been used to justify the doctrine of God’s self-sufciency, but it is hardly the case that the text
itself is a pure, or even contaminated, representation of the doctrine. The two
forms of ancient Near-Eastern myths that we nd in the biblical text show all
the marks of that indeterminate context, from the plural gods (‘Let us make
man in our image’ Gen 1: 26) to the ambiguity of the rst phrase of Genesis
1: 1, which may be either ‘In the beginning God created’ or ‘When God began
to create the heavens and the earth, the earth without form and void’. The
implication of the second translation, based on what may also be read as a
temporal construction, bereshith, ‘When [God] began’ (literally ‘in a beginning’) is that there was indeed something with which God began, rather than
the vast emptiness that the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo assumes. And here we
have the second traditional Christian doctrine that Althusser assumes in his
discussion of Genesis 1–3, one that faces a good deal of trouble when brought
face to face with the text.
However, I am not so much interested in charging Althusser with being
a less than astute exegete of the Hebrew Bible than with the implications of
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such a heavily theological reading. To begin with, the overbearing presence
of the Catholic Church is there in every word: for the Roman-Catholic Church
has been most insistent that the Church sets the agenda for interpretation of
the Bible, that it provides the means and meanings by which the Bible must
be understood. And for good reason, since the reading of the actual text raises
perpetual problems for the doctrines the Church holds dear. Yet, the Roman
Catholics only make explicit that which is part of any type of Christianity,
namely, that interpretation is always determined by the institution itself. The
most subtle form that this takes is in the Calvinist notion that Scripture is sufcient unto itself, that it can only interpret itself with no outside body imposing a foreign interpretation. I need not elaborate on the way this ensures
precisely what it seeks to forestall, since any interpretation that runs against
the institution is dismissed as a foreign body in the pure self-sufciency of the
Bible itself.
But what does Althusser do with his heavily theological reading of the
creation myth? The doctrine of the self-sufciency, or auto-generation and
auto-telism, of God allows him to offer a reading of the doctrine, and then
obliquely, of the narrative of the Fall, in light of the early Marx’s notion of
alienation. Given the theological – although not necessarily biblical – doctrine
of the triune self-sufciency of God, what Althusser calls the ‘circularity of
Love’, creation can only be something extraneous to God. It cannot be intrinsic to God (pantheism), and so nature is superuous to the divine economy.
The telling move is from arguing that nature is the result of the non-identity of
God and his creature to the identication of God as worker who loses control
of the product of his labour. On this reading, God becomes the model of the
worker (although it is not clear whether such a worker lives under capitalism)
whose product falls into nature the moment it is nished; or, rather, the Fall is
itself nature. But, just when we seem to have Althusser’s point – the theological reading of the creation myth as a curious precursor to the pattern of work
itself – he executes a double switchback: ‘In the creation, then, men unwittingly repress the essence of work’.96 God’s creation is the model of work but
only because it is a myth that ‘men’ relate in order to explicate the meaning
of work. But not quite, for Althusser writes, ‘men unwittingly repress’: they
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do not express, explicate or elucidate the essence of work, but repress it. In
other words, the Christian doctrine of creation with which Althusser overlays the creation myth is a narrative of the alienation of labour. In God’s selfsufciency, his auto-generation of the creature that is a stranger to him, that
is not part of his nature, lies the alienation of labour. But what is repressed?
For an early Althusser indebted to an early Marx, this will be un-alienated
labour, that which is repressed by what he takes as the creation myth.
The close reader of Hegel and the early Marx that Althusser is at this point
nds alienation [Entausserung] not only in the objectication of the product
of labour but also in the relationship with nature itself. And God in the creation myth is also the representation of this alienation. Nature is systematically excised: God is beyond the law, creates ex nihilo, which then becomes
the absence of obligation and need, the tautological absence of the origin of
creation, and the restriction of nature to the product of work which then falls
into nature at the moment of its production. Except that all of these items in
Althusser’s list are very much part of the Christian doctrines of the God’s selfsufciency and creatio ex nihilo, as well as the philosophical category of nature,
rather than the creation myths of Genesis themselves. This is not to say that
these myths are somehow free from a whole series of problems of their own,
many of them turning around questions of gender, ideology, politics, the
Lacanian symbolic and so on.97 However, Althusser’s theological reading of
the creation myths does bring out another crucial element of these myths,
namely, the question of labour.
It seems to me that this foundational material may in fact be read as part of
a much larger political myth that runs from Genesis to Joshua, turning around
the questions of the promise of a people and a land. If the former is realised
ambiguously only when Jacob’s family arrives in Egypt, outside the land
that Abraham has spent his life traversing in the book of Genesis, the latter is
almost inevitably delayed until its troubled fullment in the book of Joshua,
the rst book outside the Torah (Genesis-Deuteronomy). But what the myths
of Creation and the Fall do work over is the question of the division of labour,
revealing and attempting to deal with the myriad tensions of such a question
in the way that myths are able to do like no other genre. And, at the heart of
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the division of labour, is the vexed problem of the logically, if not historically,
primary division along the lines of sexual difference.
Less an explicit acknowledgement than through the odd phrase and mistake, Althusser hints at the ways the questions of the division of labour and
sexual difference might become central in a reading of Genesis. Let me return
to the Fall, which, for Althusser, now becomes part of the creative act by God.
The Fall is not something the human beings enact after the Creation is complete, from which God is removed and thereby not responsible. Rather, the Fall
is, on Althusser’s reading, inherent in the myth of Creation itself. Unwittingly
he picks up a tension in the whole Creation-Fall narrative of Genesis 1–3: if
the Creation were perfect, why would God place the forbidden two trees in
the garden, one of the knowledge of good and evil and the other of eternal
life? Is there not a aw in the crystal, as David Jobling has argued, one that is
geared to the breakdown of paradise as a necessary narrative device? And the
Thomist doctrine of Creation onto which Althusser latches neatly captures
the truth of this contradiction: the Fall is in the act of Creation itself, which he
now reads as a narrative of alienated labour.
What of the conventional Fall that is contained in Gen 3: 1–24? Is it merely
an addendum to the real Fall in Creation? That which is usually identied
as the ‘Fall’ becomes an effort to ‘eliminate the very origins of work’.98 Here,
work becomes a natural necessity through an etiological narrative that misplaces the origins of work: as a result of their disobedience, their eating from
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil at the enticement of the serpent and
then of the women brings about the curse of God on all three, serpent, man
and woman. The serpent is to go upon his belly, eat dust and be at enmity
with the woman and her seed; the woman will have her pain in childbearing
multiplied and be subject to the man for whom she will feel desire; and the
man will nd the ground cursed, full of thorns and thistles, which he will
need to work in order to eat: ‘in the sweat of your face you shall eat bread till
you return to the ground’ (Gen 3: 19). For Althusser, this narrative is not about
the origins of work, but its very elimination, providing justication for the
notion that one must work in order to live, that it is a ‘natural law entailed by
the Fall’.99
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Here, Althusser’s argument takes a slightly different turn that is more than
the ‘still more’ that opens this part of his discussion. Rather than operating
with an underlying assumption that there is an un-alienated form of labour
(he will return to this), he suggests that work itself is not a given for Marx.
The criticism of Baudrillard,100 that labour becomes an ontological category
for Marx, an eternal necessity for human beings, falls under Althusser’s point.
For Althusser, the idea that work is a natural necessity constitutes the elimination of the origins of work. The implication is that work, properly understood, is not a natural law, not an ontological category, but one subject to the
vagaries of history, with its own narrative of beginning and end. For Marx,
the origins and, if I may use the term, nature of labour, lie in the interaction
of human beings with nature: work is not part of nature, is not a necessity of
such a nature.
However, before I get to that point, which is the last part of Althusser’s own
re-reading of the creation myth, let me pick up a couple of symptomatic misreadings of Genesis. Neither is plainly wrong, but rather exploits an ambiguity in the text itself that allows it to run in an unexpected direction. The rst,
appearing earlier in the text than the long footnote that interests me so much,
concerns the two trees in Genesis 2: 9, 16–17 and 3: 1–3. Althusser writes, ‘In
Eden, Adam and Eve could eat of the tree of life, but were forbidden to touch
the tree of knowledge’.101 Of course, it is the tree of knowledge that interests
the Hegel concerning whom Althusser writes his Masters thesis. But, in this
brief sentence, Althusser takes a textual ambiguity on its own path. In Gen 2:
9, the ‘tree of life in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil’ are specied out of all the other trees that God made grow
and that were good to mouth and eye. By verses 16 and 17, we nd a ban on
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, but the command of God, ‘You
may freely eat of every tree in the garden’ (Gen 2: 16). The implication is as
Althusser, reading Hegel, takes it: that Adam and Eve could indeed eat freely
of the tree of life. But all is not so clear, for in the initial moments of the dialogue between the serpent and the woman, she says in response to the serpent’s question, ‘God said, “You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree which is
in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die”’ (Gen 3: 3).
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However, in 2: 17, the phrase ‘in the midst of the garden’ applies to the tree of
life and not the other one. In fact, Eve refuses to specify which tree she means,
and it is only the serpent who claries that he means the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil in the following verses. The hint of a mistaken arborial identity in 3: 3 – are both trees under a ban? Has Eve already acquiesced to eat of
the tree of good and evil in her words? – unwraps in 3: 22, where the risk of
the human beings eating of the tree of life as well and thereby living forever
prompts the (plural) God to banish the people from the garden: ‘Behold, the
man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil; and now, lest he put
forth his hand and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live forever . . .’.
The only explicit proscription on the tree of life is belated, one that comes
into effect when Adam and Eve broach the primary ban. Althusser’s reading, based on Gen 2: 9, 16–17, follows a perfectly viable way to read this text,
except that, like most, it decides on one at the expense of other options. But it
is an interpretation that rubs up against the expectations of readers for whom
this text is intimately familiar.
In the end, Althusser’s wooden interpretation does not come to much,
except perhaps to give a hint of the way he works with texts. It anticipates
the much more consequential ‘misreading’ of Genesis 3: 19 in the footnote I
have been considering for a while now. Quoting from the Segond edition of
the Bible, which was found in his library after his death, he writes: ‘as appears
in the myth of Eve: “you will earn your bread by the sweat of your brow”’.102
‘Earn your bread [gagneras ton pain]’ rather than the Hebrew ‘eat [‘kl]’ lends
itself more to a metaphorical interpretation, although this is not excluded by
‘eat your bread’. But what interests me is the curious phrase ‘as appears in
the myth of Eve [comme on le voit dans le mythe d’Eve]’.103 He does not write
‘as appears in God’s words to Eve’, which would be strictly incorrect, for the
words are directed to Adam, not Eve: he is the one who shall work. Nor is it
strictly a myth of Eve, but a myth of the Fall. Even so, Althusser seems to take
the words as those addressed to Eve. Yet, in Genesis 3, her ‘labour’ is not to
work the elds full of thorns and thistles, to toil in order to eat. Rather, God
says to Eve: ‘I will greatly multiply your pain in childbearing; in pain you
shall bring forth children’ (Gen 3: 16).
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We might read this slip on Althusser’s part in a number of ways. To begin
with, he unwittingly identies the problem with the whole question of labour
itself, namely, that it is men who work and are alienated in their work, whereas
women in gestation, childbirth and child-rearing do no work: it is a natural
process beyond the realm of labour. Here, his criticism of the myth of the Fall
comes to bear: the very identication of ‘work’ as natural is even more the
case with the maternal body. If the elimination of the origins of work takes
place with the idea that men must work in order to live, then the notion that
childbirth is a natural process is an even greater elimination of the origins
of work, the ultimate form of the alienation of labour. Yet, this does not go
quite far enough, and here I anticipate the later stages of his rereading of
the creation myth. A second unconscious outcome of Althusser’s misreading
is the commonplace of feminist criticism that Adorno and Horkheimer were
the rst to make: the identication of women with nature. In specifying Eve
rather than Adam as the recipient of the curse of work, Althusser brings out
the truth of the Genesis narrative: the pain of the woman’s childbirth is at
one with the toil required of the man to produce bread. Althusser will later
make this assumption crucial in his own argument with the statement that
nature is a given, but, here, he provides a glimpse of the problem with such
an identication.
Yet, a third level of reading Althusser’s misquotation picks up a nal ambiguity of the Genesis narrative. On this level, and here I anticipate his discussion of the possibilities for un-alienated work, the problem becomes one of the
parallelism between the curses for both the woman and Adam. He will toil
and sweat over the ground in order to produce bread; she will labour in pain
in order to produce children from her own body. In both cases, they work,
one with the ground, another with her body. But the problem with both is
that the work they do becomes, through the myth of the Fall, a natural necessity. Their work, which is identied with pain and toil, is therefore part of
nature, unavoidable. For Althusser, however, the key lies in Marx’s point that
there is an identity of nature and work that does not make alienated labour
a law of nature. Both woman and man remain alienated as long the products
of their work fall into nature, that is, continue to become something beyond
themselves and not identical with them. And, as long as there are pain, death,
disease, natural disasters and so on, human beings remain alienated from the
nature that forces them to work. On this highly eschatological point, Althusser
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loops back to the last part of Genesis 3 on which I have focused for a few
moments. But I have also anticipated the later part of his argument, to which
I can return soon.
Yet, before I do so, I want to go back to the rst reading of Althusser’s misreading, where I argued that the problem with the curse on Eve in Genesis 3
is that it makes childbirth a natural process and not work. Now all of this is
inverted, or, at least, becomes a new problem at another level of the dialectic: the most fundamental alienation is, if I may put it in such a convoluted
fashion, the naturalisation of labour that is itself an alienation of nature itself,
or, rather, between nature and work. In other words, the rst alienation is to
transform a natural process into work, and the second alienation is to make
this work a part of nature. In this way, I read Althusser’s comment on the
creation myth: ‘In God the Creator, men not only think the birth of nature,
but attempt to overcome the natural character of this birth’.104 The alienation
of the labour of childbirth nds its ultimate expression in the Creator’s act
of Creation, for here, in the very process of writing a myth of the birth of
nature ‘men’ erase such a birth’s natural character. Of course, Althusser is, as I
mentioned earlier, dependent on the Hegelian notions of the alienation of the
product of labour and of nature itself, but I want to suggest that it is precisely
through such troubled categories, ones that he would soon reject, that he is
able to come, however obliquely, to a profound insight. Once there, he (or,
rather, I) can kick away the ladder by which he got there in the rst place.
In the second paragraph of Althusser’s footnote, one that I have been exegeting in some detail, he seeks to explicate, or rather develop and deepen, the
creation myths (or what he continues to refer to as a singular myth, which
it has indeed become in Jewish and Christian usage). The purpose: to see
how it ‘anticipates’ Marx’s famous phrase: ‘the identity of man and nature in
work’. This ‘anticipate’ is ambiguous, for although he suggests that a more
sustained reading of the creation myth may turn it into a precursor to Marx’s
own formulation, he ends up reading the myth in Marxist terms. The ‘development’, in a Marxist fashion, renders the myth an anticipation of precisely
those Marxist categories. Dialectical or ambiguous? I am not sure, but, in my
reading, I have been arguing that Althusser in this early text provides some
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of the most detailed possibilities for a materialist philosophy of religion. And
what he does with the second paragraph is seek out the possibilities of unalienated labour, the rst option being the identity of worker and product,
the second of worker and the nature that forces him to work. I nd much of
this less promising than the rst paragraph, since Althusser slips back into
assumptions that are troubled by his other arguments, particularly the idea
that nature is a given.
Thus, on the rst point – the identity of worker with product and thus with
nature – Althusser moves rapidly to argue that such an identity takes place in
revolutionary action. He leaves aside the next step, but I am going to assume
it in Althusser’s cryptic argument: that the other side of the revolution would
also embody such an identity of worker and nature. What interests me, however, is the concluding observation, ‘this alienation is already overcome in
thought – men no longer need a myth to represent it, since it has become the
object of economic science’.105 It is no longer the creation myth per se, but any
myth that is in question. For Althusser, myth itself will pass, and the condition for such a passing is the overcoming of alienation. Not the overcoming in reality, in terms of class, politics and economics, but in thought. When
it becomes possible to think of an un-alienated condition, then the need for
myth has gone and economic science takes over. Apart from the anticipation
of Althusser’s later scientic Marxism, he shares at this point the problematic
assumption of other Marxists such as Benjamin and Adorno, for whom myth
in all its ambiguity could ultimately only be negative. In contrast to Benjamin
(for whom the myth of capitalism was one with its dream phantasmagoria)
and Adorno (the dialectic of myth and history, as well the entwinement of
nature and myth meant it would not so easily disappear and so what one
requires is a constant mythological suspicion), Althusser relies here on a conventional notion of the early Marx, that myth itself is part of ideology, which
is itself mystication and false consciousness, the mark and result of alienation. Eliminate alienation, and myth will follow.
I am not sure that there is much mileage in such a position on myth, and
Althusser would only become less patient with the function of myth. At least
explicitly, for his later theory of ideology implies a continued presence of myth
in any political economic formation, for myth becomes one, eternal, mode of
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representing the relationship with real social conditions. He hints at this in
the second point (‘On the other hand’) on the identity of work and nature.
Over against the abolition of myth in the promised union of labour and its
product in revolutionary action, myth remains to bridge the gap between
labour and the nature that forces human beings to work. Spoken otherwise,
one can imagine the identity of human beings and transformed nature (the
nature that results from human work), but the identity of human beings and
untransformed nature (that with which we rst engage in work itself) is a
thought that has yet to make its way into human consciousness. Or, in terms
he uses a little later, ‘human circularity’, the overcoming of human alienation
that echoes the language he uses for God earlier on, is conceivable, but natural
circularity is not, for ‘in a socialist world, say the Marxists, one will still have
to overcome natural alienation’.106
However, just when I feel that I can accuse Althusser of falling back to a
theory of myth as a gap-ller, as a temporary measure until a properly socialist society can be achieved, his argument becomes much more complex. The
temptation to seize on his suggestion that nature is a ‘given’ (is it a ‘given’ as
an unacknowledged and unrequited producer, like woman?), that existence
relies on ‘control’, ‘knowledge’ and ‘industry’ (does this not posit nature as a
hostile other that threatens human existence?) must hold off, since this is only
the ‘obvious, elementary sense’.107 I could point out that, even since the time
in which Althusser wrote, nature has ceased to function in human consciousness in such a fashion: no longer a given with which human beings must
wrestle, nature is that which human beings choose not to exploit, to preserve
as smaller (national parks, wilderness and world heritage zones) and vaster
regions (Antarctica). Or that the suggestion that the presence of illness, old age
and the fact that human beings are still subject to the elements is a profoundly
utopian image of a communist world. But Althusser moves on – ‘moreover’
he writes – from the hint of the last item in his list of signs of natural alienation, namely, the continued presence of work as itself an interaction and
transformation of nature in order to live. This work, as well as that of scientic
knowledge and the transformation of the world itself, is not merely a necessary process to the achievement of communist society, to the overcoming
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of natural alienation, but it is, more importantly, an incomplete ‘recurrence
of, and recovery from (reprise), natural alienation’.108 Work itself, the need to
interact with and transform nature, becomes, in Althusser’s text, a mark of
alienation itself, a recurrence of natural alienation, as well as a recovery from
that alienation. I could read this conjunction of recurrence and recovery as a
trap, as the closing down of any possibility of moving into communism, for, if
the mode of recovery is the same process that perpetuates natural alienation,
then the way out is barred forever. However, I will read differently, in the
sense that work, understood in the basic Marxist sense, and this includes the
work of science that Althusser would later favour so much in his ideal model
of Marxism, will itself pass when and if a communist society arrives. This
would be a more radical reading of both Marx’s phrase with which Althusser
begins the second paragraph, and of Althusser’s own interpretation. Simply
put, if work is one of the signs of natural alienation – the antagonism between
human beings and the rest of a nature from which they cannot be separated
– then the overcoming of natural alienation means the abolition of work in
any known sense. Here, we come upon the limits of any language to speak of
a thoroughly different world whose language cannot as yet be imagined. Is
this not Althusser’s point in the end, that a fully communist society without
natural alienation is unable to be thought?
What, nally, of myth? Let me quote again the last sentence of Althusser’s
footnote: ‘This deciency explains why it is still necessary to revert to myth
in order to conceive a totality which has not yet attained its concept; it is in
the story of creation, on this view, that men contemplate the reprise of natural
alienation’.109 The key lies with the French word reprise, which bears the senses
of resumption, return and repair or mending. He has already used the word
in relation to work and a communist society free from natural alienation; now
myth takes on a function comparable to work: the resumption or return (as in
tennis) and mending (as of a sock) of natural alienation is crucial to both work
and myth. I want to pick up the wonderful image of darning or mending a
sock in order to speak of myth. Rather than the gap-lling function of myth,
hinted at by the ‘still necessary’, or even the pre-scientic mode of thinking
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suggested by ‘not yet attained its concept’, myth takes on in this nal sentence
of Althusser’s a more substantial function, both utopian and dialectical.
The two are, of course, intimately related, especially in Louis Marin’s terms.
Thus, myth conceives ‘a totality which has not yet attained its concept’.110 This
is more oriented to the future than Lévi-Strauss’s widely inuential understanding of myth as the effort to resolve social contradictions (Althusser’s later
denition of ideology will draw closer to Lévi-Strauss). As a genre of thinking
and imagination that seeks to circumvent the restrictions of language in order
to speak about an inarticulable future, myth might be understood as an impossible attempt to draw its terms from that future. I have suggested this with
Walter Benjamin earlier in this book: the dialectical leap of myth is not that it
uses another means, an alternative genre, to speak about a desired world (in
itself, this is enough of a challenge to theories of myth that reiterate the crude
designation of myth as circular and therefore locked into unchanging repetition), but that myth itself is an imperfect genre of thinking that derives its
terms and very mode of operating from that future, reaching across to grasp
in a loose and slippery grip a glimpse of that yet to be achieved totality.
The other side of the semi-colon in Althusser’s sentence gives us the particular mechanism, if I may use the term, of myth’s utopian function (all the
while with Marin peering over my shoulder). As the reprise of natural alienation, both its return and mending, myth turns out to be, for Althusser, a
thoroughly dialectical exercise. The impossible conjunction of recurrence and
repair, perpetuation and overcoming, or my favoured return and mending,
is not so much the trap of myth as the utopian function of the dialectic. I am
tempted to read this in Adorno’s fashion, where one pushes each term of the
dialectic as far as it will go until it unwillingly yields to the other term: in
this case, the very condition for the mending that myth provides relies upon
its recurrence of natural alienation. In other words, only through the return
of natural alienation is the repairing, darning function of myth possible. But
the more difcult obverse then also applies: that mending, when taken all
the way through, sees a recurrence of precisely that natural alienation one
sought to repair. But, here, Marin becomes extremely useful, for it is not in the
content of the terms themselves that the possibilities for utopia open out, but
in the form of the dialectic that Althusser states without developing here. For
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Marin, utopia becomes possible when the terms of the dialectic are allowed to
run at full stretch, to let them go rather than rein them in, all of which brings
him to the notion of neutralisation as the crucial utopian feature. Neither contradiction, nor contrariness, nor even the resolution of the dialectic, but the
neutralisation of the terms in their release.111
Except that, in the Marin-driven reading of Althusser I have offered, there
remains what Marin would regard as impossible conjunction, that between
myth and utopia. For Marin, the two are incompatible, myth barring the road
to utopia and utopia seeing myth off the eld. Althusser, it seems to me, opens
a line of thought in which myth and utopia are less antagonists than necessary
allies, precisely in Marin’s terms. One nal observation on a stretch of text
on which I have already indulged myself: at the close of the note, Althusser
loops back to where he began, for it is not merely myth per se (although I have
taken some warranted license in order to speak of myth for a while). Rather,
he writes of the ‘story of creation’ that may be read, however theologically in
Althusser’s case, not merely as the effort to deal in narrative form with the
alienation of labour, but also as the reprise of natural alienation, its return and
mending, as well as the not-yet conceived totality.
In this long discursus on myth, spinning around Althusser’s reading of the
creation myths in Genesis, I have cut a path between the two parts of his
work that he ercely sought to keep separate. For the discussion of myth that
we nd in this long footnote is replete with the terminology and concepts of
Hegel, the early Marx and theology itself, all of which Althusser would later
excise as a militant scientic Marxist. Does this mean that religion and the
possibilities for a materialist philosophy thereof belong to a youthful enthusiasm that one puts away with maturity, the giving away of youthful speech
and thought? No, for my argument has been not only that Althusser was too
thorough in his expulsion of Hegel and the early Marx, especially on alienation and labour, but that it is possible to appropriate his conclusions regarding myth without endorsing the means by which he got there. It seems to me
that any materialist philosophy of religion that neglects myth is left halting.
The function of myth in a materialist philosophy of religion? As the reprise of
natural alienation, it provides precisely through the dialectial tension of the
term itself space for the concept of utopia in Althusser’s work.
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Conclusion: the terminus of (auto)biography?
Throughout this chapter, I have traced the various shapes of Althusser’s
catholicity: the alliances sought and dispelled in his early theological writings, the catholic blind spot in these same texts, and the necessarily ecclesiastical form of his departure from the Church. But what is most fascinating
about Althusser’s work is not merely that we nd the residue of the Church
in his later work, not merely that some of his major contributions cannot be
thought without theology, but that he also provides the logical possibility
and seeds of a materialist philosophy of religion.
But now, at last, (auto)biography. I have left this question until last, since
it tends to affect nearly all Althusser studies in some way or another, particularly the murder of Hélène and the events following her death, but also the
chronic bouts of depression and manic productivity of a bipolar psychological state. Biography seems to follow a number of paths in Althusser criticism,
one completely ignoring it, except perhaps as a series of unfortunate incidents
in the life of a brilliant man, another attempting to ward off the undermining
effect on Althusserianism itself, and a third seeking the key to his work in his
troubled psyche and difcult relationship with Hélène. If the latter option
over-reaches itself, the former speaks with a perpetual sense of repression.
Yet, if I shift focus to Althusser’s relationship with the Roman-Catholic
Church, then that biography everywhere seems to conrm my argument concerning the absent cause of the Church in his work: his training by Catholic
intellectuals, Jean Guitton, Jean Lacroix, Joseph Hours (Père Hours) at the
Lycée du Parc at Lyons for the entrance exam to the École normale supérieure;112 the continued inuence of Guitton and Hours in his life;113 the various
publications in Catholic journals such as Dieu Vivant, Témoinage Chrétien and
Lumière et Vie from 1946 to 1966;114 the ‘rst political cell’ he formed in Catholic
Action while at the Lycée, replete with chaplain and retreats to a Trappist
monastery;115 the continued interest in the community Jeunesse de l’Église and
the left, Catholic l’Union des Chrétiens Progressistes, from which many activists, such as Maurice Caveing, Jean Chesneaux, François Ricci and Althusser
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himself, joined the Communist Party, the antithesis of its purpose;116 the inuence of the political vision of ‘Père Hours’ in such a transition for Althusser
himself;117 the close connection with the religious community of Jeunesse de
l’Église at Petit-Clamard under the direction of Maurice Montuclard and the
attraction of the monastic vows of chastity, manual labour and silence later in
life as a solution to all his problems;118 his trips to see the pope, whether Pius
XII or John XXIII;119 the interest in liberation theology;120 and statements such
as ‘I was still a believer’121 and ‘I kept my “faith” for a long time, until 1947 or
thereabouts’.122
Autobiography is, of course, the most treacherous ground upon which to
base an argument for Althusser’s ‘Catholic’ Marxism, even though Douglas
Johnson does his best in the introduction to The Future Lasts a Long Time.123
He suggests that Althusser’s connections with the Church remained ambiguous. Nothing formal, critical of the director of Esprit, Emmanuel Mounier,
who nevertheless published some of his work, scornful of Jean-Yves Calvez’s
interpretations of Marx, yet he kept up relations with individual Catholics
such as Jean Guitton. With a degree from the University of Lille, Johnson suggests that with a Catholic upbringing and as a former leader in the Catholic
youth, he remained sympathetic to the social-Catholic movement and the
worker-priest idea, always seeking a reconciliation between Catholicism and
Communism.
But Johnson hints124 at the role of the canular, or practical joke, in the life and
work of a normalien, although he restricts it to incidents in the autobiography
such as de Gaulle asking him for a light in the street,125 or the claim that he
was a fraud as a philosopher, never reading much (especially of Marx), nor
studying for his exams. And the editors, Corpet and Boutang, argue that the
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whole autobiography is the work of both a madman and philosopher, a mix
of fact and delusion, hallucination.
Rather than playing the game of determining the phantasy from the ‘facts’
of his life,126 it seems to me that a more ingenious motif appears in the work
itself, specically with respect to the Roman-Catholic Church. The two
inuential gures from his youth, Jean Guitton and Père Hours, the one an
intellectual and the other a political inuence, have a curiously skewed and
deceptive presence in his work.
Père Hours, politically committed to the Catholic Left, Althusser presents
as an astute observer of political events, Jacobin and Gallican, anti-bourgeois.
Hours provided Althusser with his ‘earliest views on politics and the risks
involved’.127 And yet, Hours has an ambiguous role: militant in the Catholic
Left and possessing a sharp political mind, he is both guilty of the vague
solutions of the Church and yet provides the avenue for Althusser’s own
move to Marxism:
In fact the Church, via its chaplains and encyclicals, made their own militants
aware of the ‘social question’, of which most of us were totally ignorant. Of
course, once we recognized that there was a ‘social question’ and that the
remedies proposed were ridiculous, it did not take much, in my case the
profound political vision of ‘Père Hours’, for us to explore what lay behind
the wooly-minded slogans of the Catholic Church and rapidly convert to
Marxism before joining the Communist Party!128

Althusser claims that Hours’s antithesis, Jean Guitton, passed on the fraudulent ability to pass off ignorance for knowledge purely through the form of
the work. During the year that Guitton taught him at Lyon, Althusser learnt,
after failing his rst assignment, to write on the vaguest of topics with clarity
and conviction:
Soon after that we were set our rst written essay. We wrote it in a large
classroom where the older boys worked together after lessons. They were
old hands and knew all the tricks of the trade. Guitton had given us the
subject: ‘Reality and ction’. I was struggling in vain to get a few vague ideas
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into my head and again feeling completely lost when one of the older boys
came up with some sheets of paper in his hand. ‘Here, have these. They
might help you. Anyway, they’re on the same subject’.
It was true; Guitton must have set the same subject the previous year and
older boy mischievously gave me Guitton’s own fair copy. I was certainly
lled with shame but my despair was even greater. Without a moment’s
hesitation I took the teacher’s fair copy, retained most of it (the overall plan,
the development of the ideas, and the conclusion), and reworked it as best
I could in my own way – in other words, what I had managed to grasp of
Guitton’s approach, including his style of writing. When Guitton gave the
essays back to us in class, he seemed quite amazed and showered me with
sincere praise. How had I made such progress in such a short time! I came
top with seventeen out of twenty.129

The result: Althusser became the prize pupil, one of the few to gain access to
the École normale supérieure, Guitton’s favourite, all through a ‘supreme act
of deception and artice’.130 An allegory for the Church in Althusser’s work
and life? I suspect so, primarily because it did not lead to Althusser’s despising Guitton. Rather, Guitton, the ‘great philosopher’ and Catholic, taught him
two genuine scholarly virtues that remained with him: ‘rst, to strive for
the greatest possible clarity when writing and, secondly, the art (artice as
always) of constructing and expounding an argument on any essay subject,
a priori and as if by pure deduction, which was coherent and convincing’.131
If the content and truth claims of the Roman-Catholic Church no longer held
him, fading from his life and work, the form of the Church – here, specically
the form of its thought in all its scholastic rigour – remained fundamental
to his intellectual life. But it was a form that was based on a deception, an
allegory of the absent cause of the Church itself.
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Chapter Four
The Heresies of Henri Lefebvre

Can I have been the last of the faithful?1

May ’68, surrealism, Dada, class-war Punks, die
Grünen, Parti Communiste Français, sex and,
impossibly, religion, specically dissident RomanCatholic theology – these, among many other items,
might begin to list the inuences, both to and from,
Henri Lefebvre. However delectable these various
items might be, my concern is Lefebvre’s continual
negotiation of religion, specically the strange ghost
of Roman Catholicism and catholicity that continues
to visit Lefebvre’s work. As with Althusser, the fact
that by ‘religion’ Lefebvre means ecclesiology of a
specic sort, that the mark of the Church in his work
may be designated ‘catholicity’ in the various senses
I will explore below – all of this indicates the specic
situation and trajectory of Marxist intellectuals in
France before and after the Second World War. Like
Althusser, there is a moment of profound religious
commitment and involvement that is subsequently
rejected. Also like Althusser, Lefebvre was a philosopher (among other things) and member of the
PCF, although he did not stay as long. But Lefebvre’s
thought took a very different path, one that included
mysticism, a lifelong emphasis on the theme of
alienation in Marx’s work and a predilection for the
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Hegelian side of Marx that eventually became anathema for Althusser but
found a response among the Roman Catholics themselves (much to Lefebvre’s
chagrin). In fact, for all that they had in common, the two of them sit on
either side of the see-saw: Althusser with his scientic, late Marx on one
side and Lefebvre with his early humanist Marx, whose central idea is that
of alienation, on the other.
Although I am suspicious of the trap of an assumed coherence of an individual life, almost all of Lefebvre’s work is autobiographical in some sense,
especially the key text of the ‘mature’ Lefebvre, coming from the extremely
inuential Critique of Everyday Life of 1947: ‘Notes Written One Sunday in
the French Countryside’.2 This essay will become the hub of my analysis
of Lefebvre and I offer a detailed exegesis and response to it in the bulk of
this chapter.
The discussion of religion that we nd here, running back to ancient Greece
and its festivals and then focusing on the small country church near Navarrenx
in the Pyrenées, wants to know why and how the Church can have such an
inuence, not only in society and politics at large but especially in his own life.
The essay will lead me to consider other dimensions of his thought, especially
the notions of alienation, space, women and everyday life, particularly in the
way they seem to undermine his virulent polemic against the Church and
show up contradictions in that engagement. I will also consider Lefebvre’s
distinct liking for heretical positions, including his earlier disavowed but radical mysticism, Jansenism, and the theological education he received from the
dissident Roman-Catholic theologian, Maurice Blondel at the University of
Aix-en-Provence.

Threshold
And now let us go for a moment into the little village church, surrounded
by its graveyard.3

At rst sight, Lefebvre’s rejection of the Church is more resolute than
Althusser’s, his hatred more entrenched and venomous. As far as Lefebvre
is concerned, the Church – and he speaks specically of the Roman-Catholic
2
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Church – is complicit with the alienation of capitalism. And, with the overcoming of alienation, a life-long project, the Church must be swept away
with the bourgeoisie and the institutions of capitalism. I will return to the
question of alienation below, but let me focus on the passionate essay for a
while. I would like to imagine Lefebvre writing in a small notebook in the
churchyard of his native village of Navarrenx, away in the country and on
his own for a few moments soon after the end of the War. But I suspect that
what passes for ‘Notes’ were, in fact, dictated on his return to Paris. The
parenthetic remark, ‘I forgot to check whether it [the vault decorated by an
amateur painter with stars] is turned eastward towards Jerusalem and the
sunrise’,4 suggests as much.
In the end, I am more interested in the form of this text, the various hints
such a reading may reveal, but rst let me summarise both the ostensible content and then the formal questions. The argument moves from a discussion
of the rural cycles of peasant life, full of rhythm and balance, rich festivals
and celebrations, to the disastrous effect of differentiation in terms of both
property (the rise and dominance of wealthy landowners) and the organised
religion of the Church. However gradual it may have been, both property and
the Church come later, aliens in a landscape and society that would have been
better off without them. But it is the Church that stands directly in the path of
the storm of Lefebvre’s polemic, and after the intimate pages where he satirises, mocks and demysties the role of the Church in a peasant community
like Navarrenx, he closes with the argument that Marxism provides the only
answer to such a pervasive and asphyxiating alienation of everyday life.
As for the question of form, once he enters the church, it is as though the
careful argument he has been building threatens to, and often does, get
swamped by the passionate hatred of the Church. In these moments, he loses
sight of the main argument, only returning to the question of alienation at
the end of the essay. The rst person pronoun dominates the pages,5 to the
extent of reciting some of his planned rebellions against the Church. Finally,
the intense rush of his polemic can only be brought to a close by advocating
Marxism in the conclusion. The contrast in style between the point form of
Marxism’s response and the running sentences and paragraphs (the last three
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full of ellipses) of the preceding tour of the small church has its own story to
tell. By this time, Marxism and the Church could not be further apart.
I am, in fact, going to stay with the question of form for a while, returning to
content at the close, for it seems to me that the content – the Roman-Catholic
Church and religion more generally as a major element of alienation that only
Marxism can overpower – begins to appear in a different light once the other
signals of the text have been explored a little further. The overall structure
that holds these ‘notes’ together is not the rhythm of rural life and festivals
that he valorises so strongly in the opening pages; rather, the measured liturgical beat of a Roman-Catholic Sunday morning becomes the thread that
renders the whole essay coherent at the same time that it reveals the inescapable presence of the Church in the way Lefebvre thinks and writes. From
the churchyard (the impression is of the 44-year old Lefebvre seated outside
the church before the worship service) where his imagination conjures up, in
this sequence, the patterns of rural peasant life, the village itself, the churchyard, entry into the church, a tour of the dark interior and then the service, or
mass, from the moment worshippers enter in response to the church bell to
the vernacular sermon and then communion. Alongside the structural coherence of the liturgy, the other line of coherence is that of the autobiographical
individual, much like Lukacs’s argument in Theory of the Novel: the narrative
of the hero, especially the coherent chronology of an individual life, holds
together the disparate pieces of a disintegrating world. And what Lefebvre
traces is the disintegrating effect of both capitalism and the organised religion
of the Roman-Catholic Church. In this context, autobiography, especially the
trajectory from Church to Marxism, attempts to hold everything together. As
organising principles, both liturgy and autobiography work together, but they
also generate the tensions of the narrative. For Lefebvre’s own track away
from the Church sets up the impassioned criticism that perpetually threatens
to re off in all sorts of directions. But it is precisely the spark between these
two features, liturgy and autobiography, that makes the essay so fascinating.
I have already suggested that the liturgical structure of the text betrays a
certain catholicity. So also at specic points in the text, the rst of which is
the crucial transition where he enters the church – ‘And now let us go for a
moment into the little church’.6 I am going to give this ‘humble, unadorned
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threshold’ its full tropic weight, for it is also a threshold in his argument, a
transition into a space in which he shifts gear. On one level, the whole existential tour of the church – a mode of writing that de Certeau in New York City or
Jameson at the Bonventure in Los Angeles would replicate – is built upon and
then undermines the way the faithful would enter a Roman-Catholic Church.
For the pause on the threshold is initially one of reverence, a dipped knee
and a hurried cross before passing into the sacred space. Not so Lefebvre: his
pause is full of foreknowledge of what he will nd, anger, disquiet, memories
of childhood, and fascination.
I hesitate on its humble, unadorned threshold, held back by a kind of
apprehension. I know what I shall nd: an empty, echoing space, with
hidden recesses crammed with hundreds of objects, each uttering the silent
cry that makes it a sign. What a strange power! I know that I cannot fail
to understand their ‘meanings’, because they were explained to me years
ago. It is impossible to close your eyes and your ears to these symbols: they
occupy you, they preoccupy you immediately, insistent, insidious – and
the more so for their simplicity. Already a feeling of disquiet, suppressed
anger, mingled with the reluctant but tenacious memories of a childhood
and adolescence shaped by Christianity. . . . And I know that this suppressed
anger is another aspect of the power, the nascent fascination of the ‘sacred’
object. It is impossible to free myself from it. For me this space can never be
just like any other space. But precisely because I feel this obscure emotion
I can begin to understand its obscure causes. So I must not despair, the
ght goes on. . . .7

For Lefebvre, it is the vacillation upon entry that gives him the possibility
of ghting the extraordinary hold of the Church. And that ght involves a
search for the causes of the Church’s power, over himself and over French
society, however difcult those causes may be to uncover. Thus, the silent
signifying cry of the objects that clutter the inside of a Roman-Catholic church
building, replete with meanings that are so well known to him, still have
their power, a strange power, over him. In their simplicity, they saturate
his thoughts, or, rather, feelings. However much he may attempt to blot
them out, he cannot close his eyes and ears to them. But note the string of
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negatives: ‘I know that I cannot fail to understand’; ‘It is impossible to close’;
‘It is impossible to free myself from it’; ‘For me this space can never be just
like any other space’.8 Cannot fail, impossible, never: the simple but telling
point of the perpetual negative it that he protests too much, each resistance
falling all too readily to the recognition of the Church’s hold on him. He digs
deep, nding with great difculty the obscurity of both his emotions and their
causes, buried in the damp niches and corners of this ancient building. Even
the memories surface, reluctantly, despite his best efforts to excise them, the
hidden recesses of the church crammed with hundreds of objects that now
appear as an allegory for those memories. And the anger that he suppresses
speaks too readily of the fact that he does in fact acknowledge the Church,
for only when he neither feels hatred nor love could he truly say that he was
free of the Church.
However, Lefebvre does keep a zone free of his explicit admission of the
Church’s hold. The whole paragraph that begins his tour of the small village church of his youth remains in the realm of emotional response, the feelings that the space and rituals of the church evoke. So, while he attempts to
provide a reasoned description of the Church’s power, he cannot help but
show how much the emotional response remains in check, breaking out only
to be reigned in time and again: ‘Ah! Now here’s something better, or more
precise’;9 ‘Sunday morning!’;10 ‘A widow! It’s a widow!’;11 ‘I recognize you,
despicable peace of my childhood! But what torments it takes to be free, just
to destroy these ashes!’;12 ‘What a combination – the art of fascination and
the art of control’;13 ‘How childish, simple and profound divine mystication
is’;14 ‘I mustn’t get annoyed’;15 ‘But how cold it all is, and how dried up!’;16 ‘A
caricature of humanity! Profound? Inner? No!’.17 The ‘threshold’ of the little
church is also the threshold of the argument as a whole, since from here on
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the dark interior of the church draws out much more than can be contained
within a reasoned argument.
Lefebvre has almost made it too easy for me to argue for the legacy of
the Church, its spaces, symbols, emotional appeal. But what he cannot do
is offer a reasoned analysis alone of the continued effects of the Church on
his thoughts and acts. He attempts a curious balancing act, searching for the
power of the Church, particularly the hold that it has upon him, and at the
same time breaking out in vitriol against the Church. But what interests me
here are the modes of refusal and rejection that Lefebvre employs.

Exploration
Apart from the threshold passage itself, there is the spatial move through
the small church building, Lefebvre himself acting as part tour guide, part
cultural critic on an ethnographic run, and part diarist revisiting the familiar.
This spatial aspect of the essay begs an analysis in light of his famous distinction between spatial practice, spaces of representation and representation
of space, but I will hold with that for a moment. Rather, the language itself
interests me here, as it has in various ways until now. Apart from the rst
person narrative, the adjectives and nouns that race from Lefebvre’s pen have
their own emotive force: ‘an empty, echoing space’; ‘hidden recesses’; ‘insistent, insidious’; ‘obscure’; ‘despair’; ‘small and dark’; ‘sickly light’; ‘grimy
little panes’; ‘small, dark, mysterious’; ‘smell of must and mould’; ‘clumsy’;
‘discoloured and worn’; ‘the little human families which crawl along in this
vale of tears’; ‘sordid secrets’; ‘fearful depths’; ‘terrors’, ‘worries’, ‘misgivings’
and ‘despair’; ‘frightened’, ‘tormented’, ‘anxieties’, ‘sufferings’ and ‘weakness’; ‘inhuman’ and ‘craftiest’; ‘history of human poverty’; ‘massive dehumanization’; ‘living monster’; ‘craftily reticent manoeuvres’; ‘double-dealing,
treble-dealing’; ‘empty abstraction’; ‘threatening, domineering’; ‘melancholy’,
‘childish’ and ‘decrepit’; ‘unspeakably insipid, unspeakably dreary placidity’; ‘faded’; ‘stagnating’ and ‘falsely pious modesty’; ‘distraught’; ‘unutterably bored peacefulness’; ‘contemptible’; ‘despicable peace’; ‘torments’ and
‘anguish’; ‘lost illusions’ and ‘painful scar’; ‘inevitable catastrophe’; ‘bored
to tears’; ‘disguise’; ‘secretions’ and ‘accumulated sediments’; ‘childish’ and
‘simple’; ‘burdened, sickened, poisoned, by the philter of the absolute, the
venom of peace and the dreary peace of innocence’; ‘mental torture’; ‘little
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authority’; ‘weak chest’; ‘meaningless weight’; ‘comical’; ‘cold’ and ‘dried
up’; ‘insipid symbol of innity’; ‘dreariness’; ‘dehumanized beings’; ‘endish’
and ‘terrible’; ‘dubious’; ‘facile’ and ‘comical’; ‘extraordinarily naïve’; ‘a dry,
frigid theory’; and the ever-present damp and its smell.18
Hardly a list I would expect anyone to read in its entirety, but even skimming your eyes over it gives a distinct impression of the weight of Lefebvre’s
descriptors. He cannot be accused of restraint in his choice of words in order
to speak of the church. The venom of the terms spills over from the church
and runs onto the people, the villagers and farmers, and even his own reactions and rebellions. One of the clearest markers of the shift from the bench
outside the church and the step over the threshold is in this terminological
move, putting on show the sheer hatred that the Church draws from him.
But the venom is more concentrated in certain stretches when Lefebvre can
hold himself back no longer. These burst out from a text that often at least
attempts to give the Church its due, attempts to explicate as far as he can the
power he admits the Church still has over him. Or rather, the essay holds
two agendas in tension, one an effort to see how the Church works its spell
and the other where he has had enough and lets the Church have it. The rst
agenda structures the tour through the building itself, after he has entered the
threshold and before the next transition marked by the church bells and the
beginning of worship.19
And so, in an evocation that eventually runs through all the senses – the
sound of Latin and the vernacular, the sights of devotional items and gurines in the half-light, the touch of lips on St Anthony’s toe, the taste of the
Eucharist (at least for the priest), and the smell of damp and incense – he seeks
out the Church’s appeal and hold, however insidious it might be. It brings
together familiar and strange, mystical and musty, exotic and mundane; and
all of this purely in the mix of smells as he enters the church building.
The mundane and the transcendent mingle not only in the appealing smells
of Lefebvre’s small Catholic church, but also in the art work and manifold
curios and devotional items scattered throughout. Whether the star-spangled blue border, summoning the cosmic order God has made, painted by
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‘a clumsy but inspired artist’;20 or the dim bald central lamp that evokes the
sun or the Holy Spirit; or the patron saints Blasius (cattle) and Roch (sheep)
in a chapel, surrounded by a rough painting threatened by patches of spreading damp, to whom the peasants offer a few burnt bristles from the tails of
diseased cows; or St. Anthony’s statuette with its toe worn and stained from
kisses; or, in contrast to the aloof father, the immanence of Mary, who as both
Mother and Virgin sums up ‘the feminine totality’ and would be a great goddess were it not for a wise and crafty theology that restricts her role to one of
mediator; or the joining of heavenly family – two Fathers (one real and heavenly, the other . . .), a Mother and a Son – and the earthly families that come
to visit and pay homage. Never far away, irony slips in every now and then,
reinforcing the power of the multifarious links between heaven and earth. If
we tasted it in his description of the starry border to the vault, or in the dim
lamp that stands in for the sun, then it breaks forth in the description of God
himself. The vindictive and justied power of the Father, tempered by the
mild and brotherly son, threatens to come to pieces, parenthetically as it were;
‘(ah! the stories they tell in their pious conversations and their parish newspapers, of the host bleeding and speaking, of sudden deaths and unexpected
conversions)’.21
Lefebvre can allow himself a moment or two of admiration in the midst of
all of this, such as the attractive names for Mary (The Gates of Heaven, The
Morning Star, the Ivory Tower and the Consolation of the Aficted), or the
ability of this small, ordinary building to ‘offer us the world and the human
drama in résumé’,22 along with history itself. But he has barely contained himself up until now, the small glimpses of irony and scorn breaking out in a
paragraph that runs for almost two pages.
‘O Church, O Holy Church, when I nally managed to escape from your
control I asked myself where your power came from’, he begins.23 And with
that he is off, the anger and scorn and fear all mingled in a rush that apparently
leaves the Church no room in Lefebvre’s communism whatsoever: ‘Now I can
see the fearful depths, the fearful reality of human alienation! O Holy Church,
for centuries you have tapped and accumulated every illusion, every ction,

20
21
22
23

Lefebvre 1991, p. 214.
Lefebvre 1991, p. 216.
Ibid.
Ibid.

172 • Chapter Four

every vain hope, every frustration’.24 The charges he levels at the Church?
That it involves a large-scale deception, offers a totalising position that both
absorbs all in its path and will brook nothing outside it, and that through such
deception and totalisation it seeks to control human beings in every aspect of
their lives.
On the rst and third points – deception and control – Lefebvre pushes the
line that with its sordid collection of secrets and lies, the Church has plied its
trade through a range of tricks. In particular, the clergy brings to bear ‘skills
amassed over more than twenty centuries of experience’25 in order to perpetuate the big lie with the ultimate aim of controlling peoples lives. From birth
to death, life becomes one long run of terrors, worries, hopes and despair;
the clergy takes advantage of people in moments of doubt, fear or anxiety to
insinuate its message. The grand narrative of the human drama in the context
of world history becomes a litany of oppression and repression.
On these points, Lefebvre reiterates the old Enlightenment criticism of
superstition and deception, and he comes very close to the position on ideology that Althusser nds unacceptable. For Althusser, ideology represents the
imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence. The
key to this denition is that there are two removes from the ‘real conditions’:
the representation and the imaginary relations. Althusser seeks to counter
the mistaken assumption that ideology is an imaginary way of conceiving
one’s real conditions of existence. At this level, there is only one stage, one
step from reality to ideology: ideology is, therefore, an illusion, does not correspond to reality (belief in God, justice, etc.), but it does allude to reality. This
is the level at which Lefebvre seems to operate. The task of interpretation is
then to cut through the illusion, pick up the allusions and locate the reality
behind this imaginary representation. Althusser identies various types of
interpretation – the mechanistic (God is the imaginary representation of the
king or despot) and the hermeneutic (Church Fathers, Feuerbach, Karl Barth
etc.), in which the imaginary inversion of ideology need only be set on its feet
in order to discover the real source.
As to why people need to do such a thing, i.e., make an imaginary transposition in order to represent their real conditions of existence to themselves,
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there have been two standard answers. First a group of cynical priests and
despots have constructed these lies so that people will serve them in the belief
that they are serving God. Second, this imaginary representation is a result of
human alienation (Feuerbach and Marx): human beings therefore construct
an imaginary and alienated realm in order to deal with such alienation in
their real lives. Lefebvre seems to be guilty of taking up both positions at
once, cynical priests and alienation itself. I am going to return to the whole
question of alienation later, especially in light of my argument in the preceding chapter that Althusser threw out too much, both means and ends,
on the question of alienation. So let me stay with the cynical-priest option:
on this argument, a religious text or institution or doctrine is produced by a
religious and scribal élite who uses such materials to give expression to the
ideological assumptions of that group of writers: priests will then produce
documents with priestly concerns, men will produce documents with male
interests, political groups will put forward their own propaganda. Lefebvre
comes perilously close to the position that the Church is made up of a clique, a
group of ideological manipulators who seek to dupe their opponents and/or
the masses into following them. In other words, he understands religion, or
more specically the Church, as an instance of unmediated ideology, to use
Althusser’s terms, as the imaginary representation of the real conditions of
existence, without any mediation.
It seems to me that Lefebvre is guilty on all counts. And yet, this characterisation of the Church as a clique of cynical manipulators is not, in the end,
what really gets to him. The problem with the Church is that it lays a total
claim on any individual: ‘he who is not for me is against me’ becomes the
claim that Christianity provides a complete and closed system that excludes
any other. As with any analysis that starts with form, content must return,
as it already has in my discussion for some time now. What we nd here, in
other words, is a clash of the Titans, Christianity and Marxism being the great
totalising systems that have become in their own times state ideologies like
no other.26 Again and again in these pages, Lefebvre picks up the strategies of
totalisation: ‘O Holy Church, for centuries you have tapped and accumulated
every illusion, every ction, every vain hope, every frustration. You have garnered them in your houses like some precious harvest, and each generation,
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each era, each age of man adds something new to them’.27 Absorbing every
possible position like some great sponge, both the strategies of control and
deception that I discussed above become aspects of this totalisation. The denition of the Church is then that it ‘is nothing more and nothing less than the
unlimited ability to absorb and accumulate the inhuman’.28
Lefebvre, however, is not speaking of Christianity per se, but the Church,
particularly the Roman-Catholic Church. I will continue to insist on the specicity of the existential tour through the rural church building at Navarrenx:
it is a French Roman-Catholic church. And Lefebvre’s relationship to it is
contradictory. One the one hand, there is the half-recognised power that the
Church still exerts over him, and the need to explain and negate that power,
while on the other there are his unacknowledged and unpaid-for debts to that
Church. Let me lay out some of those debts.
Firstly, as with Althusser, he perpetuates in his rejection the claim of the
Roman-Catholic Church to universality: it is the ‘Catholic’ Church, a term rst
used in the early centuries of the Common Era not for inclusion but for exclusion and division. The ‘Holy Catholic Church’ of the early Christian creeds is
one that refused entry to various heretics such as the Arians, Donatists and all
manner of Gnostics. Let alone the great division with the Orthodox Churches
over the date of Easter. Too often, the underlying assumption of the ‘Catholic
Church’ is the theological doctrine of the Church Universal, the vast panoply
of divisions and denominations still united under one faith, now embodied in
the World Council of Churches (minus for many years the Roman Catholics).
But, as I will argue in my discussion of Gramsci, the universality or catholicity
of the Roman Catholic Church is not one of ecumenism but of exclusion. And
this shows through in Lefebvre’s own polemic, for he assumes the universality of the highly specic Roman-Catholic Church.
Secondly, the very description of the Church as an absorbing and rampaging monster growing ever larger the more it consumes still presupposes, for
all its negativity, a ‘catholicity’ that takes the notion to its logical extreme.
Thirdly, he speaks not of Christianity but of the Church. This is both an astute
observation of the necessarily institutional nature of Christianity itself, but it
also cannot move past the Roman-Catholic doctrine of ‘no salvation outside
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the Church’. In this respect, the Church lays a total claim upon people: should
you choose to join, then we expect complete submission, obedience and faithfulness. What is more, rather than being forced, you will want to do all of this
(the ultimate success of ideology, as Althusser pointed out). Finally, and following on from this, the rejection of the Church can only be one of total rejection. No half-measures, no polite promises to remain friends, for Lefebvre the
departure must be nal, the earth scorched behind him so that there can be
no turning back. But, in doing so, he perpetuates still the ‘catholicity’ of his
perception and experience of the Church.
In this scenario, the Church must depart the scene on which Marxism is
emerging: the premiere agent of dehumanisation and alienation, the Church
will dissipate with the overturning of alienation that Marxism promises. For
Lefebvre, it is either all or nothing. And the signs of such demise he sees in the
Roman-Catholic engagement with Marx and in Catholic Action, which was to
exercise such an ambiguous attraction for Louis Althusser. Although he does
not name anyone in particular, Lefebvre’s reference is clear. For Lefebvre, the
appropriation of Marx is the craftiest and most daring of all the Church’s subtle efforts at control: ‘And now you have the gall to take up the cause of Man,
promising to turn yesterday’s slave into tomorrow’s master! No. The trick is
too obvious, and above all the task is too great’.29
The catch is that, for all his polemic, it was precisely thinkers on the Catholic
Left that engaged with Lefebvre, both drawing from him and criticising his
work. The battle was over the humanism of Marx’s 1844 manuscripts, for this
was common territory for Lefebvre and his collaborators such as Norbert
Guterman on the one hand, and various Roman-Catholic thinkers on the other,
especially Gaston Fessard, Jean Daniélou, and Henri de Lubac.30 Each of these
Roman-Catholic thinkers sought both to combat and appropriate Lefebvre’s
Hegelian and romanticist Marxism. The crucial texts were Morceaux choisis,
a selection from Marx’s early writings edited by Lefebvre and Guterman in
1934,31 and their La Conscience mystiée of 193632 in which they attempted to
broaden the concept of alienation in terms of mystication. Already in the
latter book, the polemic against the Church appears. Lefebvre and Guterman
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attack the Church as anti-humanist, as an expression of mystied consciousness and the cause of further mystication, and as a false solution to the contradictions and problems of human existence. Marxism is, by contrast, the
true humanism, providing ‘la force d’une religion . . . sans être une religion’.33
Marxism could deliver on the promise of Christianity through its notion of
‘l’homme total’, for Christianity was part and parcel of the alienation that
must be swept away.
Fessard, Daniélou and de Lubac respond in different ways. Whereas Fessard
argued that the early Marx was not dialectical enough and used Lefebvre’s
arguments against vulgar Marxism, Daniélou sought a way between Catholic
thought and the humanist faith of Lefebvre and Guterman. De Lubac took
a different tack, stressing the shortcomings of abandoning ontological transcendence in favour of an absolute temporalism, which he traced back to the
earliest point of Marx’s atheism, his Theses on Feuerbach. In each case, these
Roman-Catholic thinkers found signicant value in Marxism and sought
to incorporate its insights into theology. That they did so through Lefebvre
seems to have horried him, and left him a little nonplussed.
Lefebvre is not sure which way to go here, for, on the one hand, he hopes that
this is the big contradiction that will lead to the Church’s undoing, attempting to combine the liberating drive of Marxism itself with the comprehensive
lie of the Church. Is this one trick too far? On the other hand, he knows that
the Church has been adept at adapting, absorbing and transforming all that
it encounters. The secret of its success has been this vast syncretistic enterprise, and so all he can do is close with a question: ‘So what is to become of
this accumulation of every conceivable myth and empty abstraction, of this
extraordinary apparatus which combines the aws of every State that ever
was without even the virtue of some connection to the life of any one people
or any one nation’?34 In other words, will Marxism oversee the demise of the
Church, or will the Church absorb Marxism?
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Worship
I want to hold my discussion of the relation between the Church and Marxism,
the over-riding theme of the essay, until a little later, for there is a third phase
of his entry and presence within the little church building where reasoned
analysis jostles with polemic. Most of the careful analysis comes in the ironysprinkled effort to understand the appeal of the worship service, or mass,
and I will stay with that for a moment before turning back to consider the
obligatory perusal of worshippers as they arrive, where again Lefebvre’s ire
gets the better of him.
What of the mass, that distinctly Roman-Catholic form of worship yet with
a recognisable general structure? Prayers, singing, sermon, Eucharist, give or
take a couple of things, especially the underlying theological justication for
certain items and not others. Lefebvre suggests we may read this awed event
as both more than and less than a tragedy, with protagonist (priest), audience
(congregation), choir, and community’s founder who comes to a gruesome
end only to revive himself and the community. More than? Here, he allows
perhaps the most scope, searching for the uncanny appeal and versatility of
the mass: ‘What a poetic drama, where anyone watching who is not insensitive or immune is challenged, gripped if only by the style and ow of imagery – forced to participate, drawn on by the senses even into the realm of
theological meanings’!35 And this appeal works its mystique all the way from
the magnicence of a high mass in a cathedral to the lowest mass of bench
and upturned crate. Less than tragedy? In the mock tone of a theatre review,
Lefebvre cites all that dissipates the power of the mass, lost in the clutter of
centuries: abstractions, symbols, gestures, language, the net weight of which
is to sink worship itself in unrelieved boredom.
Boredom would have to be the quintessential state of the pew sitter, particularly through the sermon. Perhaps the best way to read the ruminations
that follow, the sprinkling of Latin phrases along with Lefebvre’s free associating reection, is as a way to deal with boredom in the worship service itself,
especially the sermon (the only part of the worship service in Lefebvre’s little
church that was in French). Various triggers set off Lefebvre’s run of thoughts,
a compilation of wily Jews, pikes and infantry, Judith and Holofernes, youth
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and the Word itself. Now and then he chides himself for inattention – ‘But
hush! We mustn’t be ippant. Pay attention. . . . I mustn’t get annoyed’.36 But
all of this is not yet the Eucharist, for which the sermon is but the lead-up in
a Roman-Catholic mass.
And here, with the close of worship and the nearby close of the argument
as a whole, Lefebvre nally returns to the thesis with which he began, namely
the gradual alienation generated by the Church’s appropriation of the rural
festivals. But I began my analysis of his essay at midpoint, at the moment of
crossing the threshold into the church itself and into a different stage of his
argument. There has been little sense of the overall argument of the essay
in the section I have considered (Lefebvre’s existential tour). In fact, apart
from the references to alienation, there has been no connection made with
the earlier phase of the argument until now. What is wrong with the climax
of the mass, the Eucharist? All that had life, enjoyment, warmth and vitality
seems to have been sapped out of the meal. There is, for Lefebvre, no community apart from one that is ctitious and abstract. The introspection, false
piety, absorption in dreariness, dryness and coldness that characterises the
participants in the Eucharist is not even in the same ball park as the enthusiasm, overowing cups of wine and beer, never-ending food and the sensual
pleasure of eating and drinking. Lefebvre wants the Eucharist to be just that,
a celebration (the meaning of the Greek word eucharistein), full of pump and
energy and food and drink and community: ‘Where are the overowing cups
and the huge, consecrated loaves of bread’?37 But he is not going to get any of
it, for it has systematically been milked out of the Christian sacred meal.

Archaeology
With the close of worship via the high point of the Eucharist we come back
to Lefebvre’s main argument in this essay, and the moment of content proper.
Which is that in rural, peasant communities dating back to ancient Greece
and Rome, there was a rhythm of life and community, determined in large
part by the agricultural season itself, that had an extraordinary balance and
harmony. Honed over centuries of experience, the annual patterns of life
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both respected and took licence from the all-determining nature all around
them. As far as Lefebvre is concerned, life in a contemporary French village
(he writes in 1945) has not changed much from ancient Greece.
Or, rather, it hangs on, degraded and impoverished, overlaid with the alienating effects of social differentiation and organised religion, what Lefebvre
will call the social mystery. The brief pages on the village38 squeezed in
between the far-ranging utopian speculation of rural balance and the vitriol
directed at the Church, actually form the crux of the essay as a whole. It is a
very Hegelian argument, moving in the pattern of the undifferentiated to differentiation, and then through to a resolution in utopia; hence his fascination
with the pastoral idyll. If the section on the Church, with its mixed effort to
understand and condemn, presents the causes of alienation, and if the evocation of bucolic balance holds out an un-alienated state, then the village itself
provides the link between these two other parts. In effect, what Lefebvre does
here is undertake a cultural and spiritual archaeology of the village he sees
before him, a projection backwards and forwards that seeks both the appeal
of the rural French village and attempts to deal with its gradual decline.
There are two aspects to this archaeological effort, the one based on a notion
of uneven development and the other on a theory of relics or survivals. If
social and cultural development is uneven, if some parts follow a different
path or move more slowly, then it becomes possible to compare a select contemporary social formation with one or more of the past. In social-scientic
approaches to the ancient Near East and the Bible (material with which I am
most familiar), anthropological research from so-called ‘primitive’ societies is
used to develop hypotheses concerning ancient societies and make sense of
some of the textual material. Closely related to this is the notion of survivals,
in which one may nd traces of earlier social, political and cultural practices in
contemporary societies. In his unnamed village, the alienation of social differentiation and religion has not completely obliterated the older practices that
he values so much. In order to get there, he lifts various layers of alienation
in order to uncover the ideal community beneath: the myth of the community
and its dead, the winter solstice festival now overlaid with Christmas, spring
festivals with their relics of Dionysius and Hecate now sapped of any joy
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and celebration, the degradation of sacrice and charity into ‘spiritual’ investments, and the ancient gestures and rituals, now dead and without meaning.
The notion of relics, half-buried under contemporary forms, has another
more suggestive shape in Lefebvre’s work. The idea itself can either focus on
the remnants of the past lodged at various points in the strata of the present,
or one can focus on the transformations wrought on earlier bits and pieces by
a particular mode of production. It is this second perspective that Lefebvre
stresses in discussing the differences between serious belief in Christianity
(or occultism, spiritualism, vegetarianism or a particular moral code) and
the absence of such seriousness in regard to Greek gods such as Apollo or
Venus. Except that artists and lovers will invoke Apollo and Venus far more
often than God, or Jesus or the Holy Spirit. The reason? The heterogeneous
way in which capitalism appropriates and transforms so many elements from
different modes of production: ‘capitalist society brings with it all kinds of
outdated forms which it raises to a “modern level”’.39 In fact, the uniqueness
of capitalism is not the invention of new cultural and economic items – such
as patriarchies or money or religion or the detached bourgeois house and
other necessary items – but the transformation and combination of those that
already exist.
Lefebvre is no sociological slouch, having made some of the rst forays that
would establish rural sociology as a discipline in itself. I am going to be more
critical of his arguments concerning the development of religion, but it seems
to me that, for all its archaeological form, the depiction of rural balance is less
an image of the past than a utopian possibility for the future. Only when he
invokes Marxism at the close of the essay does the dangerously romantic40
and regressive bucolic landscape establish itself as a version of socialism. In
other words, the fullness of life, the risk of the festivals that challenged nature
in their very excess, are all part of an ideal image that I want to suggest functions less as a picture of past than as a utopian image of the future under communism. This is Lefebvre’s ‘primitive communism’ (even though it is very
much a feudal picture), the rudiments of a way of life that would nd their
fullment in the demise of capitalism. Here, he draws nigh to Bloch’s utopian
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hermeneutic, perpetually seeking utopian hints in material of past and present. Only with the emergence of wealth and property, the wealthy landowner
who always was more generous than anyone else at the annual festivals, does
division and inequality begin to appear: differentiation begins to overtake the
earlier undifferentiated state. These are the rst stages of what will become
capitalism, but it is not clear whether Lefebvre means the feudal social hierarchy or the rst signs of capitalism. In order to avoid the problem of distinguishing, his evocation of ancient Greece recalls a much earlier moment of
political economics.
Lefebvre will raise his hand and acknowledge a romantic and utopian
image of ancient Greece. Thus, in Introduction to Modernity, he quotes his own
The New Athens:
Athenian democracy, besmirched by slavery, incomplete but real, the cause
and effect of freedom, disappeared only with independence. Athens, as a
city-state, was neither the most nor the least important power of its age.
The Athenian Republic could not equal the mighty Persia, but it outclassed
the little towns and ports of Sporades and the Mediterranean. Around it
were grouped many towns, created or protected by the Athenians. Right up
until they ceased to exist politically they were able to be intensely active in
commerce, philosophy and science. They circulated their ideas with their
merchandise and their money with their logic, the money of the mind. If
they were not the greatest by virtue of their power (and Alexandria, then
Rome, vanquished them), they were so by virtue of their spirit. It is probably
to them that we owe the (rather unclear) concepts of spiritual greatness.
In so far as we are able to understand them, the Athenians’ relations with
one another combined a certain gentleness and practical rationality with a
great deal of energy, vitality and courage; if they knew how to enjoy their
life in their own homes, they were also able to defend their city, and their
sometimes excessive urbanity did not restrain them from acting on occasions
with regrettable violence, nor did it soften their obstinate will to power.
Nevertheless their guilt and brutality fade away as soon as we fall under
the spell of their social life, which successfully combined charm with the
austere quest for truth. Is there no place in the modern world for the New
Athens and the New Greece, a country which would be neither too large
or too small, which would be able to stand on its own two feet, and where
courage and sophistication would be combined? Is not our working class
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the most gifted in the world in terms of knowing how to get the best out of
life? It is not easily fooled. The proletarians of France know that man does
not live simply to get the best out of life; they know that to live one must
work, and to live well one must work well. Their social practices seem to
bring back the bourgeois skills of the eighteenth century: the art of happiness,
an intelligent Epicureanism, an art of sensual enjoyments. They couldn’t
give a damn for materialist philosophy as such. They have learned their
social practices with enormous good nature, reasonably – like the Greeks,
without excess, without going over the top – and spontaneously. Above
all, we must never burden them with heroism, or productivism, or science,
or political action: that would compromise what they have achieved and
held on to. For perhaps it is they who will reconstitute passionate, concrete
reason. Perhaps it is they who will rediscover the secret of a lost harmony,
the secret of an education which would train individuals in the art of living
and which would control technology, the secret of a moderate humanism,
without megalomaniacs and without giants, one which has as its aim the
fulllment of individual life. . . .41

I have quoted this at length, since the contrast with his depiction of the
Church could not be sharper. His own comment on this earlier image says it
all: ‘Yes, it’s all a dream, a romantic, utopian version of that classic myth, the
myth of the New Greece’.42 But he also claims that ‘Greece, the original source,
offers the only ideal and the only idea of man’s possibilities’.43 For Lefebvre
would like to hold on to the image of Athens as an image for the proletariat,
something to strive for in the everyday struggles of class conict.
In the essay contained in Critique of Everyday Life, he calls up a slightly different image of ancient Greece, no less romantic, no less utopian (however
qualied). This time, it not so much Athens as the rural landscapes and villages, the undifferentiated pastoral idyll that become an ideal origin now lost
before the onslaught of the Church and of capitalism. The phrases he uses
are telling: we can, with the assistance of precise documents ‘travel back in
our minds to the origins of civilization’ to the ‘dawn of Greek civilization’
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and ‘conjure up this country life’.44 And the assumption is that such a life
has remained, by and large, unchanged through Greek, Roman, medieval and
capitalist eras. Of course, this is not quite the case, but let us allow Lefebvre
his utopian image for a moment or two.45
Here, we nd peasants living in close and disciplined harmony with a natural environment (but has it not been fundamentally transformed in a Europe
that has only two per cent of its land surface not fundamentally altered by
human action?) that keeps them at a risky subsistence level. In the context of
this life, always at the mercy of a nature that would determine the extent of
the last season’s crops, Lefebvre focuses on the festivals in which the people
would throw all of their caution to the wind. In one festival day, they would
use up the carefully accumulated supplies of food and drink, putting themselves at the mercy of a winter in the face of which they engaged in an orgy
of food, alcohol and sex. With the barest nod to village idiocy (as he must
have found in his own village), Lefebvre sets up an image of poor, rough and
jovial peasants for whom nature, with all of fears and desires, was essentially
joyful. If there was any religion, it was inextricably tied to nature, a collection
of spells and rituals and a sense of mysterious powers that bound nature and
community together.
Invoking his pioneering work in the development of rural sociology, he
argues for a disciplined and subtle balance of rural life, ranging from the
amount of pastures, forests and arable land to the number of children that
could be born in any one year. Even though he recognises that ‘at only very
rare moments and places in history has it [peasant life] achieved a successful,
happy, balanced form’,46 the placement of such a concession after seven pages
of description of this imagined rural life is more telling. For what he will narrate now, in classic Hegelian fashion, is the breakdown of the ne balance,
brought about by social differentiation and inequality along with the abstractions of religion – sacred form, symbol and sign – out of the rituals rst used
to maintain and celebrate life.
If the development of a rural aristocracy and then a rural bourgeoisie, with
the attendant rise of private property, gradually dissipated and destroyed
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peasant communities through the reication of social relations, then the
development of social mystery, or religion, becomes the prime form of alienation through abstraction. The living relations among human beings become
abstracted, replaced by the signs and symbols of organised religion. I cannot help but notice the deeper narrative in all of this that evokes the Fall of
Genesis 2–3, one that engaged Bloch, Benjamin and Althusser as well. Here,
we nd human beings in an ideal state of nature, balanced and in touch with
themselves and their surroundings, until that Edenic state breaks down by
means of the intrusion of new and foreign beliefs and practices. Except that
the Genesis narrative reveals something about Lefebvre’s own argument that
might be described as the aw in the crystal, the less than perfect Golden Age
that is constitutive of that age itself. In the same way that, in the midst of the
garden of Eden, are the two trees, one of the knowledge of good and evil and
the other of life, that Adam and Eve are forbidden to touch, so also the possibility for social differentiation and the development of religion lies within
the balanced rural community.
The simultaneous growth of technical progress and social differentiation is
built into the very system of festivals that Lefebvre has so lovingly described.
A major aspect of participation in the community, the avoidance of bad luck,
the continuation of natural and human fertility involves gifts and sacrices.
Festivals ensured and assured the future, and so the generosity of the giver,
the size of the gift itself, entailed greater blessings. A large festival gift from a
wealthy member of the community would be seen as a gift to the community
itself: ‘Thus through their gifts to the community, the wealthy (once private
property had become differentiated) could make their wealth accepted, and
were able to consolidate it’.47 Here lies the paradox of this part of the ‘Fall’, for
in the process of strengthening the community itself the increasingly powerful landowners destroyed it.
As for the move from magic to religion, Lefebvre not only relies on an evolutionary model of religious development, valorising the early over against
the later form, but he relates it directly to the emergence of social differentiation. Thus, once the social process was obscured by the rise of wealthy and
powerful individuals – it now seemed as though they were responsible for the

47

Lefebvre 1991, p. 204.

The Heresies of Henri Lefebvre • 185

community’s well being – religion could develop out of magic, realise magic’s
deeper logic and yet replace it:
The developing social mystery – the reality which escaped men’s
consciousness, although they were its authors and actors – was destined
to become a religious mystery; and religion now superimposed itself upon
magic, but without destroying it.48

At rst sight, the connection between social differentiation and the abstractions of religion seems odd. For what Lefebvre apparently narrates is the
gradual emergence of capitalism in Europe: thus social differentiation is one
aspect of the commodication of commercial life and the reication of cultural and social relations. But then the argument that ‘religion’ – his model is,
as would be expected, Roman-Catholic Christianity – appears as part of the
whole process of social differentiation is absurd. However, Lefebvre is a little
more cagey than that, for he does not want to tie the process down so neatly.
What he tries to do here is identify a more general process, heavily reliant on
Hegel, that undoes the much-desired rural balance. So, social differentiation
and religion emerge in ancient Greece, in tribal situations (the rise of chiefs),
feudalism (kings and a highly stratied society) and capitalism.
It seems to me that he is on stronger ground with his notion of social differentiation than he is with his theory of the beginnings of religion. It would
be easy to pull his argument to pieces: structured religion does not necessarily
replace its forerunner magic; there is no evolutionary path from inchoate animism through mythical heroes, polytheism and then monotheism; nor is there
a path from the concrete experiences of everyday to abstractions of the great
religions; religion’s social causes cannot so easily be connected with social
differentiation, especially in the temporal model Lefebvre puts forward. But
what is more interesting is the function of this narrative of the Fall from the
utopian image of rural communities. The Fall of such a community is a necessary narrative device, both for Genesis and for Lefebvre’s essay. As has been
well argued in regard to Genesis but applies just as much to Lefebvre, if we
are to have any narrative at all, any history of redemption or indeed the possibility of Marxism itself, then the Fall must take place.
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And it is the arrival of Marxism at the close of the essay that carries out so
many functions for Lefebvre. I have already noted the formal function of the
nal pages in bringing, in an ordered series of points, the rush of anger against
the Church to a close. Lefebvre says as much, seeking to summarise what the
‘dialectical method can bring to such chaos’ – the chaos in question being not
merely the alienation perpetuated by the Church but also that produced by
his rage and rebellions. Further, the appearance of Marxism at the end makes
sense of the ten pages of utopian rural harmony with which he opens these
‘Notes’. The earlier reections then become an effort to glimpse the possibilities of a social world without alienation, without antagonism and class conict
(the negatives themselves are part of the difculty of imaging such a world).
But it becomes more than that in the nal words of the essay, where Lefebvre
puts Marxism squarely in the place of ‘religion’: attempts the extraordinarily
difcult task of recreating everyday life, ‘life in its smallest, most everyday
detail’,49 which then allows it to ‘resolve the problem of life itself’.50 Or, if I
may repeat the quotation I drew a little earlier from La Conscience mystiée,
Marxism provides ‘the force of a religion . . . without being a religion’.51
What we get here in the last breath of his reections is the nal clash of the
great totalising systems:
Human culture and consciousness incorporate every conquest, every past
moment of history. In contrast, religion accumulates all man’s helplessness.
It offers a critique of life; it is itself that critique: a reactionary, destructive
critique. Marxism, the consciousness of the new man and the new
consciousness of the world, offers an effective, constructive critique of life.
And Marxism alone!52

Lefebvre reiterates his earlier argument concerning the all-consuming syncretism of what he now openly and ambiguously calls ‘Catholicism’.53 Further,
not only does the Church, as a movement, a social and political organism,
assimilate all that comes in its path while appealing to dogma and appearing to resist change, it also permeates everyday life. This is, for Lefebvre,
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the location of the Church’s greatest power and also where Marxism’s hardest task lies. Lefebvre suggests that this domination of everyday life is the
result of both the various rituals, monumental buildings, vast organisation
and nance, state power and even the abstract theory, as well as the well
rehearsed psychological and moral technique. I am not so sure, for this smacks
all too much of a sinister plot by cynical priests; but I think he is on a much
better track with the suggestion itself that in ‘every act of one’s immediate
life, no matter how insignicant, religion can be present’.54

Heresies
In fact, it seems to me that here, on the question of everyday life, lie the
beginnings of a more positive reading of religion in Lefebvre’s work. And
such a reading is possible, I would suggest, because of the abiding inuence
of certain forms of theological thought. I refer here to the collection of heresies with which he begins to close his discussion of the ‘Notes Written One
Sunday Afternoon’. In what follows, then, I will rst speak of those heresies
before passing on to the more positive elements of religion that I would like
to retrieve from his work.
The penultimate moment of Lefebvre’s Sunday notes, before the invocation
of Marx, speak of his various rebellions against the Church, thoughts triggered by the Eucharist and functioning as his own way of closing the worship
service. For him, the desire to gather his own assortment of heresies was ‘just
another way of perpetuating mystical themes’; it showed all the signals of ‘one
of the last believers’.55 In other words, his various rebellions were part of the
logic of the Church itself, for which it had developed a series of terms such as
apostasy, prodigal son, and the cunning of the devil. You cannot escape that
easily, as Lefebvre recognised in anguish.
Lefebvre’s predilection for heresies was something he did not, despite his
claims to the contrary, leave behind with a rebellious youth. In the ‘Notes
from Navarrenx’ he writes of his planned heresy of the Holy Ghost, ‘an indestructible, indigestible heresy with which to torpedo the Church’.56 Picking
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up this neglected member of the Trinity, he planned to become the prophet of
the Holy Ghost, fostering a cult as intense and widespread as those of Mary
or Jesus. The motive: hatred and an over-riding desire for revenge. When
this turned out to be a little too clerical, he reverted to his favoured ancient
Greece, seeking out a Dionysiac celebration of the cyclical birth and death of
the cosmos, now on a vast Nietzschean scale that would, in its intensity of
passion, far surpass anything in Christianity. Christ and Zarathustra would
be absorbed into a ‘superhuman Celebration’.57
Lefebvre cannot be accused of half measures. We are supposed to believe
that these heresies belong to the moment of his adolescence, but he is fudging things a little, trying to put such things into a time when he could see in a
glass only darkly. Rather, his writings show a continuous compilation of heresies. Indeed, nearly all the possibilities he was to entertain throughout his life
appear in allusions and word-triggers in the central essay I have been favouring throughout this chapter. So, let us see what those allusions might be.
To begin with, while outlining his two rebellions – the cult of the Holy
Ghost and the Dionysiac Celebration – he mentions in passing that he ‘studied the history of the Church’.58 I will deliberately over-read this phrase in
order to consider his time at the University of Aix-en-Provence and the teaching of the Roman-Catholic modernist theologian Maurice Blondel. As for
‘perpetuating mystical themes’,59 there was also a period in which he was
enamoured with mysticism. His close collaborator on the rst translations of
Marx’s early writing into French, Norbert Guterman, later turned to cabbalism. Secondly, the cryptic ‘Jansen’s?’60 bears with it a whole regional weight
from his home town, apart from the heretical history of a theological position
that has most in common with that other French theologian, Jean Calvin. And
then the heresy of the Holy Ghost itself has echoes of Joachim de Fiore, the
twelfth-century millenarian and mystic who foresaw the inauguration of the
third era of history, that of the Spirit, in 1260 CE.
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Blondel
I studied the history of the Church.61

Suffering from respiratory problems in a damp, cold, World-War-One Paris,
Lefebvre went to study for a Licence in Philosophy at the Catholic University
of Aix-en-Provence. It was 1918, he was seventeen, and Maurice Blondel was
already 57. Although he was to live for another 31 years, he already gave
Lefebvre the impression of ‘un petit chat très vieux’.62 Blondel had a history of
radical and dissident theology, having been part of the modernist movement
in the Roman-Catholic Church condemned by Pope Pius X in 1907. As Shields
notes, Lefebvre found himself switching from the technical and engineering
training of Paris to a full dose of Roman-Catholic theology, albeit somewhat
heretical.63
Blondel’s great interest, especially at the time Lefebvre was at Aix-enProvence, was in the question of volition as the key to one’s experience and
knowledge of God. Even though he later allowed more room for abstract conceptions and methodological arguments in theology (partly to stay within the
Church), especially in the rational proofs for the existence of God, he remained
true to his emphasis on volition. And he had established this position in his
early and condemned work L’Action (1893),64 in which he argued, through a
philosophical analysis of action, that the human will at the basis of action can
never attain satisfaction or completion since its desire is never fullled by any
nite or contingent good. It is this incompleteness, the lack at the heart of the
human will, that points to God in a teleological fashion (the echoes of Bloch’s
utopian argument should not be missed here). In what might be called the
argument from volition, Blondel modied the traditional arguments for the
existence of God, particularly the ontological proof of Anselm (God is that
than which nothing greater can be thought). Reshaping the traditional arguments concerning grace, Blondel argued that God imposes himself on the will
as the rst principle and the last term and we can only ‘opt’ for him or against
him. This obscure and experiential afrmation of God is the condition for any
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knowledge of God. Blondel pushes the paradox of determinism and free will
to its extreme: while the stress on grace comes close to Calvin or Jansen, the
more God imposes his grace, the more volition comes in to play.
How is Blondel’s work heretical? For a time Blondel was part of the
‘Modernist Movement’ in the Roman-Catholic Church at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For those unfamiliar with ecclesial history and
theology, the notion of modernism within the Church strikes an odd note: is
this not a question of culture, literature, architecture, and so on, rather than
theology? The modernists sought to bring into the Roman-Catholic Church
the by now well-established directions of modern biblical studies and theology common in Protestant scholarship along with a slight whiff of democratic
church government. Although condemned by the wary and conservative
Pius X in 1907 after the toleration of Leo XIII, some of its leaders excommunicated like Alfred Loisy and George Tyrell, others moving outside the orbit
of the Church such as Friedrich von Hugel, and most of their works placed
on the Index at some time or other, the modernists had a profound long-term
effect on the Church that would be realised belatedly with Vatican II. Blondel
escaped the more radical punishments by moving away from the movement
itself and shifting his emphases, but he held to the basic tenets of a closer interaction between modern philosophy and the historical and social sciences, the
use of historical-critical methods in biblical study, the focus on practice and
experience over against the intellectualism of scholastic theology, and a teleological reading of history and one’s personal life. Although he was allowed to
continue to teach, Lefebvre notes the trials he continued to face at the hands
of the Church authorities.65
Four items stand out from Blondel’s work that would inuence a young
Lefebvre in the throes of his long exit from the Church: the emphasis on
volition and its incompleteness, the importance of experience and practice,
the need for action, and the absolute either/or of God’s demand upon us.
Blondel’s notion that the desire of the human will falls short of satisfaction
as long as it focuses on nite things echoes Ernst Bloch’s argument that a
fundamental utopian feature of human existence is the sense that one’s life is
never complete, that we wish always to do more than we have done, that we
know we should reach beyond ourselves. Both are thoroughly teleological:
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for Blondel, this desire of the will points to God, whereas, for Bloch, it leads
to a communism as it has not yet existed. Lefebvre would shift from the one
position to the other, but the importance of volition, the assertion of the will,
and the teleology of both his individual life and history itself in the sense of
an unrealised desire for fullment remained with him.
Secondly, for all Blondel’s interest in the scholastic proofs of God’s existence, they mean nothing without the experience of God with which one
begins, an almost inchoate and obscure experience that only later nds rational expression. Lefebvre was perhaps one of Blondel’s most enthusiastic students in this respect, although he would shift such an experiential and often
visionary mode of living and thinking away from the Church. Throughout
his written work, the reader keeps coming across extraordinary experiential
pieces, such as the vision of the crucied sun,66 or his vision of nature while
caught in the grip of the ocean.67 Thirdly, with the group of young Philosophes
at the Sorbonne after his time in Aix-en-Provence (1917–19), Lefebvre was
to emphasise the importance of action rather than reection in philosophy.
Railing against the dry dominance of Bergson and Brunschvicg, they played
pranks on and disturbed the lectures of both, drank, danced, brawled, wrote
poetry, had lots of sex, and published a journal, Philosophies in which they
red off ideas in all sorts of directions with a distinctly romantic, messianic
and mystical tone, all with the postwar sense that the old order had nothing
to say.68
But it is the absoluteness of the either/or, the great division into two mutually exclusive camps that is the strongest legacy on Lefebvre.69 In Blondel’s
theology, the decision for or against God was cast in terms of faith, a personal decision that each and every one of us must make, but in this respect he
shows himself very much part of the institutional Church. For is not the image
of the individual believer (or unbeliever) coming face to face with God in a
moment of absolute choice the surest way that the institution of the Church
simultaneously effaces itself and asserts its abiding presence? (For Althusser,
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of course, this is the prime and originating form of ideology.) It is, in other
words, a decision for or against the Church, in which there was no middle
ground. Blondel did, in fact, take some ak from the hierarchy for a position that smacked a little too much of the Protestant insistence on the individual outside the purvey of the Church, but he is, in the end, a distinctly
Roman-Catholic philosopher. Lefebvre would carry the inseparable connection between faith and institution with him in his winding path out of the
Church: a decision against God was a decision against the Church, and vice
versa. And it was a great either/or, all or nothing.
Joachim de Fiore and mysticism
As a prophet of the Holy Ghost, I would have carried my ardent prediction
into the very bosom of the Church.70

The study under Blondel was to move in a very different direction as well,
namely the millenarian mysticism of Joachim of Fiore (or ‘Flora’, mystic). I
am tempted to argue that Fiore’s Trinitarian reading of history had a distinct
effect on Lefebvre’s predilection for the dialectic and Hegelian Marxism as
a whole, and I could, indeed, push this question further in light of his own
application of Fiore’s distinction as a universally applicable division between
the rule of Law, Experience and Spirit, or Law, Faith and Joy, or his preference for a dialectic of triplicity.71 However, what is more interesting at the
moment is the nature of Fiore’s reading of history.
Abbot of his own Cistercian monastery at Fiore in Calabria (receiving papal
sanction in 1196 CE), Fiore’s grand periodisation moved from the Ordo conjugatorum, through the Ordo clericorum to the Ordo monachorum or contemplatium.
The rst, that of the Law was the Old-Testament era itself under the dominance of the Father, while the second was that of the Son, the New-Testament
period of Grace. The nal era, which you would expect, given the intellectual
tools with which Fiore had to work, would have begun with Pentecost, was
to be the age of the Spirit, proceeding from the Old and New Testaments (as
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with the Western version of the Nicene Creed).72 However, Fiore argued that
it would actually begin around 1260 CE, a little after his own time. This age
will be one of the liberty of the Spiritualis Intellectus, leading to the rise of
new religious orders that would convert the world and bring in the Ecclesia
Spiritualis, the Church of the Spirit or spiritual Church.
The inuence of Fiore’s ideas, which were never explicitly condemned by
the Roman-Catholic Church, within Christianity is profound. For instance,
we can see it in the Reformers’ notion of the universal church that includes
all believers outside institutional forms. And a study still needs to be done
of Fiore’s inuence in more recent thought, including Ernst Bloch’s championing of Fiore’s utopian agenda, psychoanalysis (especially Irigaray), and
Lefebvre himself. His rebellious cult of the Holy Ghost that I mentioned earlier is a clear successor to Fiore’s expectation of the third age. Further, in an
explicit debt to Fiore, Lefebvre interpreted the process toward the communist
revolution as the steps through the cycle of law, faith and then joy. He held to
an idea of the joyous revolution to the end of his life: ‘Between the moment of
faith and that of joy there would be a place for the revolution. . . . Marxism . . .
was a means to pass from the reign of faith to that of joy, or if one wishes,
from the reign of faith to the reign of Spirit’.73 Hence the continued fascination with festival, where the glimpse of revolution may already be found,
the discarding of alienation in collective hilarity, excess and celebration. He
was, in other words, using one tradition of theology against the Church itself,
which comes down on festival with the heavy hand of repression, organisation and boredom.
And then there was the mysticism, part of the attraction to Fiore and, in many
respects, a pressure-chamber on his way out of the Church and to Marxism.
Not the rst or last of a great line of mystic millenarians, Fiore was merely one
of the most inuential. For all Lefebvre’s efforts to cover his tracks, claiming
that, by the time some of his essays were published in 1927, he had moved
beyond the mystical texts written in the mid 1920s for the journal Philosophies
(1924–5) and its brief successor L’Esprit (two issues in 1926–7), mysticism and a
closely associated romanticism remained an inescapable part of his Marxism
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that never relinquished the desire for a utopia of joy and Spirit. Allied to
Blondel’s focus on experience and volition, the encounter with God before
any rational explication, Lefebvre’s mystical writings74 drew not only from
Fiore but also Pascal and Nietzsche whom he studied at Aix-en-Provence and
the Sorbonne. If the cult of the Holy Ghost was indebted to Fiore, the other
great Dionysiac rebellion of the ‘Notes Written One Sunday’ refers to this
Nietzschean-inspired mysticism.
Jansen and the Albigensians
Jansen’s? Too dry, too terribly eighteenth-century petty bourgeois, and as
far as boredom goes, his Augustinus beats even the Summa Theologiae.75

Lefebvre’s perpetual mention and the dismissal of the seventeenth-century
heretic Cornelius Otto Jansen (1585–1638), teacher at Louvain and Bishop
of Ypres, strike curious notes in his work. In his autobiography, Le Somme
et le reste of 1959, an almost inescapable although problematic reference
point, he places his mother in the ranks of the Jansenists. If he found his
mother’s mystical passion something that stayed with him, then he did his
best to dispense with the rigorous determinism and Puritanism of Jansen’s
predestination.76
Lefebvre, on the other hand, can hardly be described as a Jansenist, given
his emphasis on joy, celebration and volition. For the Jansenists, classically
following the ve prepositions drawn from Jansen’s Augustinus (1640 CE),
held that God’s grace itself is irresistible and that this grace was absolutely
necessary in order to follow God’s commandments, that no-one, in other
words, could do any good without grace. Further, in light of God’s irresistible
grace, human beings are part of the larger scheme of predestination in which
God not only determines one’s everyday life but also those who will be saved.
Yet, the Jansenists were no blockheads: they held to the paradox of free will
and grace, arguing not only that God’s grace was not coercive, but that there
was a natural as well as a supernatural determinism. I have used the terms
determinism and predestination interchangeably, but the Jansenists as well as
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the Calvinists after them carefully distinguished between the fatalism inherent
in determinism, which is more of a pagan notion deriving from ancient Greece
and Rome, and predestination proper that provides hope and an incentive to
action rather than the despair of fatalism. Like the Calvinists, Jansenism held to
a stern moral code that was one’s right and proper response to God’s grace.
Never quite exterminated, in part due to the tolerance of the Dutch (and
the afnity with Calvinism), the Jansenists were hounded and persecuted
by the Roman-Catholic Church. A succession of popes and statements, from
Innocent X in 1653 to the papal bull ‘Ungenitus’ in 1713, sought to overcome
the Jansenist evasions. Jansenism, especially its wide inuence through the
sisters Jacqueline and Agnès Arnauld, successive abbesses of the Convent of
Port-Royal, and their brother Antoine Arnauld, major theologian of Jansenism
after Saint Cyrian, has its own place in Marxist criticism through the work of
Lucien Goldmann.77
Hardly Lefebvre’s scene, yet I wonder whether his own dismissal is a little
too hasty. For Jansen and Saint Cyrian were from his own region in the south
of France, with its long history of refusing the external power of Rome, let
alone more local French politics. Thus, in his narrative of the heavy suppression of the Albigensian heresy in the western Pyrenées, he writes that at the
moment of the apparent success of the Inquisition, when Louis XIII was able
to tour a subjugated countryside in 1620:
All this took place between 1610 and 1620. It was not without its
consequences, nor its backlash. While Louis XIII was meandering majestically
from town to town, two men met in nearby Bayonne: Jansenius and Saint
Cyrian. . . .78

For all his claims about the lack of t between Jansenist thought and his own,
I cannot help but notice that he lines himself up with these non-conforming
and rebellious Southerners.
His insurrectionary heritage is long, but there is more than mere regional
identication. Using the dominant language available, that of Christian theology, the Jansenists, like the Calvinists, were able to explain coherently the
sense of determination by forces outside the apparent freedom of the human
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will. In this respect, there is a deep afnity with Marxism’s exploration of the
paradox of free will, or human agency, and the determination of human action
by social, economic and political factors. Marx would, of course, argue for a
dialectic, which Lefebvre himself championed throughout his life, in which
the political and economic elements, as well as those of nature themselves,
have been shaped in the rst place by human beings.
I want to take this one step further and pick up Lefebvre’s comments on the
Albigensians. A French branch of the Cathari (the ‘pure’), who also appeared
in Germany and Italy in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, they had the
closest afnities with the Gnostics and Manichaeans. Rousing the worst of
the Church’s anger, they found themselves face to face with a brutal Crusade
(Innocent III), and those who escaped the Crusade ran straight into a less than
friendly Inquisition. The Albigensians held to a strict dualism: all matter was
evil, and therefore Christ did not have a real body. He was, in fact, an angel
with a phantom body, who neither suffered nor rose from the dead. Further,
the Sacraments were of evil matter, celebrating the body of one who did not
have a body. All of this required a rigorous moral code, in which there was
to be no marriage or the use of animal products. The Albigensians were not
entirely unpractical, realising the need for at least some children in order to
keep the group alive, so they distinguished in good dualist fashion between
the ‘perfect’, who followed all of the moral laws, and the ordinary believers
who married and lead what were felt to be relatively normal lives. The difference between them was the consolamentum, the baptism of the Holy Spirit
through the laying on of hands: the perfect had already received the consolamentum, whereas the believers would receive when death seemed imminent.
For Lefebvre, the beliefs of his Albigensian ancestors, no matter how demanding or dehumanised, showed up the uncomfortable truth of Christianity:
It was perfectly logical, perfectly coherent, the perfect theory of a perfect
ontology. It challenged ofcial Christianity by showing it its consequences
and by refusing the compromises which were essential for the Church to
function as a social form. Ofcial Christianity understood the challenge, and
made it clear in no uncertain terms that it had understood it.79

79

Ibid.

The Heresies of Henri Lefebvre • 197

This is an almost Lacanian point, namely, that the apparent extreme of the
Albigensians shows Christianity the unbearable truth at the heart of its own
position. Shorn of the compromises and accommodations made by Christian
theology, the balance of paradoxes, the muted dualism between the devil
and God, Albigensianism presented a radical dualism that did not shy from
the consequences. Not only was Christianity illogical and untenable, but the
dumping of all that it opposed, all that was undesirable, on the devil, is
the fact that the Church itself embodies all of the devil’s vices; hence the
persecution.
The Devil
I would write a vast, serious and well-documented opus several volumes
long, entitled The Metamorphoses of the Devil.80

The Albigensians did indeed leave their mark on Lefebvre’s thought in a
rather direct fashion. Having explored all of the existing heresies in an obverse
ecumenism, he develops one or two of his own. Perhaps the most entertaining
of these is the short essay in Introduction to Modernity called ‘Metamorphoses
of the Devil’.81 Here, of course, the stark dualism of the Albigensians turns
up, but the most extraordinary section of the essay comes at its close, in the
short science ction story in which the spaceship Teilhard de Chardin comes
across the planet Omega. Here, God has been a success, unlike so many
other planets. In the sketch of a history of this planet, it turns out that God
has eschewed immortality and omniscience. He/She is located somewhere
between the nite and the innite, being merely very powerful.
On this planet, God embodies all that Lefebvre sought: eternal youthfulness
(he merely incarnates himself as yet another young person when he grows
old); God is full of the joy and zest of life; all the women and men love him,
‘but in a nicer way, without being too pious about it’;82 God is both male and
female, for when the planet’s primary moon passes by everyone changes sex;
and God is a revolutionary, rather than the reactionary he became on earth.
In fact, it is the Devil who is the reactionary, the leader of the conservatives.
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Although God won the revolution against the priests, landowners, aristocrats,
capitalists and so forth, problems came to a head with the promise of immortality. Those now in power, the Party, ensured that they achieved immortality
rst, and so stayed in power forever. Ensconced in their positions, the Devil
became their champion and in the war between immortals and mortals God
manages victory only by the withering away of the state, that is, by instituting
communism, in other words immortality for everyone. The Devil comes to
a grisly end, committing suicide in a duel with God, but not before God has
reluctantly been forced to put together an army, a police force, a church and
a state.
I must admit that the more I read this story, the more puzzled I am. The
immediate point is the way the creative heresy of the Albigensians underwent its own metamorphosis in Lefebvre’s thought. The rst time I read it,
it seemed to me that the inversion of the roles of the Devil and God enacts a
further inversion, for, by the close of the story, God has metamorphosed into
the Devil, the latter’s suicide marking the transition. But then, on a later reading in the context of the essay as a whole, Lefebvre’s championing of the Devil
over against the Church as the heresy of all heresies suggests an awareness
despite himself of Bloch’s beloved point: that there is indeed a subversive
current within Christianity, that the rebellion against God comes out of the
same material that venerates him. On this level, the story becomes a wish
fullment, for God is in fact not on the side of the Church at all. That is where
the Devil has his home.

On religion: reading Lefebvre against himself
In what follows, I want to pick up the last possibility and take it for a run.
More than a mere predilection for heresies (and he would suffer from the PCF
for that), the inuence of Maurice Blondel, Joachim de Fiore and Cornelius
Otto Jansen seems to have been stronger than Lefebvre cared to imagine. And
that inuence is the rst opening of a more positive reading of religion in his
work, despite his own polemic. I will, of course, need to read Lefebvre against
himself, exploiting certain contradictions that are more evident in a writer
whose work throws out so many ideas without developing all of them. Yet,
for a resolutely dialectic thinker like Lefebvre, the focus on contradictions is
to make use of the method he himself favours so much.
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Lefebvre’s ostensible theory of religion can be summed up fairly easily:
religion superimposes itself on a much more vital magic and squeezes out its
life; religion is innitely syncretistic, absorbing and transforming a myriad of
beliefs, myths and practices as it persists through eras in which everything
else seems to change; it is fundamentally alienating, a prime cause and effect
of the grovelling status in which human beings nd themselves; and religion
is remarkably tenacious and pervasive precisely through the hold it has on
everyday life. In his own words, ‘religion is nothing but a direct, immediate,
negative, destructive, incessant and skilful criticism of life – skilful enough
to give itself the appearance of not being what it really is’.83 For Lefebvre,
such religion may be characterised as the ‘over-repressive society’, and where
Roman Catholicism slips up on its repressive task, Protestantism lls its shoes
so much more efciently.84
All the same, Lefebvre is a dialectical thinker, and there are moments where
he allows room despite himself for a more dialectical notion of religion. Thus
religions, theological or metaphysical projects, were authentic attempts to
reconcile man with himself, the human with nature, the individual with the
social. They achieved both their internal coherence and their entry into life
from these attempts, in the form of actions, and the search for a style. Religious
fervour and belief in a God gave symbolic expression to the unity of the elements of the human, and projected this unity outside man.
In fact, however, at the very moment ideology was creating this unity
by becoming a coherent doctrine and discovering a style of living, it was
also perpetuating the inner division, in the form of good and evil, sin and
salvation, God and the Devil. Religion as institution maintained a social
unity by separating the sacred and the profane, and by oppression.85

I am going to pick up on this dialectic in what follows, emphasising both
sides of the contradictions he traces: the authentic and the oppressive, the
genuine effort at reconciliation between human being and nature, individual
and society, as well as the perpetuation of such divisions in theological categories such as sin and salvation. In many respects, Lefebvre comes close to
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Lévi-Strauss’s inuential theory, itself inspired by Marx, in which various
cultural products, be they religion, literature or whatever, function as symbolic resolutions of real social contradictions. Further, the effort at resolving
the contradiction on the symbolic level – God, art, a piece of literature, a
philosophical system, and so on – actually manifests the effort at resolution
in a whole series of new tensions, the ones Lefebvre identies as the central
contradictions of theology itself.
It seems to me that there are three areas of Lefebvre’s thoughts on the
Church that do not enlist entirely on the side of the forces of oppression and
alienation. The rst is the question of everyday life, the second may be found
in another profoundly original and inuential notion, namely the production
of space, and the third may be located in his anger at women on their own,
precisely within the Church.
Everyday life
At one level, the whole of the ‘Notes Written One Sunday’ comprises an
effort at understanding the role of religion not only in his own life, nor even
in the life of rural France, but its permeation of everyday life, the mundane
quotidian events and acts of life. And I cannot help but agree with him that,
in many respects, this permeation and determination of everyday life is dehumanising, that the various forms of Christianity consistently emphasise the
sinfulness of human beings (only rare strains argue for an inherently good
human nature), the need for confession, whether to a priest or directly to
God, the inability to approach God without that prior moment of confession
of guilt and request for forgiveness, and, in the Calvinism I know so well the
complete inability of human beings to do anything good on their own, their
total depravity and utter reliance on God’s grace, who himself does not need
to do anything for us, but chooses to do so out of grace (but this ‘heresy’ is
characteristic of the Jansenism that fascinated Lefebvre).
The construction of everyday life in religious terms takes place for Lefebvre
at a number of levels. On a macro-level, there is the global reach of a structure that determines so many of the contexts in which human beings live. At
a micro-level, the Church’s rituals and beliefs are internalised into the fabric
of the human body and mind so as to be unnoticeable. Further, the model of
the concerned benefactor, the one in whom you may conde your deepest
secrets and concerns, is in so many ways based on the gure of ‘the priest who
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listens, understands, advises, reprimands or “pardons”’.86 At yet another
level, he identies the perpetual guidance of behaviour by moral codes of
which the Church held sole copyright, the suggestion as to how to behave
at liminal moments of life and death. In short, at every moment of the day
it provides ‘an attitude, a way to behave . . . a ceremonial, the impression of
doing something’.87
Yet, even though the insight concerning everyday life and religion was rst
enabled by the specicity of the Roman-Catholic Church – he might have
added specic instances from birth to death in which the Church holds onto
its own (school, sport, welfare, links with the most wayward apostates) – it
is also the source of the major shortcoming of his assessment of the Church’s
role in everyday life. He consistently presents the domination of everyday life
as an imposition from outside, as the external institution insinuating its codes
of behaviour and interaction on human beings themselves. The Church, he
writes in a telling phrase, ‘penetrates everyday life’.88 Apart from the obvious
point that human beings themselves make the Church what it is, the persistence in seeing the Church as somehow external is not only for the purposes
of political opposition and denunciation, but also because of the nature of
the Roman-Catholic Church. Particularly in France, with its long opposition
to the dominance of Rome, the Roman-Catholic Church is always something
outside that imposes itself on the local parish and one’s everyday life. All
of which leads Lefebvre to the position with which I have been less than
impressed (following Althusser), namely, the cadre of priests, either cynical
or not, manipulating the faithful for the sake of the institution.
However, there are a couple of moments when the whole picture of an alien
invasion of everyday life slips.
The ritual gesture when a funeral procession goes by, words of insult, an
‘A-Dieu’ when we part, a wish, a propitious phrase of greeting or thanks – all
such everyday attitudes still come down to us from magic and religion; they are
really religious, or potentially so. And this is where in the end the secret of
religion’s strength lies.
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In this way the illusion by which religion deceives us (that vain and everbroken promise of community, of the power to act) tends to be born again
with every action in our everyday lives. Exactly as, on another level, economic
fetishism is reanimated every single time an individual, unaware of the
social structure, uses a coin or a note to buy the product of human labour,
transformed into a commodity.89

To my mind, here lies the most intriguing suggestion as to the way in which
religion remains so much at the centre of every life. As for the rst part I
have italicised, the semi-colon performs a curious function. To the left of
the semi-colon: after a list of everyday acts, some of them admittedly rather
Roman-Catholic and French, Lefebvre begins by saying that they ‘come down
to us’, which I will read as ‘derived from’, magic and religion. Now, earlier,
he had valorised magic over against religion, the latter superimposing its
stiing and alienating beliefs and practices over a much more vital magic.
Here, they seem to operate on a much more level plain. And, at this level,
there is nothing inherently negative about the statement that so much of our
everyday life is inescapably religious and magical, that it derives from long
and half-forgotten religious patterns and practices. I will jump forward for a
moment, for, in the nal sentence of the rst section I have quoted, Lefebvre
writes: ‘And this is where in the end the secret of religion’s strength lies’.90
More so than the well-known arguments concerning the modern institutions
of hospitals, schools, welfare, or even the enabling power of theology and
biblical studies for the sciences and humanities. Rather, for Lefebvre, it is in
the practices of everyday life that religion is at its strongest.
But what of the right-hand side of the semi-colon? Here, Lefebvre imperceptibly icks a switch that suddenly materialises us on the other side of his
argument. Religion is no longer imposed, brutally or subtly, from outside,
as most of the essay bitterly argues. Rather, these actions are ‘religious, or
potentially so’.91 It is the ‘potentially so’ that intrigues me, for now we no longer have everyday actions derived from religion, but actions that are potentially religious. In other words, we are back with the argument concerning
magic, namely, that certain acts took on magical signicance in the various
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interplays of human beings within nature. The difference in this quotation is
that Lefebvre speaks of religion, not magic. A slip? If so, it is a signicant one.
For the implication is that, as long as human beings interact with each other
and with nature, there will never be a moment when a certain act – a greeting or curse or wish or hope – will not be potentially religious, will not give
itself out into some form of religious observance or ritual, however small or
insignicant.
The danger of such an argument is that it can end up with the banal and
useless position that human beings are inherently religious or spiritual. There
is much more going on here, and Lefebvre has but hinted at it with his ‘potentially so’. But, in order to see what he touches in passing, I need to look at
the second section I have quoted, particularly the comparison with economic
fetishism. And what interests me is the notion, or rather gure, of reanimation
and being born-again. The illusion of religion ‘tends to be born again with
every action in our everyday lives’.92 His own language enacts the point, since
the notion of being born again cannot avoid the reported speech of Jesus to
Nicodemus in the text of John 3: 3: ‘Truly, truly I say to you, unless one is born
again, he cannot see the kingdom of God’. Lefebvre’s unwitting interpretation
of this passage is: you cannot help but recreate religion with each action of
one’s daily life. No matter how dead, forgotten or rejected religion may be,
individually or collectively, it is reborn a million times a day.
Apart from some hidden but tireless ability to resuscitate itself, Lefebvre
has not indicated why religion tends to be reborn. This is where the economic
comparison comes in: not given to weak forms of argument, the comparison
itself is exact. On each occasion, a person purchases a commodity with money
‘economic fetishism is reanimated’.93 This time, Lefebvre replaces ‘born again’
with ‘reanimated’, evoking the central Christian category of resurrection.
Now, we nd both religion and commodity fetishism resurrected countless
times a day. The connection, of course, is that both religion and economic
fetishism (the term fetish itself comes from the study of religions) are forms
of alienation in Lefebvre’s work, but one would hardly argue that economic
fetishism is reanimated due to some innate tendency of the economy or of
commodities themselves. Rather, the very possibility of economic fetishism
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relies on the existence of a distinct system of political economics with its attendant pattern of social and cultural interaction. This context is the import of the
phrase ‘unaware of the social structure’.94 I do not want to spend too much
time in the theory of reication (Lukács), especially the notion that reication
saturates human life under capitalism, or with the metaphorisation of the market as a constitutive feature of the same economic system (Jameson), but the
point is that the very ways in which we think, act and interact cannot operate
without such patterns, so much so that it is impossible to imagine otherwise.
So also with religion (with the full force of Lefebvre’s ‘exactly as’), which now
becomes a distinct cultural, institutional, social and so often economic form.
Except that, to make such distinctions, as well as those like psychological,
intellectual, philosophical, judicial and political are part of a reied pattern of
thinking foreign to the eras in which religion was dominant. In other words,
at certain times (I think here of the debated Asiatic mode of production, or
feudalism), religion is the language of human culture without which human
beings would not have been able to interact with one another, let alone think
or exist.95 Only in this way, it seems to me, can Lefebvre’s argument concerning the strength and power of religion in everyday life be understood. No
wonder, then, that it persists at the level of the quotidian.
Space
The second point at which a more positive reading of religion emerges
out of Lefebvre’s work concerns space. Here, I want to revisit the small
church, sitting outside for a moment to ponder his book The Production of
Space before passing over the threshold again to consider the feminised space
of the church building.
But, before I do, let me tarry for a moment with his image of the ‘crucied
sun’. For Lefebvre, the strongest image of the destructive and stiing nature of
religion comes with this famous crucied sun. It is, of course, the Celtic cross,
with its circle superimposed over the Christian cross, still found in Celtic
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regions such as France and Scotland. Still in his teens, Lefebvre relates in the
ever-present autobiographical tenor of his writing how he was sitting beneath
such a cross at one of the many cross-roads in the Pyrenées, when the vision
struck him: ‘Abruptly I rose to my feet and looked at the cross above my head:
“They have crucied the sun! They have crucied the sun!’ And in horror I
escaped from that place, from that thing”’.96 Reading the crucied sun as the
repressive effect of Christianity on all that was enjoyable in life, especially on
a personal level, he sought to unshackle the sun from its burden, remove the
repressions and hold Christianity responsible. For Lefebvre, the sun was the
symbol of pre-Christian, pagan religious and social life, the spontaneous life
full of bonhomie that was systematically suppressed by Christianity.97 His
own kin, the people of that region had committed the unforgivable crime of
crucifying the sun instead of the son of God, thereby abolishing the vital and
ancient magic of life in place of the devotions, bigotries and unhealthy loathing of all things sexual that dominated his youth. ‘I would like to call’, he
goes on to write, ‘an encounter like this a “moment.” It has affected my entire
life. . . . From that day forward, or rather, from that crucial moment, I began to
put Christianity on trial’.98 Although he states that the crucied sun enabled
him to transform his hatred for his home into the pioneering work of rural
sociology, so that he would eventually return there in the last years of his life,
the complexities of that hatred and fascination show up in the ‘Notes Written
One Sunday’ with its mix of passion and careful argument.
What Lefebvre would like to do, then, is release the sun from its shackles,
resurrect it, if you like, on the other side of the grave; hence the dark and dank
village church from which the sun has been banished. Like Plato’s famous
allegory of the cave, Lefebvre would like to lead the worshippers out of the
dark church and into the sun outside. The problem with all of this is that the
cave is far more interesting than the sun, for his desire to lead everyone out
into the sun runs up against his famous and well-worked analysis of space. So
let us see what that dialectic of spatial practice, representations of space and
spaces of representation means for a second tour through the darkened village
church. Briey put, his dialectic of space makes the following distinctions:
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1. Spatial practice, embracing production and reproduction, and the particular locations and spatial sets characteristic of each social formation. Spatial
practice ensures continuity and some degree of cohesion. In terms of social
space, and of each member of a given society’s relationship to that space,
this cohesion implies a guaranteed level of competence and a specic level
of performance. This is space perceived [perçu] in the commonsense mode.
2. Representations of space [représentations de l’espace]: the discourses on space,
the realms of analysis, design and planning, which are tied to the relations
of production and to the ‘order’ which those relations impose, and hence
to knowledge, to signs, to codes, and to ‘frontal’ relations. In other words,
the conception of space [l’espace conçu].
3. Spaces of representation [espaces de la représentation]: the deeper presuppositions behind plans and denitions. Coded, recoded and decoded, these
spaces embody complex symbolisms, linked to the clandestine or underground side of social life, as also to art. It provides partially concealed criticism of social orders and the categories of social thought, and may happen
through bodies, aesthetics, gender, and so on. As the third part of a dialectic it offers, as lived space [l’espace vécu], as historical sediments or glimpses
of the new, utopian possibilities of a new spatialisation of social life.99
Given Lefebvre’s hostility to the Church, one would expect the village church
to fall into the rst and second categories. But then, the fact that he valorises
the sun over against the cross suggests otherwise, for is not the sun a representation of space, overt and frontal, clear as the light of day? This would
render the church itself a space of representation. But, before we enter the
church itself, let me emphasise what I take to be the crucial point from this
schema, namely the distinction between frontal and hidden, the overt and
the covert relations of production. For this is the key to his distinction – an
odd one, on rst reading – between the representations of space and spaces
of representation. Not only does each mode of production produce specic
types of social space, but it also has a specic type of relations of production
(the organisation of human resources in terms of class, division of labour, and
so on). The issue here is how those relations of production operate spatially.
In order to trace this, Lefebvre invokes all the complexity of his dialectical
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materialism. Under capitalism, he identies three types of interaction between
reproduction and the social relations of production: biological reproduction,
the reproduction of labour-power, and the reproduction of the social relations
of production. Each of these three interacting layers is displayed symbolically,
simultaneously exhibited and displaced, that is, concealed. Such a symbolic
system works with relations of production that are both out there and not,
in the forefront and clandestine, explicit and repressed. The former, overt
type appears in the forms of monuments, public art and buildings, especially
those of state and business: this is the realm of the representation of space,
the frontal, obvious node of the relations of production. The more covert
and clandestine version, the shadowy realm of spaces of representation, is
interested in what is hidden, closed over, spaces that represent in wayward
and diverse fashions. The notion of covert and overt, of hidden and clear,
comes, of course, from the Marxist perception of class conict as crucial to
historical processes. And it is not for nothing that Lefebvre locates the opposition in the realm of relations of production, determined as they are by class
and class conict. The frontal class, the one of monuments and impressive
buildings and the clear marks of power, stands over against that class which
is repressed, beaten down and exploited. Lefebvre’s innovation is to widen
this to the symbolic eld of relation of production, of class relations.
But what does this mean for the Church itself, particularly the village church
in Navarrenx? Initially, it is a hub of the village, part of the perceived spatial
practice. Yet it is also central to the representation of space, or at least Lefebvre
would like to keep it in this realm.100 The overt patterns of its architecture, however modest, the fact that it is there as part of a much larger global network
of the Roman-Catholic Church, its inseparable relationship to a whole set of
codes and knowledge (theology, doctrine and the Bible), and its every corner
overloaded with signs – all of these locate it squarely in the representation of
space. Lefebvre identies the church building’s own claims to its place within
a vast network: the evocation of the cosmos, the holy family of the Virgin,
the Son, Joseph and God himself, the connection between heaven, earth and
the realm of the dead, the mass with its overdone symbolism, and the ability
to say everything about human life, history and the universe. In the end, the
surest mark of its frontal spatial control is the overwhelming alienation that
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Lefebvre reads everywhere in the building, its people and its rituals. As far as
he is concerned the order imposed by the church, which stands in as the local
manifestation of the Church, is dehumanising, crushing the symbiosis with
nature that he at least nds in the magic of his ideal rural community.
Yet, when we enter the church, after hesitating on the threshold, a somewhat
different picture emerges. In fact, the preceding description is characteristic
more of the cathedral than a small village church.101 By contrast, the interior of
the village church is ‘an empty, echoing space, with hidden recesses crammed
with hundreds of objects’.102 ‘Small, dark, mysterious, a bit like a cave’,103 full
of the smell of damp and incense. Almost to his relief, in a deeper recess he
nds statuettes of ‘the little patron saints of cattle and sheep’,104 St Blasius and
St Roch, whom the crafty locals have enlisted to their aid simultaneously.
Even the mass is as simple as possible, ‘reduced to its bare essentials, with no
grand organ, canon’s kiss or plumed verger’.105 Lefebvre himself, as I noted
earlier, argues that the strength of Roman Catholicism lies in the ability to link
these mundane, everyday realities, with the transcendent power of God. But
the description of the dark, cave-like interior of the church pulls in another
direction that he cannot contain, despite his effort to describe it elsewhere as
cryptic space, as the control of the Church over death.106 And that is the covert,
clandestine dimension of the spaces of representation. Lefebvre’s description
slips over into an underground space, dimly lit with ltered light, damp and
recessed. Historical sediments clutter every turn and corner. Above all, as
part of the village it is integral to the lived space of the peasants who live
there and attend the church. Even those who do not attend count in some
way: ‘The murmur of a threshing machine can be heard getting slowly louder,
suddenly cutting out and then starting again. The godless are working on this
holy day’.107
But, if this is indeed a space of representation, the realm of the covert and
hidden, is it not also a source for Lefebvre of possible subversion and revolution? Clandestine and underground, critical of social order, the possibility
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emerges that the space of this small village church may also be one of a more
critical and political form of Christianity. Lefebvre, of course, does not make
this point, being tied in the end to a rather conventional form of the Marxist
criticism of religion. Repressive, alienating, the prime form of ideology as
mystication, he does not entertain any other possibility. And, yet, his own
theory of space points in another direction.
Women
Despite himself, it seems to me that the polemic against the Church cannot
efface this other, lived dimension of the village church. It remains to be
seen whether I can locate in the midst of his critique of religion a critique of
existing social relations and the possibilities of utopian re-spatialisation. But,
rst, the interior of the church building is both sexualised and feminised in
Lefebvre’s text. One cannot help but notice the male sexual image of penetration that runs through the passage: he delays on entry, only to increase the
pleasure of the anticipated penetration, knowing full well the fear, attraction
and enticement of the interior. The small, dark, moist church full of musty
smells functions at one level as vagina and womb, whose interiors his own
penis had at so many moments come to know very well (and I speak here of
the church at Navarrenx and the myriad women with whom he had sex). But,
rather than stay at the level of crude allegory, or even read it as a polemic
against the Roman-Catholic Church’s suppression of the pleasure of sex (the
orgiastic pleasures or food, drink and sex of the pre-Christian rural festivals
have been sucked dry by a Church that has rendered them dull and boring),
I want to focus on the possibility that the representation of space is both
bodied and gendered, specically in terms of women.
Along with an effeminate priest, and the people who enter the church
for worship, Lefebvre offers detailed descriptions of two, the widow and
the devout young girl. The priest himself, transformed in the mass into an
assured representative of the Church, is in his everyday life ‘under his sister’s
thumb’.108 A local, he has a ‘slight gure, a pale long face’; he is ‘a shy man, with
little authority in the village’.109 It turns out that the majority of worshippers
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are women, as one will nd in almost any country church, Roman-Catholic
or otherwise: ‘old women . . ., sly, impatient urchins, shopkeepers’ daughters who have come to show off their Sunday dresses, one or two men’.110
Domestically, most of the women have made great compromises with their
men, from which Sunday worship then becomes a chance for women to be
among themselves. Few men attend church, and when they do they sit in a
small group at the back of the church: ‘On one side the guild of women. On
the other, farther back, nearer the door, the men. They are the last to come and
the rst to leave’.111 Religion then becomes very much a woman’s realm, to the
annoyance of the men who continue to run the show.
The annoyance is also Lefebvre’s. For some reason, the widow in black and
the earnest young girl ignite his fury. The black widow arrives at worship rst
on the Sunday morning:
Across the cold paving glides a black shape, the folds in its dress completely
immobile. A widow! It’s a widow! Everything about her signals it. An
unspeakably insipid, unspeakably dreary placidity lls her chubby face,
settles at the bottom of her faded cheeks. Fat and stiff, she glides noiselessly.
Surely nothing had ever disturbed this stagnating placidity. Surely she was born
a widow. They say she is very good to the church; she comes to sweep it,
tending to the decorations, replacing the dying owers with armfuls of fresh
ones; she is intoxicated with her own humility and self-effacement; she picks
up the rubbish with her bare hands; she is the handmaiden of this holy
house – but under her falsely pious modesty what pride lies hidden!112

This is meant to be read as a profound sign of the alienation produced by
the Church, but is the name-calling needed? Unspeakably insipid, dreary
placidity, chubby face, faded cheeks, fat, stiff and stagnating: there is an
overload here that goes well beyond the point he wants to make. At one
level, it is, of course, another outburst of anger that I traced earlier, where
Lefebvre forgets the argument for the sake of some ulcer-relieving bile. But
the italicised words suggest that something else is going on here, and that
relates to my observation about the sexualisation of the space of the small
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village church, rendering it a vaginal and womblike interior. For Lefebvre,
the problem with the widow is that she is unavailable sexually. In fact, she
never was: she has always been a widow, for nothing has had the chance to
‘disturb’ her placidity. So impenetrable, so inaccessible, gliding along ghostlike, he cannot even identify her gender when she rst turns up.
From what does Lefebvre recoil? Is she repulsive sexually? Is it her false
humility? Is the Church’s repression of sex at fault? Or is it her inability even
to become aroused and enjoy sex (note the repeated ‘placidity’)? The answer
to all of these questions is afrmative, of course, but I would also suggest that
it is the woman who negates any interaction with men, that she somehow
remains outside the reach of a man like Lefebvre. All he can do then is cast
her in a characteristic role of the dried-up widow who has nothing better to
do than tend to the church.
Lefebvre’s description of the widow suggests a bodily resistance to the overt,
controlling codes characteristic of the representations of space, whether these
are the codes of the Church itself or the sexual codes of someone like Lefebvre.
In other words, the widow will not give up everything to the harsh light of
day. But note also the tasks she undertakes: sweeping, decorating, tending
owers, and picking up rubbish. All are extensions of domestic tasks, the ones
that women nd themselves doing in the radical compromise of domestic
space. For all Lefebvre’s disdain, these domestic tasks might be read as an
extension of domestic space into the village church itself, or the rendering of
the Church as a feminised domestic realm. In the end, the result is the same.
Lefebvre’s annoyance extends to another woman, this time one who is
young and devout:
How many people here are genuine believers, not satised with gestures
but ardently grasping their faith as an object? This young girl, perhaps, her
whole body tensed and bent forward on her chair, gazing spellbound on the
great Christ, his pink body stained with the blood of his wounds? There is
something distraught about her eyes which contrasts with the peacefulness,
the already unutterably bored peacefulness, of her face. Someone else cut out
to be a widow, or an eternal virgin? With what sacrices is she purchasing this
peace of the true believer, innocently condent in an earthly and heavenly
future, a little soul in the arms of the Father, a little lamb beneath the
shepherd’s crook? Contemptible, unfought-for peace; whatever deprivations
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and conicts may exist, they are placidly ignored, disdained; childishness
is prolonged, cultivated even – a premature annihilation; I recognize you,
despicable peace of my childhood!113

This time, Lefebvre holds the venom until he has nished describing the
young virgin, launching into a tirade on the false peace fostered by the
Church and the emotional trap of the dialectic of faith and anguish. In some
respects, the image is a little more sympathetic. Is it because he has been there,
experienced this ‘peace’, this faith and devotion, only to face interminable
anguish as he rejected his faith? He gives the impression of depicting something sincere for the young woman, no matter how empty he might feel it to
be, in contrast to the obviously false humility of the widow. The only passion
she can experience is her devotion to Christ. Even so, the young woman is
the ip side of old repulsive black widow: she is a widow in training, or
rather, an eternal virgin. He has given us the two images of the virgin one
after the other, the one past sex and the other forever denying sex. In both
cases, these women are not available for men. Their interest and attention
lies elsewhere.
The obvious move to make here is to Mary herself, Virgin and Mother all
rolled into one. But let me contrast the depiction of the young woman, which
even with its hint of sympathy nds her unacceptable to a comparable passage on Kierkegaard a little earlier in the book. Here, he reads the anxiety of
Kierkegaard’s Journal, the trap of the individual bourgeois life and its deadends, the apparent unity that faith provides only to ensnare him all the more
in anxiety, as the ‘conict between everyday life as it is – as it has been made
by the bourgeoisie – and the life which a human being actually demands,
begs for, cries out for with all his strength’.114 Kierkegaard’s faith, no matter
how futile and absurd, becomes a protest against the reality of life in capitalist
society, specically on the level of everyday life. Because the human conicts
to which faith is an attempted answer have not been resolved, faith continues to be a solution, no matter how dead. Lefebvre is reading Kierkegaard in
terms of Marx’s famous description of religion not merely as the opiate of the
people, but also as the protest against the very conditions of exploitation and
alienation for which religious faith is an attempted resolution. But Lefebvre
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also reads Marx in light of Kierkegaard, who now provides a much fuller and
specic explication of Marx’s cryptic comments.
The question, however, is why Kierkegaard, unnamed until Lefebvre has
nished outlining his image of the angst-ridden young man, may provide a
distinct role for religious faith as a protest and criticism of bourgeois everyday life, and why the fervent young woman in church does not. There is no
analysis of her situation in life, the limited options open to a young woman
in a rural community, the undesirable path to housekeeper and servant of a
man, for which religious faith and devotion and virginity become the only
alternative, however problematic they might be.
Let me return to Mary for a few moments before seeing where the women
in the church leave Lefebvre. The lines devoted to Mary, as he faces the image
of the Madonna on the right side of the high altar, are almost empty of the
venom that pours through the rest of the text. He notes the double-bind that
devotion to Mary produces for the Church hierarchy: ‘Great goddess in the
process of formation (or revival), but reduced by a prudent theology to the
rank of mediator, it is she who attracts the most wishes, the most support,
the most prayers’.115 Object of the most intense piety and extra-terrestrial communication, she must be locked carefully in place, a display cabinet slightly to
the side of the main show lest she threaten the established hierarchy itself. Yet,
I do not want to run too far down the common path that sees Mary as both a
safety valve and potential for subversion within the Roman-Catholic Church.
This is, of course, true and does not get us much further than advocating a
reform agenda that allows Marian devotion its proper place as the focus for
the piety of women who have no other options.
What Mary does do, in cohort with the black widow and the young devotee,
is ensure that Lefebvre’s village church is an ambiguously feminised space.
And it seems to me that there is a good dose of his third spatial category in
this building, the space of representation with its clandestine critique of the
more blatant effort at control and clear direction (the representation of space)
that one would expect with a church building. That critique is both bodied
and gendered, and, although heavy with the sedimentation of the past, there
is also a glimpse of a possible re-spatialisation that relies on the notion of
women among themselves, ranks closed.
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Conclusion
All of the above is a somewhat long way to show how Lefebvre’s own writing, when read against itself, allows the possibility for a more positive role
for religion. It seems to me that, if we follow Lefebvre’s heavily inuential
analysis of space and the valorisation of the third category, spaces of representation, as the locus of revolutionary promise and activity, then the village
church in Navarrenx becomes one such space. Or, to move from the particular
to the general, Christianity may well contain within it an inadvertent subversive and revolutionary potential. Ernst Bloch, of course, agrees and so does
Slavoj Žižek, as we will nd in a later chapter. But, unlike Žižek or Bloch
with their focus on the Bible, the argument I have prized out of Lefebvre
comes quite specically through Roman Catholicism, with hardly a nod to
the Bible. And that specicity shows up all the more sharply for me in the
foreignness of virtually every moment of his existential tour of the church.
Contrary to Lefebvre’s assumption that such a tour provides a paradigmatic
case of a church building, it is its indelibly Roman-Catholic nature that opens
out into a space of representation.
But let me return to the strategy of such a space of representation, the search
for a utopian spatialisation in a dialectical switchback from historical sediment
to a glance of the new. I have suggested that this happens with his description of the church building: despite the overwhelming polemic, the Church
emerges as a space of representation in which the ridiculed turns out to have
some promise. But is this not the method of reading on which his whole effort
to recover an earlier image of rural harmony relies upon? In other words, I
have merely followed Lefebvre’s own approach within the essay itself.

Chapter Five
The Ecumenism of Antonio Gramsci

. . . both the Party and Religion are forms of
world outlook. . . .1

Inexorably we draw closer to Rome, crossing not
Lefebvre’s Pyrenées to Spain, but the Alps to Italy.
If the mountains seemed to block the specicity
of the Roman-Catholic Church for Althusser and
Lefebvre,2 then Gramsci’s nearness to the Papal See
brings out such specicity all the more sharply. The
more its immediate power becomes apparent, the
less universal it appears to be. So it will turn out that
Antonio Gramsci is much more responsive to the
particular nature of the Roman-Catholic Church. He
prints the word ‘Roman’ much more heavily than he
does ‘Catholic’.
Gramsci’s catholicity, therefore, manifests itself
not in the unwitting universality of his thought, but
in the deep ecumenism of his thought. By ecumenism, I mean the whole range from the ecumenical
movement to the deeper sense of the Greek word
oecumene, the whole world. In this sense, Gramsci
is thoroughly ecumenical, whether that lies in the
ecumenical movement, an insatiable curiosity that
runs all the way from the running of meetings to
translation theory, refusal of polemics, interest in the
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Roman-Catholic Church as a model of a global political organisation, intellectuals in the Church, fascination with the Protestants and their Reformation,
and the interest in ‘other religions’. In the end, ecumenism in this chapter
signals Gramsci’s deep desire to draw lessons for communism from religion
and the Church. I will argue that, in Gramsci’s hands, it is a far more useful
notion that the often unwitting universalism of Althusser and Lefebvre.
Wide is Gramsci’s scope, and I am not fool enough to argue that all, or
even most, of his concepts rely on the Roman-Catholic Church. Yet, there is
a peculiar stamp that the Church leaves in his writings as he seeks out possibilities for communism and the party, particularly in the four areas of this
chapter, namely ecumenism, the politics of a global Church, the intellectual,
and, nally, the possibilities for communist change which he draws from the
moral and intellectual reform of the Reformation. Apart from these inuences, I enter a strange world in these texts. My Northern-European Calvinist
heritage, full of Geneva, Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, the Synod
of Dort, John Knox and the rest of that motley crew, is still struck by the way
everyday life was so heavily determined by the actions of Pope and Vatican.
Gramsci, for his part, can speak of a Leo XIII, Piux IX or X or XI, Benedict XV
or Gregory XVI, or of encyclicals like Mirari vos (1832), Singulari nos (1834),
Rerum Novarum (1891), Syllabus Errorum (1864) as though they were part of
everyday knowledge. His assumed knowledge has required on my part an
immersion into the intricacies of Italian religious politics.
After the ambiguous passion of Althusser and Lefebvre regarding the
Church, Gramsci’s writings seem free of polemic. Apart from the occasional
wry comment, and a few attacks,3 Gramsci offers a measured analysis, seek-

3
I found only ve: ‘Catholicism has been reduced to a large extent to the superstition
held by the peasantry, the inrm, the elderly and women. What does the Church
count for today in philosophy? In what state is Thomism the predominant philosophy
among intellectuals? And socially speaking, where does the Church use its authority to
command and direct social activities’ (Gramsci 1995, p. 44; Q14§55)? And then there is:
‘One of the most important measures that the church has devised to strengthen itself
in the modern age is the obligation imposed on families to have their children receive
rst communion at the age of seven. It is easy to understand the psychological impact
that the ceremonial trappings of the rst communion must have on seven-year-old
children – both as an individual family event and as a collective event – and what a
source of terror and therefore of attachment to the church it becomes. It ‘compromises’
the mind of the child as soon as it is capable of reection. It is understandable, then,
that this measure has been resisted by families worried about the deleterious effects
of this precocious mysticism on a child’s mind; one can also see why the church has
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ing to understand the intricate web of political, social, moral and theological questions of the Church’s inescapable place in Italian society. Partly this
is due to his unagging curiosity. Time and again, he will note that a book
or article, the latter most often drawn from the Jesuit journal Civiltà Cattolica
or Nuova Antologia, is ‘most important’, or ‘indispensable’, requiring further
study and research (a utopian gesture in prison, where bad health, poor food
and inadequate clothes held out little hope for further study). But he was also
fascinated since, in some of its key areas, such as Catholic Action or the ‘caste’
intellectuals or the internal struggles of integralists, modernists and Jesuits,
the Roman-Catholic Church revealed features crucial for a reconsideration of
communism.
There are four areas of Gramsci’s writings on which I focus in this chapter.
First, in the face of the ofcial atheism of the Communist Party, Gramsci’s
interest in the ecumenical movement itself, the question of conversion, proselytisation, and a denition of religion itself, all speak most directly to what I
have termed his ecumenism. Further, it seems to me that his reections – on
the institutional structure of the Roman-Catholic Church, its political status and machinations, concordats, internal debates, Catholic Action and the
complexities of events in which the Church as the rst global movement was
a crucial player – resemble the type of complex analysis we nd in Marx’s
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. In short, the Roman-Catholic Church in
Italy shows in relief the intricacies of the Church as a temporal and political
institution.

been ghting to overcome this opposition’ (Gramsci 1996, pp. 316–17; Q5§58; but
compare Gramsci 1994b, Volume 2, p. 49). Thirdly: ‘A critical-literary examination
of the papal encyclicals. Ninety per cent of them consist of a mish-mash of vague,
generic quotations whose aim seems to be to establish on each and every occasion
the continuity of ecclesiastical doctrine from the gospels down to the current time.
The Vatican must keep a formidable le of quotations on all arguments, so when an
encyclical has to be compiled, a start is made by measuring out the necessary doses
– so many quotations from the Gospels, so many from the Fathers of the Church, so
many from previous encyclicals’ (Gramsci 1995, pp. 100–1; Q6§163). Fourth: ‘the value
of Catholic “social thought” is purely academic: it should be studied and analysed
as an ingredient of an ideological opiate aimed at maintaining certain religious kinds
of moods of passive expectation’ (Gramsci 1996, p. 274; Q5§7). Finally: ‘Religious
sentiment is entirely built up from these vague aspirations, these instinctive, inner
reasonings, which have no outlet. And some trace, some quiver of this sentiment lurks
within the blood of each one of us, even those who have best succeeded in dominating
these inferior manifestations of the self – inferior because they are purely instinctive,
mere uncontrolled impulses’ (Gramsci 1994a, p. 14).
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Thirdly, these texts on the Roman-Catholic Church skew one of Gramsci’s
key notions, namely, the organic or democratic intellectual. His interest in the
clergy, the variations from region to region, the transitions from the clergy as
a medieval class to a ‘caste’ of intellectuals, their moral and intellectual work
to further the cause of the Church, constitutes a major slice of what he comes
to describe as the organic intellectual.
Finally, another notion that takes on a completely different colour is that
of moral and political reform, a central feature for a communist revolution – except that his model for such reform is the Protestant Reformation.
In fact, I want to register my profound surprise to nd the Reformers Luther
and Calvin championed by Gramsci. In brief, Gramsci argues that the largescale transformation the Reformers wrought in Northern Europe, in terms of
culture, politics, economics and social organisation provides a paradigm for
communist revolution in Italy and elsewhere. It is one of the only models for
social change that worked its way through all levels of society. For Gramsci,
Machiavelli becomes the ‘Italian Luther’, the one whose programme would
have led to a comparable Italian Reformation had it been realised. Not only
this: Machiavelli, particularly with his notion of the ‘New Prince’, becomes
the source of possibilities for the Italian Communist Party.
Gramsci’s writings on ‘religion’, then, are not only thoroughly ecclesial, but
they exhibit the depth of the catholicity, understood here in terms of ecumenism, of his politics and thought. They function as an extraordinary example
of what a more developed Marxist analysis of religion might look like. Except
that his reections come in various snippets and scraps, paragraphs scattered
in the notebooks that even in a thematic arrangement jump about like an overresponsive road bicycle. They run in different directions, over-lay each other,
tersely note a thought to be developed, comment on a series of articles in
Civiltà Cattolica, appear to contradict until a deeper line of thought emerges.
So I read closely those paragraphs that deal with ‘religion’, i.e. the Church, in
both Further Selections from the Prison Notebooks4 and the rst ve notebooks
translated and edited by Joseph Buttigieg.5
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Ecumenism
I begin with Gramsci’s interest in the ecumenical movement – the coalition
of the various Protestant and Orthodox Christian Churches. In characteristic fashion, he writes: ‘The question of the unity of the Christian churches
is a formidable post-war phenomenon that merits maximum attention and
careful study’.6 Gramsci is drawn by this movement, embodied most clearly
now in the World Council of Churches, partly because it seeks to overcome
the tendency of Protestantism to splinter rather than remain one diverse
Church, and partly because the Roman Catholics – supposedly the one ‘catholic’ Church – studiously avoided the ecumenical movement. The paradox that
emerges in such a refusal is that the notion of ‘catholic’ becomes a means
of exclusion.
Gramsci does not come at the paradox of ‘catholicism’ in this fashion, but
this is how I read his comments on the threat that the Roman-Catholic Church
saw in the ecumenical movement. The alliance of Protestant and Orthodox
Churches was perceived as an effort to produce a united front in order to ‘lay
siege to Catholicism in order to make it renounce its primacy’.7 And it is this
unity that threatens the ability of Rome to absorb heretics and schismatics. In
response, the Roman Catholics organised in September 1928 a social week in
Milan on the theme of ‘True Religious Unity’. Herein lies the profound contradiction of ‘catholicism’, for the claim to be a universal church involves the
claim to be the only church. Indeed, within the Roman-Catholic Church, the
traditional category of an ecumenical council, which may only be called by
the pope, is restricted to that Church alone. Instead of the Protestant doctrine
that the universal Church is an invisible entity made up of all believers, the
Roman-Catholic position is inextricably tied to the earth-based institution. Yet
this internal consistency of the Roman Catholics – there can be only one catholic Church – leads to the paradox that the notion of ‘catholicity’ can operate
only by exclusion. Here, the idea of a singular institution runs up against an
inclusive one, and this goes back to the rst assertion by the Church in Rome
to be the ‘Catholic’ Church in the early years of the common era. Not only was
this claim made in response to the Orthodox Churches who had broken away,

6
7

Gramsci 1996, p. 282; Q5§17.
Ibid.

220 • Chapter Five

but also to exclude various sundry groups such as the Donatists, Gnostics and
Manichaeans, to whom Augustine belonged before he came to champion the
‘Catholic’ Church over against his former mentors. The Roman Catholics are
trapped: they cannot agree to enter the ecumenical movement on equal terms
with the other churches, for this would require relinquishing their claim to be
the only viable Christian Church. And yet, by not entering, they not only leave
themselves open to the reproach of the churches in the ecumenical movement
that Rome is not interested in Christian unity, but also that they are in fact an
exclusive institution.8
Does Gramsci sidestep such a paradox in his own reections, both on the
Christian Churches and communism itself? The trick here is to avoid the position of a singular party to the exclusion of others with whom one may share
certain positions. Gramsci was given, before his imprisonment, to his own
battles with various forms of the Left before the establishment of the Italian
Communist Party, but I want to argue that he was continually seeking in the
Prison Notebooks for various lessons and possible forms of allegiance. The distinct contrast with both Althusser and Lefebvre, who could barely contain their
disdain for the Church, is that Gramsci does not feel the need for polemic. As
I have indicated above, I want to designate this largeness of vision Gramsci’s
own ecumenism, reminiscent of but much deeper than Althusser’s early efforts
to seek an alliance between the Church and communism. For Gramsci, the
value of ecumenism is that it showed up both the limits and the possibilities
for the various communist parties.
The rst step in such an exploration of the ecumenical movement is to
locate an alternative notion of ‘catholicism’ that is inclusive rather than exclusive, one that enables an alliance politics and the establishment of a federation which grants equal rights to all. And Gramsci nds it in the position
of Nathan Söderblom, the Swedish Lutheran bishop, scholar of comparative
religion, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, and one of the founders of the ecumenical movement. For Söderblom, the mark of an ‘evangelical Catholicism’
is the ‘direct attachment to Christ’ and nothing more.9 Gramsci notes that
the former Roman Catholic, Professor Friedrich Heiler, comes to the same
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conclusion, commenting cryptically that ‘the pan-Christians have had some
success’.10
But we need to push Gramsci a little, searching for the implications of his
cryptic comments concerning the ecumenical movement. Although one would
want to question the particular content of Söderblom’s statement, especially
in light of an unagging suspicion of redeemer or saviour gures that I have
acquired over the last few years (see the chapter on Adorno later in this book),
the success of his position is that it recongures the correlation of catholicity and singularity. The singular institution of the Church now becomes an
inclusive unity, still held together by a singular statement and singular gure. In one respect, the boundaries have, of course, been moved (Jews and
Muslims, for instance, would have a hard time being accepted, although one
can imagine a limited valorisation of Jesus Christ being sufcient), but in
terms of Christianity itself, the denition of catholicity is no longer a strategy
of exclusion but inclusion.
Gramsci’s fascination is not merely due to his soft spot for the Protestants,
but rather to the profound political implications. Here we have, for the rst
time, a challenge to the oldest globalising movement in human history, precisely by those churches that broke away and were excluded from that global
‘Catholic’ Church. How is it, I can sense Gramsci asking, that a comparable
politics might be developed? Not merely a common front of left parties, but a
communist party that, in terms of its own universalising logic, is able to hand
out the membership card to as many as possible.
Another factor entices Gramsci as well, namely the schismatic tendency
of the Protestants. At rst reading, this seems to be a mere reiteration of
the Roman-Catholic criticism of Protestantism – that it cannot be the true
church since it keeps breaking up and forming ever new denominations.
But Gramsci’s interest is also very much a political one. Given that the Left
exhibits many of the same tendencies to fragment – into Leninists, Trotskyists,
Maoists, anarchists, Food not Bombs, and so on – the question then becomes
one of alliance politics. Does the ecumenical movement provide an alternative
model from the ‘massive organisation and centralization’ and ‘single command’ of the Roman-Catholic Church?11 Instead of dispersing and absorbing
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the sundry heretics and schismatics, is there room for a variety of positions,
operating on equal terms, without any one of them seeking to soak up and
dominate the others?
Ecumenism as a distinctly Christian phenomenon remains Gramsci’s forte,
but his lines of inquiry do run to the ragged edges of Christendom in both
territorial (India, China and so on) and religious (Judaism, Hinduism, Islam)
directions. Here, he is on less sure footing, reliant on scattered pieces in the
journals Civiltà Cattolica and Nuova Antologia. Out of his diverse notes, I will
take up the question of conversion.12
In my earlier discussion of Gramsci’s fascination with the ecumenical movement, I picked up various facets – overcoming fragmentation, the challenge to
the Roman-Catholic Church, bypassing the paradox of ‘catholicity’ by redening the term – but I have held off on one item, namely the renewed ability
of the ecumenical movement for proselytising. This question also emerges in
his various notes on religion in countries such as India or China. Both situations, the ecumenical movement and the encounters between different religious systems outside Europe, turn on the issue of conversion.
Let me begin with the material from India. Gramsci cites briey the examples of Upadhyaya Brahmabandhav and Sadhu Sundar Singh, the former a
Roman-Catholic convert, the latter a Protestant. The Christian missions in
India were never particularly successful, compared with Korea, Africa or the
Pacic Islands. Both Brahmabandhav and Singh come under the criticism of
the Vatican. In Brahmabandhav’s case, it was not so much his homeopathic
approach, the desire to transform various aspects of Hinduism from within
in order to render it Roman-Catholic, as his nationalistic fervour that drew
Rome’s ire. Singh, a follower of Gandhi, committed the cardinal sin of converting not to Roman Catholicism but to Protestantism. These details on
Singh are not, in fact, provided by Gramsci, for he merely notes his name and
the articles of Civiltà Cattolica that deal with him. Already, my own comments
on these two exceed those of Gramsci, so the question is not the analysis that
Gramsci himself provides, but why he notes precisely these men and the issue
of conversion. It seems that the issue and process of conversion itself, from
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one comprehensive and vastly different belief system to another, is what
draws him in.
However, Gramsci does not leave us to guess concerning his interest in prosletysing. The cryptic notes on Brahmabandhav and Singh, stripped of any
analysis, come up against the more sustained consideration of the conversion of intellectuals in India. As we shall see later, Gramsci’s key category of
the intellectuals cannot be understood without their role as religious professionals in the various religious traditions. In this case, the problem lies in the
resistance of Indian intellectuals to Christianity. Conversion has been limited
to the lower castes, he observes,13 but, as far as the Roman Catholics are concerned, this process does not come at the heart of the matter. Such conversion
is molecular and piecemeal; what the Pope wants is mass conversion and, in
order to achieve this, the intellectuals need to be won over rst.
In the immediacy of his reections on conversions in India, Gramsci is quite
enamoured with the Pope’s astuteness in such matters and the methods the
Jesuits undertake in order to understand Indian society and religion and so
convert it wholesale. I will return to the question of individual or molecular conversion in a moment, but what Gramsci has done here is pick up the
constitutive feature of the Roman-Catholic approach to conversion and the
Christian life.
The aim of such missionary activity is at one with the raising of children
in Roman-Catholic societies. If every aspect of one’s life is saturated with the
myths, language and synaptic patterns of Roman Catholicism, then one has
no option but to believe. No other world is possible. Characteristic not merely
of the world in which Christianity was the unquestioned cultural dominant,
which Gramsci will mark as having passed with 1848 and the need for the
Roman-Catholic Church to establish its own political party to look out for its
own interests, this social, cultural and religious saturation and envelopment
remains part of the agenda of the Roman Catholics today with their schools,
sporting and cultural organisations and so forth.
Transferred to an environment in which such a comprehensive envelope
does not surround each person from the moment of birth, the deeper logic
remains the same, except that it now takes a step back. Missionary activity
becomes a process of transforming the entire social and cultural environment
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into a Roman-Catholic one. For this reason, the Jesuits seek ‘an exact knowledge of the ideologies and ways of thinking of these [Indian] intellectuals so as
to have a better understanding of the organisation of cultural and moral hegemony in order to destroy or assimilate it’.14 Theirs is not merely an abstract
intellectual exercise but one with ‘concrete practical goals’.15
The model Gramsci explores here is collective, although with a twist. In the
end, it is a trickle-down notion of conversion, one that relies on the leadership
of intellectuals. Again, I need to ask, what is the importance of proselytising
and conversion for Gramsci? By now, it should be rather transparent: how
can the communist movement itself enhance its own distinctly political form
of proselytising? Here, the analogy between Marxism and Christianity, or
between religion and communism more broadly, works to the favour rather
than detriment of both. For does not Marxism seek to attract members to a
superior political programme? Does not a form of political ‘conversion’ take
place?
And his language indicates the distinctly political interest he has in the missionary activities of the Jesuits in India. Apart from the need to understand
the structure of the ‘cultural and moral hegemony’ of Indian society in order
to transform it, the Pope himself becomes an astute operator of the machinery
of conversion:
The Pope knows the mechanism of cultural reform of the popular-peasant
masses better than many secular left elements: he knows that one cannot
convert a great mass in molecular fashion but that, to hasten the process,
it is necessary either to conquer the natural leaders of the great masses, in
other words the intellectuals, or to form groups of intellectuals of a new
type, hence the creation of native bishops.16

Without trying too hard, we can see here what is by now Gramsci’s classic
formation of the role of the organic or democratic intellectuals as well as
the party in the revolutionary process. Except that the shock lies with his
identication of the pope as a much more knowing agent in such a process
than ‘many secular left elements’. Not that he imposes this strategy on an
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unwitting pope; rather, it is from the Roman Catholics, past masters at mass
conversions and comprehensive programmes of conversion, that he wishes
to gain some experience.
Is the Pope, then, an unwitting revolutionary? Hardly, for it is the lesson to
be learned from the rst truly global organisation that pushes Gramsci this
far. If this is the sum of all that Gramsci can say concerning conversion, then
he is indeed guilty of a far-reaching ‘catholicity’ that merely extends the specic sense of ‘catholic’ in Roman Catholicism: the unwitting assumption that
the ways of this Church are indeed universal in a monolithic sense that brooks
no alternative.
Gramsci does, in fact, explore another model of conversion from the ecumenical movement itself, but, before I come to that, I want to comment on the
Indian situation that elicits his comments in the rst place and then consider
the neglected element of molecular conversion. On the rst point, I have the
advantage of hindsight: the majority of Christians today in India are from the
lower castes, especially that of the dalits, or indigenous people. Gramsci also
notes that the majority of converts are among the lower castes. He writes this
off as too molecular, but the appeal of Christianity in India is that it has enabled
the dalits to step out of the caste system, at least in religious terms. The edge
of many Christian missions with which the Brahmins were not enamoured
was the biblical text: in Christ ‘there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is nether
slave nor free, there is neither male nor female’ (Galations 3: 28). Now, while
the passage has its own problems, the use of it in India as an anti-caste message resonated most strongly with the dalits and other lower castes. Given the
sheer population of India, even the relatively small percentage of Christians
makes the Christian Church, in all its branches, one of the largest in the world.
What Gramsci does not consider is the possibility that such a moral and intellectual reform can take place from the masses, from the bottom up.
However, the other element that he neglects is the question of molecular
conversion. Indeed, for me, the immediate model of conversion that comes to
mind is the thoroughly individualised and Protestant one of personal transformation and commitment. The catch with such a model of conversion is
that it denies the other dimension that I have considered above with regard
to the Roman Catholics: the absence of any denable moment of conversion,
the sense that one has always been a believer in some way or another. Yet, all
I have done is set up two ideal types, the shock of personal conversion and
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the collective sense of always having believed, for it will turn out that the personal moment of conversion felt by endless numbers of people is part of the
ideological structure of what it means to have faith. That moment has itself
been set up, replete with its recognisable patterns of experience and verbal
narration, by a long process of formation. Conversion is, therefore, a collective
experience, one that is part of the social and cultural makeup of the churches
themselves.
But what happens when there is no cultural dominant of religion, no long
tradition, no institutional and cultural matrix for such commitment, formalised and ritualised at the moment of confession and conrmation? The
question is no different for the communist party seeking to win ‘converts’ or
for a religious body such as the Christian Church. Here, one may impose the
structures in the anticipation that these will eventually condition belief, beginning with winning over the intellectuals and engaging in mass initiations (the
Roman-Catholic missionary approach), or seek to win ‘souls’ through individual commitment after being exposed to the gospel (the preferred Protestant
method). In some future society, one may expect the cultural and political
pervasiveness of communism to make commitment easier, but in the situation
of urging people to switch allegiance – for conversion, or metanoia, is, in the
end, a switch from one belief system to another – how is the communist party
to proceed?
Thus far, I have concerned myself with Gramsci’s deliberations on the
Roman-Catholic model in India. But there is an alternative at which he hints,
and here I return to the other dimension of his interest in conversion or proselytising, namely the ecumenical movement itself. The aim of the movement
is not merely unity, he suggests, but also the acquisition of a ‘proselytizing
force’17 that was characteristic only of the English and American Churches.18
As one of the few expansionist religions in the world, including Buddhism
and Islam, Christianity is normally characterised by the removal of ethnic,
linguistic and geographical boundaries to membership. The bar is set quite
low, allowing in anyone who confesses belief. Yet, Gramsci’s point is quite
astute, for in the vast missionary effort of the colonial era, it was only the
various Roman-Catholic countries such as Spain and France, along with the
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English and then American Protestants who consistently sent out missionaries to the colonies. There were exceptions, such as the Lutheran missions in
central Australia, but along with the obligatory missionaries sent by individual Protestant denominations the rst properly ecumenical bodies were the
missionary organisations themselves. Gramsci does not make this point, but
the role of the London Missionary Society, for instance, throughout the globe
is what has been often called a para-church organisation. Drawing missionaries from all of the Protestant churches in England, Scotland and Wales, as well
as the various administrators of the organisation itself, it provided a model
of the ecumenical movement to come. What Gramsci was not able to foresee
was the shift that the ecumenical movement would enact between the older
colonial centres and the targets of missionary activity themselves. It would
only be a matter of time before these countries too would become members of
the World Council of Churches, eventually to reset its whole agenda, call for
a moratorium on proselytising itself, and nd that there were more Christians
in what has been called the Third World than in the colonial centres.
But how does the ecumenical movement, a union of Protestant and Orthodox
Churches, provide an alternative model of conversion from that of the Roman
Catholics? It is not so much that the dispersed groups of the Left should form
a united front in order to convince more people to join, but that the model of
the ‘federation of the different Christian sects, with equal rights for all’19 is
itself not a model from which to launch proselytisation but, rather, the result
of that process. If this smacks too much of liberal pluralism, allowing everyone to remain exactly as they are, then it neglects the profound change that is
required not only for a commitment to communism, but also for such a federation to come together in the rst place, let alone exist for any time.
The ecumenical movement, at least implicitly, provides an alternative
model for proselytisation than the monolithic structure of the Roman-Catholic
Church, and Gramsci is interested in the implications. Rather than the trickledown effect of focusing on the moral and cultural leaders, that is, the (religious) intellectuals, he hints at the possibility that proselytising may take the
form not of swamping and absorbing that which is different into one’s own
system, however much that system may be transformed itself in the process,
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but of a different type of federation in which the various emphases and traditions may continue to exist without giving up their peculiar autonomies.

Politics: the ‘Eighteenth Brumaire’ of the Holy See
One must not think of ‘ideology’ or doctrine as something articial and
mechanically superimposed . . . but rather as something historically produced,
as a ceaseless struggle.20

Unlike Althusser, Lefebvre and Eagleton, Gramsci never seems to have had
a period of religious commitment, a youthful passion that was to fade with
the sensibilities of adulthood. Despite the fact that the Church permeated
everyday life in his home on Sardinia, he was always outside the community
of the faithful, describing himself wryly as ‘someone who has not as yet been
blessed with the grace of being able to penetrate within the secret of the
language of the Saints’.21 In view of Gramsci’s avowal of his outsider status,
why is he so interested in the details of the Church’s inner workings? The
longest and most developed entries concern precisely these matters: Catholic
Action, Church congresses, the various concordats, papal encyclicals, Italian
politics and the perpetual to and fro of church-state relations. And, unless
one has a somewhat perverse interest in the detailed workings of church
history, I would be tempted to skim over them, scouring the table for more
delectable morsels. But there are some tasty pieces here too, although in
the most unlikely places. My concern here is with three dimensions of the
Roman-Catholic Church’s politics: Catholic Action, the in-ghting between
modernists, integralists and Jesuits, and the Church’s political alliances.
Catholic Action
I am going inltrate Catholic Action for a while, before moving on to reect
on Gramsci’s treatment of the Roman-Catholic Church’s internal conicts
and then its political and social policy, especially its confusing series of
apparently opportunistic alliances. Gramsci is deeply interested not because,
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like Althusser, he was once a member, but because Catholic Action provides
him with an opportunity to reect on the nature and practice of the communist party.
Catholic Action draws Gramsci time and again, but it is a Catholic Action
distinct from that which is familiar to us in Althusser’s France (even though
Gramsci regards the French arm as better qualied and organised).22 With
characteristic insight, Gramsci points out that the widely known Catholic
Action of the sort that drew in Althusser was in fact a thorough re-organisation undertaken by Pius XI (1922–39). He does note the activities in which
Althusser was swept up, although in Italy they took less the form of associations of workers, students and so on (but then, in France, the Roman-Catholic
Church had been disestablished) and more the form of retreats or ‘closed spiritual exercises’ modelled on Ignatius Loyola. Built around a core of devout
workers, the retreats sought to inculcate an active spirituality amongst an
increasingly apostate working class, who tended to be ‘negative, or at least
passive or skeptical and indifferent’.23 All of this took place in the early twentieth century. Yet Gramsci pushes much further back: although there were
antecedents from the French Revolution of 1789, the crucial moment is that
of the revolutions that shook Europe in 1848. If Lukács could see the demise of
the historical novel proper in 1848, when the bourgeoisie met for the rst time
the working class as an organised and militant group and hastily began forgetting its own recent emergence, then Gramsci locates a comparable moment
for the Roman-Catholic Church. For the rst time, it needed a specic political
party to support it. And this process continues:
To the extent that every national Catholic Action grows and becomes a mass
organisation, it tends to become a real and proper party, whose orientations
are dictated by the internal necessities of the organisation.24

1848 marks the shift for the Church from an assumed and unquestioned
position of universal dominance to one of having to defend itself:
Before 1848 one saw the formation of more or less ephemeral parties and
single individuals who rebelled against Catholicism while, after 1848,
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Catholicism and the Church ‘had’ to have a party of their own to defend
themselves and lose the least possible amount of ground. They could no
longer speak as if they knew they were the necessary and universal premiss
of any mode of thought or action (except ofcially, since the Church will
never admit the irrevocability of this state of affairs).25

The sheer pervasiveness, the untranscendable horizon, of a Christian and
more specically Roman-Catholic world-view before 1848 is one that is hard
to imagine in the thoroughly secular, or what is now more often called the
post-secular, world. As an analogy, Gramsci suggests we might think of the
impossibility of an anti-suicide party. Given the universal assumption or
necessary premise of life, there would be no need for a party that set itself
against the practice of suicide. Only if life were no longer such an unquestioned assumption would such a party become necessary.
Gramsci searches for the intricate precursors of Catholic Action before 1848,
from the contradictory inuence of Lamennais, who provided both the theoretical basis for Catholic Action and was condemned as the rst Catholic
modernist, to neo-Guelphism,26 Sanfedistas,27 the leftward liberal-democratic
and bourgeois Action Party, and the burgeoning Roman-Catholic periodicals
set up to combat the ideas of the Encyclopaedia and the French Revolution.28
But what was the event of 1848 that led to such a shift in the Church’s position? It was the same victory of a conservative liberalism and the bourgeoisie
that simultaneously crushed the newly emergent communists and removed
the Church from its dominant position. I will pick up this bifurcation that
the bourgeoisie enacted between an old order and one that was only in the
rst stage of its emergence below, but it means that the anti-clericalism of
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Italy, the often military struggle against the Church, all of which ended in a
right-wing liberalism sweeping the eld – ‘understood as a conception of the
world as well as particular political current’29 – was combined with the horror
and brutal repression of the rst organised movement of the working class.
As far as the Church is concerned, we saw in the discussion of Althusser that
the victory of the bourgeoisie over the Church resulted in the slide from the
Church itself as the dominant ideological state apparatus to that of education,
the major site of the inculcation of liberal values and culture. Or, as Gramsci
puts it in the following entry in Notebook Twenty:
It is no longer the Church that determines the battleeld and weapons; it has
instead to accept the terrain imposed on it by the adversaries or by general
indifference and make use of the arms borrowed from the adversaries’
arsenal (the mass political organisation).30

In other words, Catholic Action arose through the impossibility of the
Restoration, the return to the Ancien Régime.
Apart from his polemic against the Roman-Catholic historians,31 who see
Catholic Action stemming from the movements of the time of Christ (was
he not, after all, the rst leader of a Catholic Action group?), it seems to me
that Gramsci’s argument has distinct ramications for his theory of the communist party. In the case of the Church, the argument is retrospective: once
it had lost the position of ‘necessary and universal premiss’, then it required
a party to look after its own interests, despite its reluctance to recognise this.
If we reverse the temporal order, precisely at the point where one loses its
supremacy and the other only begins its long struggle for hegemony, then, for
the time being, the working class and the masses need the communist party to
espouse its own interests, to struggle for a myriad number of workers’ causes.
But all of these are only temporary measures, at times in profound tension
with the long-term aims of the party. Once communism itself has become the
necessary and universal premise of society and culture, then the party itself
will no longer be required, dissipating into a newly dominant worldview that
requires no defence.
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This is, of course, a version, with Gramsci’s own twist, of the MarxistLeninist theory of the party and the temporary dictatorship of the proletariat.
I am not sure whether Gramsci’s insight into the function of Catholic Action
was enabled by such a theory, now thrown into historical reverse, or whether
the history of Catholic Action provides a distinct insight into the function of
the party. Except that the dichotomy is a false one, unless we want to distance Marxism from religion, specically Christianity, with its Church, scriptures and clergy. Rather than back off from the implications, I would rather
take them further, arguing that it is precisely because of these likenesses that
Marxism has the appeal and strength that it does. In the same way that a
religion like Christianity provides a complete narrative not only of human
life, or even of that which comes before and after the life span of a biological
individual, but also of the place of human beings within the vast sweep of history and society, of both a global and universal nature, so also Marxism is able
to provide a narrative of the comparable breadth and depth. Or, as Gramsci
puts it: ‘Socialism is a whole vision of life: it has its philosophy, its own faith,
its own morality’.32
It seems to me that this is the level at which Gramsci’s analysis of Catholic
Action, as a distinct party comparable to the communist party and its function with the working masses, operates. And this is why it matters little, in
the end, as to whether the insight comes from his Marxist presuppositions or
from his study of the Church, for both gain strength from one another, rather
than depleting each other as they struggle for the same territory.
My suggestion that Catholic Action provides potential sources for understanding the possibilities of communist-party politics carries through into
Gramsci’s reections both on the regional variations of Catholic Action33 and
his notes on congresses, of all things. Let me focus on the second, with which
Gramsci lls the remainder of the rst long entry from Notebook Twenty34 –
the one I have been trailing now for a while. To begin with, in discussing the
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national congresses of the ‘white’, i.e. Roman-Catholic, trade unions and the
Popular Party, he identies a contradiction between these relatively democratic arms of Catholic Action and the hierarchy of the Church itself, which
had honed its anti-democratic skills over the centuries. As Gramsci points out,
the Roman-Catholic Church opted for the line that a little bit of democracy,
suitably kept in check, was better than a potential populist subversion of the
structure of Catholic Action and the eventual threat brought to the gates of
the Holy See itself.
But this observation about the various arms of Catholic Action then moves
into a series of points and questions that seem to require further reection:
the agenda of conferences, choosing of leaders, relations between the social
composition of the congresses and of the movement as a whole, adults and
youth, the role of subordinate and subsidiary organisations, the press, the
agrarian question, the relation between the political centre and trade unions,
and so on. In the end, he spins out into a discussion of the press, journalist that
he was. But what interests me about these notes and points is that they begin
specically with Catholic Action and its congresses, but, by the time we get to
the reportage of parliamentary debates, he is speaking about political parties
per se. For instance:
The doctrinal and political homogeneity of a party can also be tested by the
following criterion: what are the orientations favoured by party members
in their collaboration with the [news]papers of another tendency or with
the so-called organs of public opinion?35

And, if we track back to the earlier points, it becomes difcult to ascertain
whether Gramsci is in fact speaking about Catholic Action and its trade-union
and parliamentary arms – as he does at certain points – or whether he is
making notes and recommendations for the function of any party, especially
the communist party and its congresses. I will restrict myself to one earlier
example:
The agenda ought to spring from the concrete problems that have compelled
attention in between one Congress and the next and from future perspectives,
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as well as from those points of doctrine around which general currents of
opinion are formed and factions come to group themselves.36

I want to suggest that this inability to distinguish between Catholic Action,
the party as a generic category and the communist party, is another dimension to the point I made above concerning the shift in 1848 that brought
about Catholic Action in the rst place. In other words, the detailed workings of Catholic Action, its various arms and the apparently mundane matter
of the congresses, all enable reections on the operation of the communist
party. This is merely the weak version of a point that should be much stronger: Gramsci seeks to strengthen the operations of the communist party by
keeping a close watch on Catholic Action, for, in the end, it is an analogous
movement with a wholesale social, ideological and political agenda. And
this shows up even more clearly at the moments he does not realise, which,
in this case, is the inadvertent slippage back and forth between observing
Catholic Action and tips for running better congresses.
Internal conict: integralists, Jesuits and modernists
Comparable to Gramsci’s efforts to track the twisting paths of Catholic Action
are his comments on the battles between integralists, modernists and Jesuits.
On the inside of the thick stone walls of the Church, the intricate weave of
theological debates are also for Gramsci very much political. Thus, the differences between integralists, moderates (Jesuits) and modernists become for
him an intriguing investigation into the political problems of the struggle
for hegemony and centralised rule. Whereas Catholic Action interests him
as the political party of the Roman-Catholic Church, the internal battles of
the Church can provide some insight into the effects of such conicts on the
political programme of the Church.
I begin with what may be taken as a central assessment of the conicts
before describing the conicts themselves. After speaking of the various alliances and activities of the three groups, Gramsci writes:
All this shows that the cohesive force of the Church is much less than is
commonly thought, not only because of the fact that the growing indifference
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of the mass of the faithful for purely religious or ecclesiastical questions
attaches a very relative value to superficial and apparent ideological
homogeneity, but also because of the much more serious fact that the
Church centre is impotent to clear the eld completely of the organised
forces engaged in conscious struggle within the Church itself.37

The impression of a united front, of one Church, one Faith, one Lord, is
precisely that, a front. Gramsci holds less store by the lack of concern for
unity among the faithful than in the inability of the ‘Church centre’ to deal
with organised internal conict. To my mind, this last point is the key to
Gramsci’s interest in the battles between modernists, integralists and Jesuits:
the deep political struggles within the Church weaken its effectiveness as a
political organisation. I will return to this point below, but not before some
reection on these three groups.
It would be easy to characterise the three groups on a political spectrum
from left to right, from the modernists through to the integralists. But Gramsci
does not fall into this mistake, for the modernists were merely the liberals,
as we saw with Lefebvre. Belatedly concerned to bring the Roman Catholics
into contact with not-so-modern thought (something the Protestants had been
vigorously pursuing for some time, although not without conict and angst),
the modernists desperately wanted the Church to become a little more progressive. Reading the modernists today, they come through as mainstream
supporters of the status quo. They were, in other words, good old liberals.
I will not repeat the brief outline of Roman-Catholic modernism that I produced in the chapter on Lefebvre, but it is worth noting that, apart from one
moment, Gramsci tends all too readily to take modernism as a distinct movement within the Roman-Catholic Church, full of covert and agonistic operations.38 In this respect, he merely takes up the descriptions of modernism in
the various encyclicals and Church documents, which give the impression of a
well-organised and coherent movement. A little like basing one’s knowledge
of the heresies of the early Christian Church on the polemical texts of the various heresy hunters. As for the modernists, there was never any great sense of
a movement as such, but rather a common agenda that had myriad forms and
a number of signicant names, such as Alfred Loisy, George Tyrell, Friedrich
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von Hugel and Italy’s own Ernesto Buonaiuti (author of Il programma dei modernisti in 1907, translated into English by Tyrell and A. Leslie Lilly). Gramsci’s
interest in Joseph Turmel, who was not a major gure by any means, seems to
be determined more by the similarity of Turmel’s clandestine practices to the
integralists than any theological depth.39
By contrast, the integralists were just so highly organised, and Gramsci notes
with some amusement on a number of occasions the codes (the Pope was, for
instance, ‘Baroness Micheline’), secret signals, vendettas, insinuations, gossip,
slander, libel, scandal sheets and pamphlets along with underground conspiracies of leaders such as Umberto Benigni in Italy and Cardinal Billot in
France.40 Their target was mostly the Jesuits, given their power in the Vatican
itself under Pius XI, but also the modernists, with whom they often lumped
the Jesuits. And the integralists’ agenda: coming to the fore under Piux X, they
loved the Syllabus Errorum (so do I, but for different reasons), maintained an
almost Jansenist ‘great moral and religious rigour’41 and sought to keep the
Church on a straight, narrow and undeviating path. Drawing close to Charles
Maurras’s proto-fascist Action Française, the integralists stepped over an
invisible line, threatening the effectiveness of Catholic Action and a RomanCatholic popular political party in France. The Jesuits had their day when
Pius XI took action against Action Française, the fatal mistake being the support of the overt atheist, Maurras.42 In other words, the integralists made the
relatively right-wing Jesuits43 look like a moderate centre party of a Church
that had already assumed ‘the mummied shape of a formalistic and absolutist organism’ which ‘hangs together only by virtue of the rigidity typical of a
paralytic’.44
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But let me return to the modernists, who are far more intriguing and enigmatic, especially Gramsci’s astute observations in the fty-second entry of
Notebook Fourteen. Contrary to his tendency to take modernism as a clandestine movement, of whom Turmel then becomes an extreme paradigm, here he
distinguishes between what the modernists’ enemies say of them and what
they themselves say, observing that it is ‘a complex and multi-faceted movement’.45 The distinction that follows is the most important one: modernism
may be understood both as a politico-social manifestation and as a scienticreligious one. I begin with the latter: here, Gramsci means the appropriation
and use of what is commonly called historical criticism of the Bible (the investigation of oral and written sources and their compilation) and a new consideration of theology and dogma, particularly with a teleological bent. Both of
these were sweeping through the various Protestant churches of the time, not
without controversy and usually gathered under the label of ‘liberalism’, and
the modernists felt the incursions of such a liberalism into Roman Catholicism
was well-nigh overdue.
Yet, for Gramsci, the ‘scientic-religious’ side of modernism is not where
the edge lay. Rather, through their liberal bent that often tended to mild forms
of reformist socialism, the modernists triggered the ire of the integralists, with
their aristocratic and often fascist connections and leanings. In short, politically, the modernists would rather the Church be of the popular classes, and
this the integralists could not stand.
In itself, the distinction between what might be called the ideological and
the political, or what Gramsci calls the scientic-religious and the politicosocial, is nothing startling. He is not the rst to have observed the political
and social dimensions of the Roman-Catholic Church’s theological debates
(or those of any other Christian Church, for that matter). The emphasis on
the political rather than the theological side of modernism has its own background in Gramsci’s Marxism, but the main reason for the distinction is, as I
have already suggested on other issues, to be found in his desire to deal with
the Church as a possible model concerning the nature, activities and problems
of communism.
Underlying the preceding discussion has been the initial point I made,
namely that Gramsci’s interest in the conicts between modernists, integralists
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and Jesuits has the distinct political motive of tracing the weakening effects of
such deep conicts on an organisation like the Church. I should add at least
two further factors, the battle for hegemony and the problems of rule for such
a global organisation.
On the rst point, Gramsci writes of modernists, integralists and Jesuits
as those ‘. . . who represent the three “organic” tendencies of Catholicism, i.e.
they are the forces ghting for hegemony within the Roman Church . . .’.46
Hegemony is, for Gramsci, not merely the mechanism of ideological dominance, by means of both force and consent, but, more importantly, a term
developed in order to theorise the process of revolution. Nor is an ‘organic’
individual, most often associated with intellectuals, simply one who is integrally connected with the popular classes in a dialectic of theory and practice.
The term ‘organic’ bears with it a revolutionary urgency, the look forward to
winning the struggle for hegemony. As far as the Roman-Catholic Church is
concerned, the struggle within the organisation for hegemony is both a microcosm of broader political struggles within society as a whole and a signal of
the importance of such disputes for the nature and future of the party itself.
Closely related is the second point concerning the problems of rule:
What is important to note here is that all three – modernism, Jesuitism
and integralism – have meanings that go beyond the narrowly religious
denitions: they are ‘parties’ inside the ‘international absolute empire’
constituted by the Church of Rome and they cannot avoid posing in religious
form problems that are often of a purely worldly nature, problems of ‘rule’
[‘dominio’].47

‘Posing in religious form’ is the key to a passage where Gramsci spills forth
the reasons for his interest in the Roman Catholics. As the only global organisation, or more directly the rst international global empire, one that has a
longer history than capitalism, it provides the only long-standing model for
the nature of international rule.
So much so that, even with Catholic Action, that distinct political party of the
Church, Gramsci can speak of a ‘lay Catholic International’.48 He refers here
to the meetings of Roman Catholics from around the world to discuss inter-
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national problems while the League of Nations was in session. Established in
France under the auspices of the Union Catholique d’Études Internationales,
this ‘International Catholic Week’ that operated separately from the Vatican
contributes ‘to the creation of a concrete unity of thought among Catholics
the world over’.49 In the same way that these meetings function in terms of
the parliamentary interaction of popular political parties, then so also do the
organic struggles for hegemony within the Church which present in religious
form purely political questions, with all of their regional variations.50 And
these include the struggles of the parties themselves, the importance of the
central government to maintain some sort of control, the necessity to avoid
being boxed into a rigid position with no room to move, and, as I will discuss
in the section on intellectuals, the political strategies used by the Church to
effect its own agenda in secular politics.
Bewilderment? External alliances
But, for all his interest in Catholic Action as the political party of the RomanCatholic Church, for all the lessons he might learn from internal debates
for the exercise of global politics, for all the explicit and unwritten comparisons between Church and communism, Gramsci still nds some almost
impassable divides between them. Thus, in the conict over the allegiance
of the masses between Roman Catholicism and communism, particularly the
efforts by the Church to overcome the ‘apostasy’ of the working class through
Catholic trade unions, Gramsci summarises the Church’s ofcial position on
poverty in four points:
1. private property, especially landed private property, is a ‘natural right’
that may not be violated even by means of heavy taxation, and from this
principle stem the political programmes of the Christian-democrat tendencies for the distribution with compensation of the land to the poor peasants, as well as their nancial doctrines;
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2. the poor must be content with their lot, since class distinctions and the distribution of wealth are disposed of by God and it would be impious to try
and eliminate them;
3. alms-giving is a Christian duty and implies the existence of poverty;
4. the social question is rst and foremost moral and religious rather than
economic, and must be resolved through Christian charity and through the
dictates of morality and the judgement of religion.51
Although Gramsci writes that he is summarising the ‘most widespread opinions’ based on ‘the encyclicals and other authorized documents’,52 these four
points may be read as a brief commentary on the famous encyclical Rerum
Novarum (1891) of Leo XIII, which sought to deal with the situation of workers and provide the basis for Roman-Catholic social doctrine. It boils down
to the application of Roman-Catholic teaching to the emergence and effects
of capitalism. In itself, the effort to deal with contemporary questions by facing them rather than condemning them was an innovation, but it ended up
being quite conservative: society originates with the family, private property
is a God-given right and socialism is mistaken for questioning the status of
private property. Perhaps the most ‘progressive’ idea put forward was the
notion of the just wage, which should be ‘enough to support the wage earner
in reasonable and frugal comfort’. Yet, the ‘worker’ was a male with a family,
cared for by a wife who remained in the home.
Thus, the much vaunted and lengthy tradition of so-called Roman-Catholic
social thought, as a third way between communism and capitalism that bases
itself on theological criteria turns out to be a variation on liberalism itself, and
thereby a tool in the anti-socialist agenda. One could read the inviolability of
private property as a self-serving agenda for the Church, but it is also a linchpin of liberal social doctrine.
However, one of the enticements of Gramsci’s notebooks is that he shifts
chairs as he ponders various angles. And there are many gaps, built into the
choppiness of the style of the notebooks, into which the reader can enter and
engage with him. It will turn out that Gramsci’s apparent condemnation of
the Roman-Catholic Church’s social policy is part of a larger effort to under-
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stand the various political allegiances of the Church. In light of the summary I
have quoted above, one would expect that the Roman-Catholic Church would
side time and again with the liberals against the socialists. Yet, the Church
seems to ip from one alliance to the other, apparently uncertain about whom
to back. If, on one occasion, its position may be read as a resolutely anti-socialist, at another moment, it turns out to be just as resolutely anti-liberal.
I begin with one extreme, the apparent concord between the Italian Fascist
government and the Roman-Catholic Church in Italy. In a discussion of the
Concordat, particularly the interpretation relating to education in the primary
and secondary schools, Gramsci traces the conuence of church and state to
the point at which ‘the state as such professes the Catholic religion’.53 No matter
that this is the interpretation of the Roman-Catholic Church (the symptomatic ‘Catholic religion’ hardly needs explication by now); or, rather, it matters a great deal, since the Church seems to be twisting itself into all manner
of shapes in order to take the Fascists as favourable to the Church. That the
state seems willing is borne out by the text of the Concordat and the Albertine
Statute, the royal decree of King Carlo Alberto of Savoy in 1848 (which became
the constitution in 1861 until the foundation of the Republic of Italy in 1948),
in which the teachings of the Roman-Catholic Church become the ‘foundation
and crowning piece’ of elementary education.54
On other occasions, consistent with the coalition with the Fascists, the Pope
seems to take socialism as the mortal enemy, except that now he sides with liberal forces in order to forestall socialist gains. On this matter, there is Gramsci’s
intriguing narrative of the 1904 abandonment of the non expedit decree of
1871, in which Roman Catholics were forbidden to partake in national elections. Here, Gramsci paraphrases the account of the Pope’s change of mind
by the leading liberal politician Gianforte Suardi, who had already forged
an alliance between liberals and Roman Catholics in the municipal elections
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in Bergamo. Apart from the picture of a Pius X terried by the image of a
red victory and the subsequent attack on the Church, pestered by the lawyer
Bonomi on behalf of Suardi, and apart from his statements, ‘Follow the dictates of your conscience’ and ‘the Pope will say nothing’,55 what interests me
here is the way the so-called ‘progressive’ forces within the Church, those in
favour of participation in national elections, were in fact arrayed against the
socialists.
Yet, despite the appearance of a natural conuence between Roman Catholics
and liberals, it seems as though the Pope required a little more persuading
than such an alliance seems to assume. Elsewhere, he speaks of the liberals
as those ‘irreconcilable enemies’56 who came together with Roman Catholics
in the Belgian revolution against William I of the Netherlands. My quotation
of ‘irreconcilable enemies’ is at the fourth remove from its original location
– me quoting Gramsci quoting Civiltà Cattolica quoting a certain Ch. Terlinden
on William I and the Roman-Catholic Church in Belgium – so the opinion is
hardly original to Gramsci. It would seem as though Roman Catholics and
bourgeois liberals were hardly the best of friends. Of course not, for was it not
the liberals who overthrew the Church’s assumed and unquestioned cultural
dominance so that Catholic Action became the political party of the Church?
But, in certain circumstances, these mortal enemies would join forces in order
to deal with another danger: in the Italian elections of 1904, it was the socialists, whereas in Belgium it was the Calvinist oppression of William I, who was
keen on neither liberals nor Roman Catholics.
The Roman Catholics will, at certain moments, join with the liberals, but
will they form a common front with the socialists? Caught between the devil
and the deep blue sea, the Church would, in fact, support such an alliance,
notes Gramsci, in cases where Roman-Catholic workers were being violently
oppressed by industrialists. Commenting on a full judgement by the Holy
Congregation of the Council concerning conict in the Roubaix-Tourcoing
region (under jurisdiction of the Bishop of Lille) in France, he writes that ‘it
recognizes the right of Catholic workers and trade unions to form a united
front even with socialist workers and trade unions on economic questions’
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and that it is ‘a sign of détente with the radical socialists and the G.<eneral>
C.<onfederation> of L.<abor>’.57
Gramsci is obviously more interested in the alliance with socialists in
France than with the liberals in Italy and Belgium, for it shows that the Roman
Catholics are not default anti-socialists. But how to understand the Church’s
shifting alliances? A rather unambiguous hint comes in Gramsci’s discussion
of the armed insurrection of Roman Catholics and liberals in the Belgian revolution. In the same paragraph in which he observes this alliance, he notes that
armed insurrection is permissible, especially in ‘extreme cases of the suppression and limitation of the privileges of the Church and the Vatican’.58 Calvin
would also come to this point, despite the heavy weight of Romans 12: 1 – ‘Let
every person be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority
except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God’.
Rather than seeing the Roman-Catholic Church as essentially anti-liberal or
anti-socialist, the key to its shifting alliances lies in the Church’s own interests.
Thus, Gramsci writes elsewhere, in an effort to understand the jerry-built, ad
hoc and inconsistent nature of Roman-Catholic social policy:
In order to have a good understanding of the church in the modern world,
one must realise that it is prepared to struggle only to defend its particular
corporate freedoms (of church as church, an ecclesiastical organisation); in
other words, the privileges that, it proclaims, are the bequest of its own
divine essence.59

Gramsci is tempted to make a quick dismissal at this point – ‘Catholic “social
thought” . . . should be studied and analyzed as an ingredient of an ideological opiate aimed at maintaining certain religious kinds of moods of passive expectation’60 – but there is also a recognition that the Roman-Catholic
Church is not merely anti-socialist, or that its agenda is not always at one
with conservative liberalism or even outright reaction. What it does, as one
would expect, is act in terms of its own interests, its own wellbeing. And
those interests are, curiously, not purely political or even temporal.
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The prime example of such a looking out for itself is the difference between
Pius IX (1846–78) and Leo XIII (1878–1903): the former ensured that most
Roman Catholics were increasingly alienated during his long reign from
the every day civil and political life of the various emerging nation-states in
which they lived, whereas Leo XIII, for all his conservatism, encouraged, for
instance, German Roman Catholics to reconcile with Bismarck and end the
Kulturkampf, as well as French Roman Catholics to come over to the side of the
republic and give away their futile hope for a restoration of the Bourbon monarchy.61 In the cases of both Pius IX and Leo XIII, despite all their apparent differences on the social and political fronts, their ultimate aim was to do what
they felt was the best for the Roman-Catholic Church. Precisely what that
‘best’ entailed was a matter for varying interpretation and practices. It turns
out that Leo XIII appears the more progressive of the two, and many RomanCatholics still consider the reign of Pius IX, responsible for what is perhaps
my favourite statement, the Syllabus Errorum, a low point in the history of the
Roman-Catholic Church. I have been getting to my point in a roundabout
fashion: rather than reading Gramsci’s observation – that the Roman-Catholic
Church’s changing political and social policies are always geared towards the
interests of the Church – as a criticism of the Church, it turns out to be a recognition of precisely what the Church should be doing. It is, in other words, not
inherently reactionary or conservative, even if its decisions, pronouncements
and acts often seem to be. In its most basic motivation, the communist party
is not going to be, nor should it be, any different. Quite explicitly, the party’s
self-interest is the working class – for Gramsci, the masses, or populo – and
the revolution which will overthrow the conditions under which the working class is exploited. In the same way that the Church’s social policy seems
contradictory and ad hoc, so also will be the political and social strategy of
the communist party, unless its prime motivation and ‘self-interest’ becomes
clear. The lesson to be learned is that the party should not act contrary to its
own prime objective.
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Intellectuals
Thus far, I have argued that the underlying motivation of Gramsci’s intricate
exploration of the arcane byways of Roman-Catholic politics lies in the possible tips he might learn, whether in Catholic Action, internal conicts or
external allegiances. But he is also fascinated by the Protestants, especially the
ecumenical movement. I will return to the Protestants and their Reformation
in the closing section of this chapter, but, rst, his extraordinary considerations of the clergy, the ‘caste’ intellectuals.
Along with the notion of hegemony, probably the most widely inuential
category from Gramsci’s work has been the organic or democratic intellectual.
In part, this was due to the decisions made by Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey
Nowell Smith in the selections for their English translations of Gramsci’s
notebooks. Boldly put, the organic intellectual is one whose work is integral
to the everyday lives and politics of the masses. Lenin is, for Gramsci, the
great model, theorising only in the midst of intense practice. But what did not
come out in that initial edition by Hoare and Nowell Smith is the importance
of Gramsci’s reections on the clergy, along with some lengthy notes on the
religious intellectuals of China,62 Japan63 and Islam,64 not only for the idea of
the organic intellectual but for a fuller appreciation of Gramsci’s notion of the
intellectual per se.
Let me begin with an observation that inadvertently functions as his thesis
regarding intellectuals. In a very specic comment on the United States,65 he
notes: ‘it turns out that on certain occasions the clergy of all the churches has
functioned as public opinion in the absence of a normal party and a press
organ of such a party’.66
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He wants to read the churches themselves, and not merely Catholic Action,
as a type of political party, or rather, as the stand-in for a political party. It
is not that the Church is analogous to the party, but that, on occasions, that
Church itself becomes a political party in ‘the absence of a normal party’. And
Gramsci is not speaking of a singular Church, the Roman-Catholic Church
that was his focus in the discussion of Catholic Action, but of the various
churches and denominations in the United States. What interests him is the
way these churches can form various ecumenical bodies – such as the Federal
Council of Churches and the Interchurch World Movement – and speak as
one voice on specically political issues. In what follows, I will pick up the
main interest of the quotation I have been exegeting, namely, the clergy.
For Gramsci, then, clergy of all types – priest, vicar, minister, pastor and so
on – become not merely the intellectuals but the press organ or public opinion
of the party that is not quite a party. The clergy have, of course, always been
the intellectuals of the various churches, especially the teachers and doctors
of the church. Too often, the work of these intellectuals remains in-house,
enclosed within the ranks of the churches themselves. Although Gramsci is
interested in these intellectuals as well (see below), the ones who draw his
attention are those who enable the churches to make statements and act on
political questions – strikes, class conict, government policy and so on. My
point here is that it is precisely when the clergy, or at least those committees
and individuals within the churches given to political commentary, function
as the press organ or public opinion that they come closest to his favoured
organic or democratic intellectuals.
I have chosen this example to begin my discussion of clerical intellectuals,
since it is both a contemporary one and outside Gramsci’s usual domain of
reections on the Roman-Catholic Church in Italy. There is plenty of the latter
in most of Gramsci’s comments on the Church, but he prefers to look to the
historical function of the clergy, especially in the Middle Ages, as precursors
to the place and role of intellectuals in the modern world.
However, Gramsci is not one to make lax comparisons, especially on a question such as that of intellectuals. And so he qualies his observations:
Is there an organic study of the clergy as a ‘class-caste’? It seems to me that
it would be indispensable as a beginning and as a condition for the whole
study that remains to be done on the function of religion in the historical
and intellectual development of humanity. The precise juridical and de facto
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situation of the Church and the clergy in various periods and countries,
its economic conditions and functions, its exact relations with the ruling
classes and with the state.67

The cohortative voice of this quotation runs in a number of directions, especially social or class analysis and history, but I am interested in two aspects
of Gramsci’s analysis. The rst is where he seeks to position the clergy within
already existing or given class differentiations; the second takes the clergy
as a distinct class, beginning with feudalism and then following through the
implications when the social situation of the clergy changes dramatically.
I am going to arrange Gramsci’s various comments in a rough chronological
order, since it makes better sense of his uses of ‘caste’ and ‘class’. The bottom
line is that the clergy becomes a ‘caste’ in Gramsci’s sense when the conditions
for their existence as a class have passed, and yet they maintain a residual status. When he goes searching back a little, especially into the Middle Ages, the
emphasis is squarely on the clergy as itself a class in the medieval class hierarchy. In order to get to that point, however, he rst distinguishes between
the Church as a clerical organisation and as an organisation of the faithful.68
In its latter function, the Church developed a body of political, moral and
religious principles that sat in a profound tension with the interests of the
Church as a clerical organisation. Gramsci thus reworks the old distinction
between the Church’s temporal and spiritual realms: if the spiritual is that
of religious and moral belief and instruction, then the temporal becomes that
realm of that ‘class-caste’ of the clergy. The distinction he retools then allows
him to account for the close links between the clergy and the lower feudal
classes, particularly that of the peasants. But only in a dialectical fashion: the
support of the lower classes was not a result of the Church’s moral-religious
principles but of its clerical, economic status. That is, as a distinct feudal
class, the clergy sought to preserve its economic interests against the other
classes who attempted to reduce its inuence; thereby, the Church became
a support of the peasants in an alliance against the other classes, insofar as
the peasants enabled the Church to maintain and expand its inuence. But
this alliance was fraught with its own tensions, since the moral and religious
principles ran against the economic interests of the Church. After all, points
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out Gramsci, as a feudal class the clergy exploited the peasants as much as the
king and nobles. This internal contradiction between religious and economic
interests then realises itself in the French Revolution whose principles ‘are
precisely the principles of the community of the faithful in opposition to the
feudal order of the clergy’.69 The clergy was thus playing a double game: it
championed the peasants over against the other classes in order to enhance its
own status, and yet it also maintained an alliance with the king and the nobles
in order to keep the peasants in their subordinate position. It is this latter alliance that the moral and religious principles of the community of the faithful,
realised in the French Revolution and then the Protestant Reformation, challenged and attempted to break. The fracture between the clergy as a class and
the organisation of believers, between the shepherd and the ock, while itself
the working out of a deep contradiction, becomes a heresy and schism.70
Lest the logic of this internal contradiction be seen as wholly positive – that
is, in the French Revolution and the Renaissance – Gramsci also points out
that the destruction of Church property by national liberalism, the heir of the
Renaissance and the Revolution, has had a detrimental effect. Thus, although
the Church exploited the peasants and others, it also provided charity, popular culture, relief services and so on that disappeared with the Church’s
temporal estates, replaced by ‘even more parasitic’71 forms of ownership. A
purely cynical reading would suggest that the Church needed to keep peasants alive in order to exploit them, but that the capitalist relations that followed the Church did not bother. Rather, I would suggest that this is another
manifestation of the contradictions Gramsci traces in the medieval Church.
What arrives in its place, with all the best intentions of the eradication of the
corruption and superstition of the Church, is even worse: pure exploitation
with little mitigation.
The implication of Gramsci’s analysis of the medieval Church and its legacy
is twofold: the French Revolution, which, in its laicisation of the internal tension of the Church, is itself a more mature version of the Reformation, has
a certain dialectical logic within the class tensions of the Church. Second, it
allows Gramsci to separate the class nature of the Church from its ideological,
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i.e. religious and moral function. What interests him is the nature of the class
alliance and not so much the content of the Church’s doctrine. For what he
seeks is a class section of intellectuals whose thought is not at odds with its
own class, but one that both reects on and guides the practice of the militants
of that class in a classic theory-praxis dialectic. The clergy, therefore, provides
the model and precursor of the class links – in medieval terms, the alliance
between the peasants and clergy – between intellectuals and working class.
I suspect that Gramsci’s interest in the clergy as intellectuals under capitalism has a similar motivation: how is it that these intellectuals can maintain
such close contact with the people, especially in a situation that is so different
in terms of political economics? But by the time we get to capitalism (in the
long eleventh entry in Notebook Sixteen), the clergy has moved from being
a class to a ‘caste’ with its own distinct identity. The clergy has, in other
words, become a residue of feudal class arrangements, emerging now as
a sub-class that is not merely regressive but also pro-active in regard to its
constituency.
And the key issue turns out to be education. If I bring in Althusser at this
point, we can see that the shift from religion or the Church as the key ideological apparatus to that of education marks the victory of the bourgeoisie.
Gramsci species the shift to the seismic ruptures in culture and ideology of
1848. Indeed, for Gramsci, the possibility of such a break lies with the internal contradictions of the Church: as the community of the faithful and the
clergy as a medieval class that opened up the logic of the Reformation and
the Renaissance. In realising the values of the community of the faithful, the
Reformation and Renaissance culminate in the revolutions of 1848 and the
end of the assumed validity of the Church and the sacred.
Education becomes the battleground, especially the conict between secular (laico, with the sense of both laicised and secular) and religious intellectuals – the former seek to impose their will over a previously dominant but
now residual class of intellectuals. How does Gramsci read this vital issue of
education in Q4§53? He does so in terms of the struggle between church and
state. All of which emerges from a more sustained reection on the various
concordats between the Vatican and nation-states in Europe. A crucial feature
of the concordats is the return in a different form of ecclesiastical privilege. In
light of the destruction of the clergy’s medieval dominance over culture and
education – the ‘intrinsic ties between its conception of the world and actual
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reality’72 that I discussed earlier – the concordats now recognise and grant on
behalf of the state a limited set of privileges, mostly political, that the clergy
once took for granted. But I am intrigued by Gramsci’s use of ‘caste of citizens’ to speak of the clergy, or ‘caste-intellectuals’.
He distinguishes between the caste-intellectuals and the secular intellectuals. Both are engaged in an ‘underhanded and sordid struggle’73 for dominance, the one attempting to hang on to and recover lost privileges, the other
carrying on the programme that ousted the clergy in the rst place. The details
of Gramsci’s intriguing analysis of the ‘division of labour’ between secular
and clergy intellectuals in education remain highly relevant, especially where
the establishment of Roman-Catholic universities is still under way. But I am
also interested in the working categories of his analysis, especially that of
division of labour, for it assumes that intellectuals either form distinct classes
or, rather, sub-groups or class fractions, for which he uses the term ‘caste’.
So, let us dive into a little more detail and then move onto the categories of
analysis. In Italy before the Second World War, the Roman-Catholic Church
was left the task of education in primary and secondary schools, while the
state took over at the tertiary level in the secular universities. In various
nation-states, the story differs in degree, but, in each case, the Roman-Catholic
Church has fought for the right to run its own schools. Protestants, of course,
followed suit, particularly in a contest for the minds of the young.
In a manner reminiscent of Althusser’s class analysis of the various levels
of education, Gramsci points out that the university is the place for the ruling
class, as well as those selected from other classes who will be absorbed into
the mechanisms of rule. Only at the tertiary level can the higher reaches of
modern critical thought be taught, rather than the dogmatic education of the
primary and secondary schools. For those who attain these rst two levels –
the petty bourgeoisie and popular classes – a restricted and relatively un-critical education is all that is required. These people, after all, will be better with
their hands and bodies rather than their minds, able to put things together
and co-ordinate colours in some trade or other rather than think.
Before Gramsci passes on to consider the University of the Sacred Heart,
he has made a subtle and unacknowledged shift. He began with the ‘caste-
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intellectuals’ over against the secular intellectuals, but, by the time he gets
to the schools and universities, the distinct grouping of the clergy as a caste
has quietly slipped out of the door and, as educators and intellectuals, they
seem to have become part of the petty bourgeoisie and working class. Not
quite: in fact, the caste of the clergy spends most of its energy teaching and
training these classes. And, however much their numbers may be drawn from
various classes, whether the petty bourgeoisie or working class or residual
aristocrats, the process of theological training, removal and setting apart from
the community, ordination and obligations – materially and spiritually – to
the Church ensures that they enter a curious group that is not quite a part of
existing class structures.
The problem, argues Gramsci, is not only the declining number of professions or ‘callings’ open to the clergy, but also that those who entered the ranks
of the clergy were ‘intellectually subaltern’.74 Further, the limitations of the
seminaries meant that the education of its candidates was often incomplete
and partial, failing to equip them for anything but the lower ranked jobs. Is
Gramsci speaking of Italy in the 1920s and 1930s or the current state of the
churches in countries throughout the Western world? The situation is all
too familiar: cash-strapped theological colleges or seminaries trying to train
largely sub-standard and often psychologically troubled candidates for the
ministry or priesthood, operating with underpaid teachers, inadequate libraries and woefully short of the necessary technical equipment.
As far as Italy itself was concerned in the rst years of the twentieth century, the problems of low pay, the limitations of the subaltern intellectual profession of teaching in primary and secondary schools, as well as the inux of
women into teacher training and then teaching itself, led to priests studying
at the secular universities, obtaining diplomas that enabled them to apply and
get state jobs, rst to supplement their stipends and then leaving the Church
entirely. Apart from professional limitations and low pay, Gramsci also cites
the effect of contact with ‘less suffocating and narrow circles than ecclesiastical ones’.75 The crisis that such a situation generated – the Church ‘was about
to be defeated automatically’76 – was also very much the dissolution of the
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clergy as a distinct caste and its absorption into the relatively newer capitalist
class structures. I am reading beyond Gramsci at this point: he puts it in terms
of the Church’s inability to produce members of the ruling class from within
its own ranks without resorting to the old strategy of relying on aristocratic
Roman-Catholic families.
In order to remedy this situation, at the heart of which lies the restoration of
the clergy as a distinct class fraction with the agenda of the Church in mind,
Gramsci cites the importance of the University of the Sacred Heart, the rst
such institution (I hardly need to add the qualication ‘Roman-Catholic’).
Despite his call later in this long entry for the limitation of the Church’s power
and inuence and the means it uses to secure its own future, Gramsci cannot
help a surreptitious admiration for the Church and its intellectuals. It seems
to me, as I have already argued in regard to Catholic Action, that Gramsci’s
interest in the clergy, that distinct caste of intellectuals that does not quite t
in with the culture and society in which it works, derives from his search for
various critical models on which to build the work of the communist party
and its intellectuals.
First of a number of Roman-Catholic universities that will follow, the
University of the Sacred Heart in Milan was recognised by Mussolini’s Fascist
government in October 1924 three years after its foundation. The implications, as far as Gramsci is concerned, range far and wide: the Roman-Catholic
universities will splinter the secular uniformity of the existing universities;
in doing so, they will, dialectically, provide a continuous stream through all
levels of schooling in contrast to the discontinuity for students moving to
secular universities; above all, what interests Gramsci is the centralised plan
and uniformity of purpose that makes the Roman-Catholic universities so
formidable.
Rather than the inherently disparate and plural form of secular and liberal
culture, especially its educational policy, the ‘caste’, with its own universities backed by a single-minded Church, will soon outstrip its secular rivals.
Various factors come together in the Roman-Catholic universities: ‘a concentration of secular-religious culture [cultura laico-religiosa], the like of which has
not been seen for many decades’;77 the organisational efciency of the Church
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is far superior to that of secular culture; the Church’s homogenous structure
that puts all its weight behind the universities.
Although Gramsci would argue that, between the pluralism and relative freedoms of secular culture and the enforced uniformity of the RomanCatholic Church, he would prefer the former, he cannot but help admire it at
the same time. For the supposed ‘freedoms’ of the secular culture of which
he speaks was not much to write to Russia about. If anything, the Fascists in
power would become less tolerant than the Church, and so I suspect that what
draws Gramsci in is the fact the Church can make political headway against
the Fascists without surrendering the prime item on the agenda, namely its
own interest and advancement.
Yet, all of this formidable concentration of intellectual activity is not merely
for the restoration of the Church, nor even for the preservation of the clergy
themselves. Given that the universities are ‘schools for the ruling class’, the
Roman-Catholic universities will become ‘the mechanism for selecting the
most intelligent and capable individuals from the lower classes to be admitted
into the ruling class’.78 And Gramsci is not thinking merely of the ruling class
within the Roman-Catholic Church, still far too much dominated by sons of
aristocratic relics. The Church wishes to do far more than produce priests:
lay people, thoroughly inculcated with Roman-Catholic culture and deeply
loyal to the Church, but also highly sophisticated and intelligent, will become
‘more valuable auxiliaries of the Church as university professors and as top
managers, etc. rather than as cardinals or bishops’.79
Is Gramsci here the ecclesiastical detective, uncovering a vast plot of that
curious caste, the clergy? To my mind, he has a far more interesting agenda,
although he does criticise the clergy as intellectuals. No subtle conversions
are on the horizon for him: for instance, commenting on a 1929 philosophy
conference, he suggests that those caste intellectuals intent on restoring neoscholasticism seem not to notice the effect of refutations of their position,
treating scientic truthfulness and honesty as ‘a weakness [or naïveté] of their
adversaries’.80
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On the other hand, he berates the secular intellectuals, who seem to have
given up far too much ground to the caste-intellectuals. By means of the concordats – agreements between two sovereign bodies within the one state concerning its citizens – the secular intellectuals have lost contact with the vital
activity and life of the state, becoming detached, realising that they and their
struggles are extraneous. Or, as he puts it, the ‘abstract polemics of cultural
snipers’81 do not dene the ethical nature of a state: that is dened by its legislation. In the situations he has in mind, the effective legislation is of the
concordats, one that splits the unitary state into two, leaving a whole group
of individuals – Roman Catholics – free to refuse, or at least limit, the desired
effect of the laws of the state. It is worth noting that Gramsci speaks of the
‘efcacy of those laws’82 and not the laws themselves, which Roman Catholics
are beholden to obey. Gramsci’s criticism is here directed at the secular intellectuals, for they have relinquished some hard-won gains. If, as we saw above,
1848 was the crucial date for the abdication of the Church as the assumed
cultural dominant, and, if liberalism was the great victor in a long and bitter struggle, then for the liberal intellectuals and educators to acquiesce in
the concordats amounts to a massive series of concessions to Roman-Catholic
privilege. In the end, Gramsci is hardly more enamoured with the clergy than
he is with the secular intellectuals, but what he nds lamentable in light of his
over-riding concern for the engaged and connected intellectual is the surrender of precisely this role by the secular intellectuals.
What Gramsci does not want is a situation where the state gives up being
‘an active, a permanently active, centre of its own culture’ in favour of the
Church.83 In this respect, the secular intellectuals are but one part of a larger
problem. Despite his profound opposition to the Fascists, Gramsci does
not want to see a return to the overwhelming secular power of the RomanCatholic Church. Philosophical arguments, theoretical refutations and the like
are not sufcient and will not contain the Church and its intellectuals: only
the quotidian ‘exaltation of human forces throughout the whole of society’
will do so.84
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Yet he does not write the clergy off in his discussion of intellectuals, searching, despite all his criticisms, for the role of the organic intellectual: the detachment or lack of class t of this ‘caste’ of intellectuals; the single-mindedness
of the educational programme of the Church, of which the university functions as the missing piece; the ‘democracy’ of the Church; its distinct politics
and ability to have a direct impact on contemporary politics; and, nally, the
whole notion of the ‘Catholic cell’.
I do not want to pause too long for some of these items. The semi-detachment of the caste or class-fraction of the clergy, no matter how much they may
be drawn from existing classes, is, in some respects, analogous to the image
of the communist party and its intellectuals. For they too do not t neatly
into the class structure of capitalism, the difference with the clergy being that
the communist intellectuals are anticipatory rather than residual, looking forward to a communist society rather than back to a former period of almost
unchallenged dominance.
Any notion of the Church’s ‘democracy’ operates in a distinctly paternalistic sense. What interests Gramsci is the fact that
the son of a peasant or an artisan can become a cardinal and a pope if he is
intelligent, capable, and sufciently pliable to let himself be absorbed by the
ecclesiastical structure and to have a feeling for its particular esprit de corps,
its spirit of conservation, and its present as well as future interests.85

On a number of occasions, he mentions the poor and those outside the ruling classes as precisely those on whom the Church focuses its educational
energy. Is this not precisely the class with whom the communists work?
For this reason, it seems to me, Gramsci is vitally interested in the way
the Church works. And so his observations on the singular interest of the
Church for its own well-being have a double edge: on the one hand, I can
read a criticism of the closed environment of such a body, but then, on the
other, there is an admiration for the united purpose that the Church seems to
express. Although the means of achieving such a united programme would
be different for the Church (dictates from the top-down rather than lively
debate at party congresses), Gramsci also desires such a united front for the
communist party.
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Alongside these three aspects (the detached nature of the clergy, ‘democracy’ and the singularity of the Church), Gramsci is most intrigued by the
mechanisms of the Church’s political engagement and the notion of the
Catholic ‘cell’. As for the former, the introduction of the Roman-Catholic universities will provide a long process of selection and training – adapted from
the one already in place for the priesthood and Church leadership – that runs
through the full years of education from primary to tertiary levels. In particular, it brings forth the ‘most capable youngsters of the poorer classes’86 and
trains them for ruling-class roles, all the while maintaining their deep loyalty
to the Roman-Catholic Church. In other words, alongside the explicit political activity of the Church, through its own ‘party’, Catholic Action, as well as
other political parties, the Church also has a mechanism for inltrating the
ruling echelons themselves, precisely with a new type of intellectual. Not a
caste-intellectual in the old sense, one who is part of the clergy and works in
this role; rather, a lay intellectual whose deepest afliation is with the Church
and thereby acts in its interest. Is this not the type of intellectual that Gramsci
desires for the communist party? One in close connection with the party and
the people, busily part of the daily life of politics, cultural, intellectual and
economic leadership, rather than the aloof and remote intellectual who keeps
‘free’ from such mundane pursuits (such as Croce).87
Then there is the image of the ‘cell’. On at least one occasion, Gramsci uses
it to speak of the Roman-Catholic universities within Italian society: ‘The
new situation in the schools makes it possible to insert into the secular ruling
class cells of lay individuals who owe their position solely to the church, and
these cells will increasingly reinforce themselves’.88 I am tempted to call this
a Brechtian estrangement effect, for Gramsci is not speaking of the base communities of Latin America and liberation theology, nor of the Roman-Catholic
Left in other places such as England in the 1960s. It is, after all, the Vatican
of which he speaks, the vortex of a hierarchical men’s club of extraordinary
tenacity. And yet, the image he presents of the Church’s new programme in
education, one that runs through from primary to tertiary levels, is of revolutionary cells inltrating the ruling class. All we need are the Gauloises and
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berets. They may think and talk like the ruling class, with all the skills of
government at their disposal, but their allegiance will not be to the secular
values of that class. Coming from poor backgrounds and with an ultimate
allegiance to the Church, these cells, increasing in strength and number, will
seek to undermine the secular basis of government. Again, it seems to me that
Gramsci is not merely playing with words here. Rather, it is the methods the
Roman-Catholic Church uses that he nds so enticing for possible types of
communist party activity and inltration.
The function of the Roman-Catholic ‘cells’ closes out a reasonably comprehensive picture of the caste intellectual or clergy, except that, in this case, the
intellectual is no longer clergy but lay. All along, I have argued that Gramsci
seeks not merely the correspondences with his much-desired organic intellectual, but that, in many respects, the detailed interest in the nature and function of the Church’s intellectuals is part of a search for possible models. And
the items I have suggested that ll this role are the comprehensive educational and social programme of the Roman-Catholic Church, its focus on the
poor masses, the ability to inltrate the ruling class and its unchanging focus
on doing what is best for its own interest. Gramsci will always disagree with
nearly every point of the Church’s own agenda, but it is the means it uses that
he will continue to nd useful.
I began this lengthy discussion of the fty-third paragraph of Notebook
Four with the desire to trace the way Gramsci accounts for what was a class,
the clergy, in feudalism can no longer function in the same way in the very
different situation of capitalism. On the way through, I was also on the lookout for the ramications of his central notion of the intellectual. But what has
happened on the level of class analysis is marked by his preference for the
term ‘caste’ rather than ‘class’ when he discusses the situation of the clergy in
capitalism. What we have is a class relic, a residual element from feudalism
that maintains a cohesion one would hardly expect. If anything, the clergy
are a class fraction, but even this does not get us very far, since, as Gramsci
notes in his famous discussion of the Southern question, those from the North
come from the peasants, whereas those in the South are drawn from the
old aristocracy.89 In other words: a fraction of which class? Rather, what is
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interesting about the clergy is the way such a class relic, a caste, can remain
both deeply connected with the people, Gramsci’s favoured mass, and yet
semi-detached from the current class and economic structures of capitalism.
Without recourse to a supernatural or transcendent realm, in other words,
Gramsci is intrigued as to how one’s own ‘caste’ may operate at some remove
from the current structures, always with an eye on a very different future.
Thus, precisely through being a relic, the clergy provide a glimpse of something different, able to look forward in a way that does not merely replicate
the present. It is their backwardness, the fact that they are not in touch that
enables them to anticipate a different future. That is to say, they act according
to an agenda that is, in many respects, their own and not ‘of this world’.
Finally, if their residual status as a ‘caste’ enables the clergy to work as
an emergent group, to borrow Raymond Williams’s terms, then they do so
through education and not through the Church per se. Gramsci’s focus on
education is something Althusser would pursue more fully, namely the
wresting of education away from the Church by the bourgeoisie in the transition from feudalism to capitalism. But what the clergy are able to do is work
within the context of the educational system in order to carry out their own
programme, with distinct political aims in mind. To my mind, it is this that
Gramsci admires about the clergy.

Reformation
Luther and the Reformation stand at the beginning of all modern philosophy
and civilization.90

Perhaps the greatest surprise of Gramsci’s ecclesiastical curiosity is his abiding fascination with the Protestant Reformation. At times, I get the feeling he
regrets not being born north of the Alps, that he was not closer to Luther’s
Saxony or Calvin’s wholesale social reconstruction of Geneva. Viscerally, I can
grasp the appeal of the lumbering and belligerent German and the incisive
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intellect of Calvin, but why should Gramsci, the Sardinian with Roman
Catholicism imprinted in his genes, nd the Reformers so attractive?
For all his love of the Renaissance in Italy and the rest of Europe, along with
its associated developments in French and German philosophy, the problem
is that ‘these are reforms that touch only the upper classes and often only the
intellectuals’.91 His interest is Italy, and he envies the Northern Europeans
the developments subsequent to the Renaissance, their Lutheranism and
Calvinism. All that he nds in Italy are half-starts and misdirected efforts,
such as those of David Lazzaretti in the middle of the nineteenth century
with his ‘mixture of religious doctrines from times gone by with a good dose
of vaguely socialistic maxims, together with generic references to the moral
redemption of man’.92
By contrast, the Reformation uplifted the whole of society and transformed
it through and through: ‘In Italy there has never been an intellectual and
moral reform involving the popular masses’.93 ‘Intellectual and moral reform’
becomes Gramsci’s code for the Protestant Reformation as a model of reform
itself, coming to secular maturity with the French Revolution.94 He draws
the phrase directly from Ernst Renan’s book of the same name, in which the
Protestant Reformation becomes the paradigm for a transformation of French
society. But there is a third interchange of terms, this time the breathtaking
alignment of the Protestant Reformation, as intellectual and moral reform,
with the communist revolution; or, rather, to draw the specic lesson of the
last great European mass movement: ‘Therefore historical mat.<erialism>
will have or may have this function, which is not only totalitarian as a conception of the world but also in that it will permeate all of society down to its
deepest roots’.95
I am going to track this extraordinary move, running through his persistent refereeing in favour of the Protestants, to ask whether there are not some
problems with his proposal. Time and again, Gramsci contrasts Protestants
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and Roman Catholics, and the Roman Catholics do not come off well in the
comparison. To be sure, the Protestants do not emerge unscathed, especially
in the United States, but his favouring strikes a curious note, especially in
light of his desire for a Reformation in Italy. In what follows, I begin with
Gramsci’s reections on the deleterious effects of the Counter-Reformation in
Italy, the home of the Holy See itself, and then move on to the direct comparisons between the Roman Catholics and the Protestants.
Counter-Reformation and Reformation
Like the infamous list of eighty errors of the modern world in the Syllabus
Errorum of Pope Pius IX (1864), which listed among other items, Protestantism,
pantheism, rationalism, the separation of Church and state, liberalism and
socialism, Gramsci piles up his own list of the errors and missteps of the
Counter-Reformation. Of all the glimmers and possibilities in Italy itself, the
rst stirrings of the Renaissance and the passing of feudalism, and, for all
the efforts to insist that the so-called Counter-Reformation was not reactionary but one of a series of reforms over the ages,96 he simply observes: ‘The
Counter-Reformation stied intellectual development’.97
As for Italy, he identies two such developments that were to go nowhere:
one of Leon Battista Alberti and his nascent bourgeois individual whose prime
interest lay in the local commune with little sense of what lay beyond, and the
other in Gramsci’s preferred Machiavelli for whom the Church became a ‘deleterious national problem’.98 I am tempted to describe these as political developments, but Gramsci’s concern, especially with Machiavelli, was to identify
the reasons why Italy failed to go through the comparable continental shift
that took place further north, reaching through all levels of European society.
For Gramsci, the Counter-Reformation has much to answer for.
As for science: in his Syllabus Errorum, Piux IX may as well have included
modern physics in his list. It is a wonder Galileo did not make it into the
Syllabus, for he was still the bane of the Vatican, his condemnation lifted only
at the close of the twentieth century in a moment of progressive thought. And
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Gramsci notes, with a mix of dismay and relish, the continuing tale of Galileo
in his own time.
Roberto Bellarmino (1542–1621 CE), the one whom Gramsci, among many
others, regards as the cardinal who conducted the 1633 trial against Galileo,99
was nally canonised on 29 June 1930, and declared Doctor of the Universal
Church in 1931, well after Mussolini was in power and Gramsci was in
prison.100 Even if the canonisation was as much due to the victory of the Jesuits
in the context of internal ecclesiastical in-ghting,101 as to Bellarmino’s defence
of Catholicism against detractors such as James VI of Scotland, later James I
of England, along with the obligatory miracle that passes by the Devil’s advocate, Gramsci nds the whole Galileo affair a rather sordid example of the
way the Counter-Reformation hindered scientic development in Italy. And,
if anyone did not submit to the Church’s discipline, he was effectively exiled
from Italy. By contrast: ‘Advance of the sciences in the Protestant countries or
where the Church [was] less immediately strong than in Italy’.102
And then there is the Index itself, the list of books banned from publication
and reading by the Roman-Catholic Church. But the very need for an Index
shows up yet another challenge to the supremacy of the Church. In fact, the
ban on Galileo’s works was, in many respects, the culmination: ‘in the condemnation of Galileo the Italian Renaissance came to an end even among the
intellectuals’.103 Despite the resistance of the French to the Index, the printing
of uncut works by Italian authors in Germany, France and Holland, the sheer
effectiveness of the Index in Italy meant the gradual winding down of the
Renaissance in that place. As he is wont to do, Gramsci notes that Machiavelli’s
complete works appeared for the last time in 1554.
So much for the Counter-Reformation’s intellectual asphyxiation. The tracks
of Gramsci’s comparisons between the Protestants and Roman Catholics run
along curious paths, from fetishism through opium and gambling to the
central theological category of grace itself, the ideological battleeld of the
Reformation.
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Let me begin with fetishism. In an effort to come up with a distinctly political
denition of fetishism, rather than economic or psychoanalytic ones, Gramsci
puts forward somewhat tentatively the suggestion that it derives from the
Roman-Catholic Church:
It is natural for this to occur in the Church since, in Italy at least, the toil of
centuries that the Vatican has devoted to annihilating any trace of internal
democracy and intervention by the faithful in religious activity has been
totally successful and this way of thinking has now become second nature
to the believer.104

Closer to Marx’s fetishism of commodities rather than Freud’s notion of
sexual fetishism, Gramsci’s distinctly political take is to argue that once a
political body or collective organism – say state, nation or political party – is
regarded by the people as extraneous to their own involvement and activity, then it becomes a fetish, a phantom without any real existence. That is,
when the people who are actually members of the group in question think
of the group itself as something outside their daily lives, that it somehow
exists despite and outside themselves as a distinct entity, much like Marx’s
commodity, then we have a fetish. And the prime example of this fetishism
is the Roman-Catholic Church itself, especially in Italy. God then, at least for
Roman Catholics, becomes an extension of the same fetishism, ‘an abstraction
of the collective organism’.105
But what of the Protestants? In contrast to the Roman-Catholic desire for an
active consent, an identication of the individual with the whole as it is represented by the rulers, in other words, the complete absence of any internal
democracy – in contrast to all of this, the Protestant churches are built on the
need for such democracy, such involvement by believers, even if ‘any form
of intervention from below would splinter the Church’.106 Anathema to the
Roman-Catholic desire for unity, the actual difference of opinion and involvement of all believers in the Protestant churches is vital to their existence.
As we would expect by now, the Protestants do nd themselves in a somewhat better position. Even precursors such as the German Cardinal Nicholas
of Cusa (1401–64) have a favourable glow about them. A reformer before the
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Reformation, proposing that the pope be subject to the Church councils, that
there be unity in a divided church, an understanding of Islam based on a
common scriptural core, and, just to round out the necessary image of the
Renaissance man that he was, he also proposed the concept of innity and
became one the foundational gures of modern philosophy. It is not that
Gramsci is merely reiterating a given position; rather, his wholesale enthusiasm for Cusa ies in the face of a tendency to deate the Renaissance Cardinal’s
contribution (he comments on an issue of Nuova Antologia of 1929). And then,
of course, there is this: ‘It is fair to say that the Lutheran Reformation broke
out because Cusa’s reform activity failed: that is, because the church was
unable to reform itself from within’.107
In his perpetual tendency to return to comparisons between Roman
Catholics and Protestants, Gramsci is not averse to the occasional theological observation, although with his characteristic twist. He will, at least with
some connections that I want to draw across the various notebook entries,
move from a discussion of opium and gambling to the question of grace itself.
In a curious entry from Notebook Sixteen he muses on the origin of Marx’s
‘opium of the people’. Picking up on Marx’s well-known interest in Balzac, he
suggests that the latter’s phrase ‘opium of the poor’ that describes the lottery,
makes its way to Marx’s characterisation of religion as ‘opium of the people’.108 Not without the mediation of Pascal, who dressed up in respectable
form the popular notion of religion as a wager (‘if there isn’t a God, what does
it matter; but if there is, won’t it have been useful to have believed’).109 Apart
from Gramsci’s predilection for such detailed etymological speculation what
interests me are the comments towards the end of this entry. After noting the
Italian penchant for betting, he writes:
There is moreover a close connection between the lottery and religion, wins
showing who is among the ‘elect’ or recipients of a particular grace of a Saint
or the Madonna. One could make a comparison between the Protestants’
activist conception of grace that provided the spirit of capitalist enterprise
with its moral form and the passive and ‘good-for-nothing’ [lazzaronesca]
conception of grace typical of the Catholic common people. Look at the role

107
108
109

Gramsci 1996, p. 311; Q5§53.
See Gramsci 1995, pp. 55–8; Q16§1.
Ibid.

264 • Chapter Five
Ireland has had in bringing sweepstakes back into the Anglo-Saxon countries
and the protests of papers like the Manchester Guardian that represent the
spirit of the Reformation.110

Before he can go into this cryptic reection too far, he catches himself: are
not Saints and the Madonna distinctly Roman-Catholic? Do the Protestants
not gamble as well? No, they do not. And it relates, in the end, to their concept of grace, the peculiar paradox that predestination generates. One would
expect a Roman-Catholic quietism or ‘good-for-nothing’ conception of grace
to invade the Calvinist consciousness with even more force, but Calvinists do
not gamble on God’s grace, submitting themselves to a lottery whose result
is unknown. They know quite clearly that they are of the elect, and therefore
they have the burden of responding to that grace, with frugality, good and
hard works and the laicisation of monkish virtues.
It seems to me that Gramsci was on to something that signals the differences between Protestants and Roman Catholics on the question of grace. It is
not just that Roman Catholics like to gamble because they are a lower sub-species of homo sapiens, or that they are lazy and cannot but help to throw away
their earnings,111 but that it is congruent with a theology of grace in which the
Church holds all the cards and the individual remains uncertain and dependent on the Church for that grace: hence the quietism and near fatalism of
such a theology of grace.
Almost despite his caution, Gramsci’s etymological foray (I can picture him
in a different life as a patient philologist) swings Marx’s ‘opium of the people’
around to become a characterisation of Roman Catholicism. Initially, his argument via Pascal, the wager and gambling uses the instinctual knowledge of
Roman Catholicism that is part of his Italian context in order to reect on religion itself. But then he pulls himself up, the comparison with the Protestants
showing how specically Roman-Catholic all the previous discussion about
wagers, lotteries and gambling happens to be.
Gramsci will return to the question of grace, perhaps the key theological
issue of the Reformation: ‘The history of the doctrine of grace can be inter-
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esting for examining how Catholicism and Christianity adapted to different
historical epochs and different countries’.112 Apart from the various currents
within the Roman-Catholic Church that I have discussed above, he is drawn to
the Calvinist position on grace of which Jansenism then becomes the RomanCatholic version denounced as a heresy. In fact, like Lefebvre, who, despite
himself, could not resist the regional and heretical appeal of the Jansenists,
Gramsci nds in Jansen many of the features of a suppressed Reformer, closer
to the Calvinists and Protestants more generally, and ethically just a little better than the Jesuits:
The main objection to Pascal’s formulation of the religious problem of the
‘wager’ is that of ‘intellectual honesty’ towards oneself. It would appear that
the whole conception of the ‘wager,’ as far as I recall, is closer to Jesuit than
to Jansenist ethics, too much of the ‘merchant’s outlook’ etc.113

What of Calvinism itself? Without even a nod to Weber, he draws from
German and French sources114 both the paradox of Calvin’s doctrine of grace
and its simultaneous realisation and dissolution in the United States. Thus,
in drawing out the ultimate logic of Luther’s ‘not by law but by grace’, along
with ‘justication by grace through faith’, Calvin argued that human beings
can produce no good works by their own means. We are, as the rst point
of Calvinism would have it, totally depraved through original sin. Therefore,
we are thrown entirely before the mercy of God who, in his grace, deigned
to send Jesus Christ to save us, or at least some of us (limited atonement).
Only through him can we be saved and not through any other means: grace
is wholly of God and can in no way be earned.
The paradox of Calvinism is that it leads not to quietism, a resignation
before the futility of any human act, awaiting God’s grace in his own time.
Rather, through the insistence that human beings must respond to God’s
grace through good works – which are now only the signs of God’s grace and
not the means of earning grace – Calvinists work the hardest of all. Calvinists
therefore become the best capitalists, always willing to put aside religious
scruple in order to make a prot, as the Dutch, among others, showed time
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and again. I must admit that I share Gramsci’s fascination with Calvinism,
for it may be seen as a major precursor to historical materialism itself, cast in
the inescapable language of theology and the sacred in the long twilight of
feudalism. I want to suggest that part of Gramsci’s interest lies in Calvinism’s
afnity with Marxism, which may now be read as a retooled Calvinism with a
temporally rather than ontologically transcendent reference point.
Gramsci’s favoured example is, however, the United States, where the paradox of grace works itself out in full. Except that, as Weber was to argue as
well, the religious dimension of Calvinism was but a passing phase. It is dissolved in the culture of capitalism, becoming a ‘lay religion’. But, just when it
seems as though Calvinism may be the ultimate democratic form of religion
through its very dissolution, the internal consistency of its doctrine of grace
throws up another paradox: predestination. For Calvin, grace may be irresistible and unlimited, but atonement through the death of Jesus Christ is limited
only to the elect. Further, those who are to be saved have been predestined so
before the creation of the world. As have the damned. God’s grace is, in other
words, restricted to the elect, those predestined to salvation.
I have taken a different line here from Gramsci’s run into the ‘religion of the
Rotary club’,115 not merely because I cannot, like him, stand the Rotary Club.
While there is a certain logic to the suggestion that predestination renders
Calvinism non-democratic, a doctrine for an industrial élite, an elect aristocracy, it neglects the ip side of the doctrine of election, namely that the role of
the elect is not to restrict God’s grace to itself but to make it available for all,
since you never know who is elect and who is not. To be sure, I have never
met any Calvinists who assert that they are of the damned, that Calvin is right
but that they missed out. But it seems to me that the notion of predestination,
the concern with an advance party of the elect who must never tire in their
work for the Kingdom of God, also functions as a precursor to the notion and
role of the party in Marxism.
Apart from teasing out the paradoxes of Calvinism, why else is Gramsci
fascinated? As we saw, the Protestant Reformation is one of the few movements that have mobilised the masses into a fundamentally different social,
intellectual, political and economic practice. And this is precisely what he
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seeks to do with the communist party in Italy, although in a somewhat different vein. Hence the great interest in Machiavelli.
The Italian Luther
However, in order to get to Machiavelli, I would like to pass through the
situation in Italy one more time. And it will turn out that Gramsci’s argument
concerning the deleterious effect of the Counter-Reformation in Italy is not
particularly original. For it echoes the argument of others that Italy’s political
weaknesses, the instability of its nation-state, was due to the absence of a fullscale Protestant Reformation. And this argument, popular in certain circles
in Italy, is itself a specic form of the wider valorisation of the Protestant
Reformation that Gramsci traces through the works of Ernst Renan, Sorel
and Proudhon himself.116 Except that the argument was developed rst in
a France that lay between the Renaissance and the French Revolution. In
each case, it turns out that the model for intellectual and moral reform is a
Protestant one.
In the end, Gramsci is not going to remain with the image of an Italy suffocating under the thick blanket of Catholic reaction, stagnating in a back-water
of Europe. Rather, the Vatican nds itself ghting various rear-guard actions
against a whole series of efforts at reform, molecular changes within society
and among the faithful that the Vatican resists in desperation. In a characteristic effort to identify as many threads as possible, he identies the key factors
in ‘the religious question in Italy’:
the real, effective one, by which intellectual and moral reform movements
arise within the mass of the people, both in the passage from orthodox and
Jesuitic Catholicism to more liberal religious forms, and as an escape from
the confessional camp towards a more modern conception of the world;
the differing attitudes of the intellectual groups towards a necessary
intellectual and moral reform.117

As far as Italy is concerned, reform has taken a path that includes the mix of
secular liberalism and liberal Catholicism during the Risorgimento; the mix
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of positivism on the one side and democratic and Masonic anti-clericalism in
the period 1870 to 1900; and then modernism and idealist philosophy until
the First World War; the political organisation of Catholics until the 1929
Concordat; and nally the working out of the implications of the Concordat
itself. At the moment he writes, he sees a conuence of both a new type of
anti-clericalism and a much greater interest in religious questions by the laity
that itself smacks a little too much of Protestantism.
I have paraphrased Gramsci’s discussion here, not merely because it brings
out the difference between the Protestant Reformation he takes as a model
and the constant reform that was taking place in Italy. The key lies in his statement: ‘it is undeniable that many things are changing within Catholicism, and
the ecclesiastical hierarchy is alarmed about it, since it is unable to control
these molecular transformations’.118 At the same time, Gramsci seeks more
than incremental change. Rather, to bring in a term he does not use himself,
he also wants molar transformation, a thoroughgoing and wholesale overturning of the current order – capitalism – that would fundamentally reshape
culture, society and economics. And, although he does on one occasion attribute an Italian intellectual reformation to Croce,119 his preference for an Italian
model is Machiavelli.
Although I do not want to consider the whole question of the relationship of Gramsci and Machiavelli (Fontana’s useful book has already done
that),120 Gramsci does hold him up as the ‘Italian Luther’. While he looked to
the Reformation as the last great transformation of all levels of society right
through to the masses, his Italian Luther retains one dimension that differs
from the Reformation: religion must be subservient to the state of the New
Prince.121 But this means that I will nally need to broach the question of hegemony, that most well-worn of Gramscian categories.
Gramsci is selective in applying Machiavelli’s guidelines to what he calls
the ‘modern Prince’, but there are two basic points. The rst is the need for a
reform of religion or world outlook, for which the modern Prince ‘must and
cannot but be the preacher and organiser of intellectual and moral reform’.122
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This reform of religion itself provides the basis for a national-popular collective will whose desire is a better and higher form of civilisation. The prescription for moral and intellectual reform looks for all the world like the
agenda of the Protestant Reformation, except that it needs to be read in light
of the second point, namely ‘formation of a national-popular collective will of
which the modern Prince is at the same time the organiser and active working
expression’.123 The Prince’s very status as a ‘myth-prince’ renders him the rst
sign of this new collective, which turns into its most potent form in the political party, ‘that particular party which, at different times and in the different
internal relations of the various nations, aims (and is rationally and historically founded for this end) to found a new type of State’.124 For Gramsci, in the
same way that Machiavelli becomes, in the rousing conclusion to The Prince,
the embodiment of the people to whom he has addressed his tract, a political
myth such as this can only realise itself if it becomes the ideology, the drive
behind and content of the political programme of the party.
If religion is a crucial feature of intellectual and moral reform as that is to
be wielded by the ‘modern Prince’ in order to bring about social change, then
religion is very much part of Gramsci’s notion of hegemony. Double-edged,
the theory speaks not only of the difculty of maintaining a dominant ideological position but also of the means for revolutionary transformation. On
the rst count, the ruling ideas of an age, to gloss Marx, need constantly to
be reasserted: ever new ways have to be found to ensure that they hold onto
their somewhat tenuous status as ruling ideas. This much is well-known, and
forms the recurrent, popular usage of the term: ideas, beliefs and feelings,
such as the value of the nation-state, nationalism and patriotism, the value of
competition, the inviolability of private property and the individual person (to
which the bulk of the judicial system is devoted), the foundational role of the
nuclear family in social organisation and reproduction, the generation of selfesteem by selling one’s labour-power in work, the right to render anything
for sale, and so on, are not so much givens as items of struggle that need to be
reasserted time and again. Hegemony, then, is chronically unstable, a primary
zone of class conict, the need to struggle with opposition and dissent.
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The conictual nature of hegemony will bring Gramsci back to the need
for both force and consent in the assertion and maintenance of hegemony.
As far as consent itself is concerned, Gramsci refers to an intellectual and
moral leadership [direzione] that operates primarily through consent and persuasion. Thus a dominant hegemony works by articulating and spreading a
specic set of cultural assumptions, beliefs, ways of living and so on that are
assumed to be ‘normal’, accepted by people as the universally valid way of
living. Here, intellectuals, the ‘organisers’ of ideology, culture, philosophy,
religion, law and politics are central to the idea and operation of hegemony.
Hegemony runs deeply through any social and political formation, for the
structures of knowledge and values, the lters through which society acquires
form and meaning, are precisely those that are constructed and maintained
by the leading class or party. The intellectuals mediate between ruling and
subaltern groups and classes, universalising the values of the ruling class
through this ‘organisation of culture’. Leadership, a continuing concern of
Gramsci’s along with the intellectual, thus takes place when a particular social
class can transform its own ideas into a universally assumed understanding
of the world. As Fontana writes, ‘Hegemony is thus conceived as the vehicle
whereby the dominant social groups establish a system of “permanent consent” that legitimates a prevailing social order by encompassing a complex
network of mutually reinforcing and interwoven ideas afrmed and articulated by intellectuals’.125
And the purpose is to indicate how such a situation might be transformed
into communism: hegemony is both a tool of analysis and of revolution. But
this means that the new Prince must brook no rivals, no possibilities of oppositional hegemony in the construction of the new state. Consent must be at
one with the use of the force, the two sides of hegemony. Religion thereby
forms a crucial component of consent, falling under the rubric of intellectual
and moral leadership [direzione]. Domination or coercion [dominio], especially
over against antagonistic groups, is the inescapable obverse. By contrast, those
with which the leading group in is alliance and association work together by
consent:
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The supremacy of a social group is manifested in two ways: as ‘domination’
and as ‘intellectual and moral leadership’. A social group is dominant
over those antagonistic groups it wants to ‘liquidate’ or to subdue even
with armed force, and it is leading with respect to those groups that are
associated or allied with it.126

These two elements of leadership by consent and coercion emerge in
Machiavelli’s image of the centaur:
You should know, then, that there are two ways of contending: one by
using laws, the other, force. The rst is appropriate for men, the second for
animals; but because the former is often ineffective, one must have recourse
to the latter. Therefore, a ruler must know well how to imitate beasts as
well as employing properly human means. This policy was taught to rulers
allegorically by ancient writers: they tell us how Achilles and many other
ancient rulers were entrusted to Chiron the centaur, to be raised carefully
by him. Having a mentor who was half-beast and half-man signies that
a ruler needs to use both natures, and that one without the other is not
effective.127

Gramsci comments on this passage:
Another point to be decided and developed is that of the ‘double perspective’
in political action and state life. There are various levels in which the
double perspective can be presented, from the most elementary to the
most complex, but they can be reduced theoretically to two fundamental
levels, corresponding to the double nature of the Machiavellian Centaur,
savage and human, force and consent, authority and hegemony, violence
and civilization, the individual stage and the universal stage (‘Church’ and
‘State’), agitation and propaganda, tactics and strategy, etc.128
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The ideal gure, the mix of force and consent, is the gure of Moses in
the Hebrew Bible, a.k.a. the ‘armed prophet’. According to Machiavelli,
‘all armed prophets succeed whereas unarmed ones fail’.129 We are back
with the problem of the overwhelmingly religious nature of the Protestant
Reformation – ‘Church’ and ‘State’ in terms of the quotation above – and the
problems that this poses for Gramsci.
I want to suggest that the way the problem enters Gramsci’s texts is
through his analysis of the church-state concordats that I considered earlier.
In the end, he is not particularly impressed by the concordats, for they create
a fundamental division within the state, an interference in the sovereignty
of the state,130 or two equal sovereignties within the same state,131 the one of
the spirit and the other temporal. But, in light of his comments on the need
for the union of force and consent in the new ‘Prince’ of the party and especially in the construction of a new state, this will hardly provide a formula for
such a construction. His concerns run deeper than the specics of the RomanCatholic Church here, for any allegiance to ends, religious or otherwise, other
than the new society will cause instability and eventual failure. Or, to put it
in the other key term, the hegemony so crucial to the work of the communist
party will be undermined and rendered unworkable.
Hence, in the concordats themselves, he sees no redeeming feature. They
constitute the ‘capitulation of the modern state’,132 the concordat ‘fundamentally impairs the autonomous character of the sovereignty of the modern
state’133 by accepting the external sovereignty of the Vatican which the state,
through the nature of the concordat itself, recognises as superior. Various
examples, drawn from the concordat between the Vatican and the Fascist
government of Italy on 11 February 1929, merely illustrate such a capitulation
by the state: marriage laws for Roman-Catholics that over-ride those of the
state; priests under censure by the Church denied public ofces; the removal
of the laws that abolished ecclesiastical privilege; and the complete exclusion
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of the state from Church schools, including many primary and secondary
schools that function as recruiting grounds for the priesthood and the various
orders.134 Further, he does little to conceal his astonishment at the extent of the
Vatican’s nancial dealings and of the state’s continued support, purportedly
in recompense for the relinquishment of any claim for restitution of the Papal
States, to the tune of 1.75 billion lire.135
I have indulged myself in summarising the various objections to the concordats, partly to show how comprehensive the objections are, but mostly
to raise a deeper question. Why, for Gramsci, is the state worth ghting for?
He is, after all, writing about the concordat between the Fascist government
of Italy and the Vatican, mentioning also the one with the Third Reich. For
Gramsci, the state and its autonomy are crucial for the political activity of the
communist party. Even though the state would eventually wither away under
communism, and even though communism was very much an international
movement, the state is the vital lever to power, whose autonomy ensures the
sovereignty of a communist state in the short term. But Gramsci’s defence
of the modern state’s sovereignty is also a logical outcome of his notions
of hegemony, as the union of consent and force, and of his development of
Machiavelli for whom the hard-won unity of the new state was not something
to be relinquished lightly. All of this is still extremely relevant, for while the
regulation school argues for the viability of the state in any contemporary economic and political debate, others such as Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri
argue that the moment of the state, specically the nation-state under capitalism, has waned in the face of the new permutation of ‘Empire’.136

Conclusion
Gramsci has handed me a vast and delectable feast. The sweep of his concerns,
from the ecumenical movement to Machiavelli, provide a distinct slant on the
question of religion itself that is overwhelmingly political. We do not have to
scratch too hard to locate the distinctly political agenda in both dimensions
of Gramsci’s writings that I traced above, namely his ecumenism and the
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See Gramsci 1995, p. 71; Q16§14.
Gramsci 1995, pp. 68–70; Q16§11ii; see PN 224–5; Q4§53.
See Boyer 1990, and Hardt and Negri 2000.
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perpetual drive not merely to understand how things are now, but particularly what lessons and guidelines the communist party itself may gain from
considering the gains and setbacks, the possibilities and limits of that global
institution, the Roman-Catholic Church. For, in the end, the communists were
competing with the Roman Catholics for the hearts and souls of workers and
peasants.137 If, with Althusser and Lefebvre, the ‘catholicity’ of their writings
appeared in the tendency to universalise, however unwittingly, in a fashion
comparable to the Roman-Catholic Church’s assumed singular universality,
in Gramsci, this catholicity takes on a distinctly ecumenical colour. I did identify certain points where Gramsci also fell into a similar pattern to Althusser
and Lefebvre. And I also argued, with Althusser and Lefebvre, that such a
universalising catholicity has distinct gains that a totalising approach may
provide, running through from the claims of a materialist philosophy to the
question of everyday life. However, it also has the disadvantage of projecting the specic nature of one’s own religious context, one that permeates
the very categories of thought itself, onto a global scene onto which such
a template ts poorly. This is where Gramsci’s ecumenism provides a way
forward, drawing out what is implicit in Lefebvre’s predilection for heresies.
For, in following paths around the singularity that the Roman-Catholic notion
of catholicity assumes in its denition, in sidestepping the process of exclusion that catholicity assumed in the self-denition of the Church of Rome,
Gramsci emerges on the other side with a catholicity that is inclusive rather
than exclusive, seeking allies rather than heretics.
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Chapter Six
The Apostasy of Terry Eagleton

Eagleton has returned to his Roman-Catholic roots
(if he ever left them). Or so the rumour had it at the
beginning of the new millennium. It is, of course,
consistent with a rediscovered Irishness, a cultural
Roman Catholicism that even the most resolutely
secular and atheistic of Irish intellectuals cannot
excise without the cultural machinery itself puttering to a standstill (although Perry Anderson would
point to his own ascetic Protestant Irish tradition in
response).1 A censored version of Eagleton’s Irish
Roman-Catholic background can be found in the
tricky terrain of his memoirs, The Gatekeeper (2001),
and I will indeed turn to this document later in this
chapter. For, like Althusser and Lefebvre, who also
wrote autobiographies, and even Gramsci’s prison
letters, I cannot escape (auto)biography entirely.
Yet my concern is not quite with biography. Apart
from a critical engagement with Eagleton’s theological texts, I will focus on his argument that what the
Left needs is a more sophisticated engagement with
some of the arguments that come out of the theological tradition rather than the crude caricatures
and swift dismissals so commonly found. Although
this engagement has in part the need for analytical

1
As Anderson in fact did in a discussion at the ‘Future of Utopia’ conference
honouring Fredric Jameson at Duke University, 24–7 April 2003.
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depth, for a greater philosophical vocabulary, or a recovery of some element
of a Europe maligned for everything from the Enlightenment to colonialism,
Eagleton’s specic agenda, like that of Bloch and Žižek, is that the Left may
indeed learn politically from theology, especially in a time of disarray and
fragmentation. Over against the other Catholic Marxists, Eagleton vouches
without apology for the sophisticated content of theology and its arguments.
And so my concern will be with that content, with the viability or otherwise
of Eagleton’s theological positions.
For Eagleton theology forms the inclusio of his published work. The wouldbe theologian of The New Left Church (1966), The Body as Language: Outline of
a ‘New Left’ Theology (1970), the ‘Slant’ Manifesto (1966) and a string of articles
in Slant itself disappears for more than three decades only to re-emerge after
a career as one of the world’s leading Left critics in Sweet Violence: The Idea
of the Tragic (2003). These texts are the focus of what follows, tracing continuities and discontinuities, assessing the arguments themselves, and seeking
Eagleton’s own contribution to my search for a materialist theology. But there
are generous dollops of theology in both the The Gatekeeper (2002) and Figures
of Dissent (2003), and these texts will appear frequently below.
Three zones of Eagleton’s writings are relevant for my argument. To begin
with, for a writer and critic whose style is as well-known as his politics, and
for one who constantly comments on the style of others, the issue of style is
hardly avoidable. Pugnaciously witty, with an eye for the ludicrous, from the
local name of Oscar Wilde’s Dublin statue (‘Quare on the Square’ or ‘Fag on
the Crag’) to I.A. Richards’s hair catching on re from lightning on a mountaineering expedition, making his political points by one punch line after
another, at times ippant, Eagleton seems to write with an ease that escapes
most of the rest of us. And the volume and range of work – plays, novels,
poetry for the pub, a travel book, journalistic book reviews, and, of course,
criticism – seems to reect a writer who has never had a block, who enjoys the
act of writing. Yet, those rst books on theology, The New Left Church and The
Body as Language, have none of the stylistic air of his later work. Still recognisably Eagleton, especially the characteristic sliding across a whole range of
literature and theoretical material, it is patiently paedagogical, keen to make
the point in the clearest possible manner. Is this the sign of a writer who has
yet to nd a style, or is there something more about the apostate theologian
who gave up the faith and found a new style?
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Secondly, even though he writes at length on a cluster of theological categories, the crux of Eagleton’s theological recovery in the later works is that
Christology has a distinct political dynamic that the Left ignores at its own
peril. This message, that the lowly and downtrodden will be lifted up, is
one that he recycles with minimal alteration from his early theological work.
Except that now the audience is the cultural and political Left rather than
the Roman-Catholic Church. Although Eagleton wheels out other theological
categories – anthropology, harmatology, sacramental theology, ecclesiology
and even eschatology – he is a distinctly Christocentric thinker. But he is also
a Roman-Catholic thinker, one who does not particularly wish to excise that
stamp from his writing. Thus, the Eucharist can be understood only in terms
of the doctrine of transubstantiation, asceticism in terms of celibacy, poverty
and obedience, ecclesiology automatically includes the priesthood, and the
‘Christian Church’ is none other than the Roman-Catholic Church. Again, like
Althusser and Lefebvre, there is an implicit assumption here that the very
specic Roman-Catholic features of theology are those of theology generally.
The third zone of Eagleton’s work, and one that marks him out from the
others in this book, is his historical location in the Catholic Left of the 1960s
and 1970s. In the mix of the sixties, from Vatican Two through the Prague
Spring and the Civil Rights movement to May ‘68, the circle around the journal
Slant generated a heated and very public controversy within and without the
Roman-Catholic Church. Indeed, much of The Body as Language rst appeared
in earlier versions in that journal. At the same time that liberation theology
in Latin America and black theology in the United States were emerging,
Slant was causing its own disturbances in the restricted space of England.
But what I nd intriguing about the Catholic Left and Slant is the depth of
Eagleton’s involvement and his studied and resolute refusal to comment on
or recognise that involvement in his later work, especially when many of the
same ideas recur.
What, then, of ecclesiology? In going for the engine room of Christianity,
for theology itself, rather than the various appurtenances such as its institutional structures, Eagleton appears at rst sight to throw off the external
trappings for the vital heartbeat of Christianity. Apart from what will become
obvious – the specically Roman-Catholic nature of Eagleton’s theological ruminations – one of the assumptions in my analysis of his work is that
theology, at least in the way Eagleton deals with it, cannot dispense with its
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institutional ties as easily as he might like to think. In fact, it is precisely when
he tries to cover his tracks most carefully, especially in relation to his deep
involvement in the Catholic Left, that such an implicit ecclesiology peers out
from behind Eagleton’s texts. And so I will turn in the closing section of this
chapter to some easily forgotten writings on ecclesiology buried in the ecstasy
of the sixties.

Wit and the encyclopaedia, or the tensions of style
Hardly ‘charmless’ or ‘bloodless’, ‘drably functional’ or given to ‘the usual
at-footed style of the cultural left’2 – Eagleton’s less than sympathetic observations on I.A. Richards, Jonathan Dollimore and Gerry Smyth – his style
is effortlessly witty, belonging on the street rather than the senior common
room or the high table of the English university college. On one level, Eagleton’s style lls that most crucial of roles in the Left, namely, polemic against
the Right. Indeed, he sees this as one of his main tasks as a ‘radical’ critic:
‘That is what we are in business for’.3 In part due to the smaller numbers of
leftists or radicals (and the frequency of these terms in this chapter reects
his constant political dichotomies), Eagleton seems to have taken to heart
Althusser’s description of philosophy as class struggle in theory. Except that
he would include literary criticism, English, the writing of plays and poetry,
and so on. Self-consciously humorous, his wicked licks often have a political
barb in them:
A further benet of this stance [poststructuralism] is that it is mischievously
radical in respect of everyone else’s opinions, able to unmask the most
solemn declarations as mere dishevelled plays of signs, while utterly
conservative in every other way. Since it commits you to afrming nothing,
it is as injurious as blank ammunition.4

Or is it that wit is a far more effective scourge of one’s opponents than merely
attempting to bulldoze them in a style that cannot even be called limpid? Or
that one can get away with far more through ridicule, that the dig is more

2
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Eagleton 2003a, pp. 58, 126 and 51 respectively.
Eagleton 2003a, p. ix.
Eagleton 1996, p. 125.
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effective and readable? Or that, as Andrew Milner suggested to me, the move
from theology into English literature, a characteristically unserious business,
also frees Eagleton’s style up from the strictures of theology and indeed the
dreaded seriousness of the Left. In many respects, The Truth About the Irish or
The Gatekeeper are exceedingly readable texts, consciously designed as bestsellers. But they are lightweight, something you would write for relaxation.
And then there are the plays: ‘Saint Oscar’ is quite good, but the others less
so.5 The novel, Scholars and Rebels (1987) wears on you after a while, with too
many in-house allusions and a narrative that thins out even more rapidly than
the characters. As for the poetry, when he moves away from the ditties that
pepper the plays, it is tolerable at best and often woeful.
This is not to say that Eagleton cannot still write seriously or deeply, as the
best essays in the Figures of Dissent collection attest, such as those on Lukács
or Žižek, or the masterly tragedy book, Sweet Violence. But the earlier one goes
in Eagleton’s corpus – for example, back to the essays collected in Against the
Grain from 1975 to 19856 and the monographs written during this time, such as
Criticism and Ideology 7– one notices that they are much more self-consciously
serious and convoluted. Or, rather, to put it in chronological perspective, as
he continues to write, Eagleton’s texts become more relaxed, taking his own
writing less seriously. In light of these later texts, the earlier ones threaten to
break out every now and then, the moment of humour brought to bear on a
pressing theoretical or political point, as in the parody that begins his essay
on Fredric Jameson’s style.8
Yet, in these earlier screeds, I can go for pages and the humour is as rare
as sunlight in a rainforest, buried in the political urgency and at times dense
theoretical points that Eagleton needs to make. And so, by the time I nally
tracked down copies of The Body as Language (1970)9 and The New Left Church

5

Eagleton 1997.
Eagleton 1996.
7
Eagleton 1976.
8
Eagleton 1986, p. 65.
9
In my increasingly desperate search for this shortish book, I even inquired of
Eagleton himself, only to be told that when he came across copies he burned them.
John Milbank has a copy, Ken Surin informed me, but Milbank was a little cagey
about letting it out of his grasp. ‘It’s not very good’, he told me when we ran into
each other in Toronto. Finally, after futile book searches across the planet and even
off it by professionals who stake their lives and livelihoods on nding texts like this,
one materialised, mysteriously, in Monash University library. It had not been there
6
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(1966) – strangely absent from the publisher’s blurbs of later books that list
previous publications – and having read a good deal of the other Eagleton
before then, the patient paedagogical style of these very early monographs
left me nonplussed and in a state of profound ataraxia. Flat-footed, one might
say, certainly plodding and even bloodless and a little charmless.
So, what am I to make of this strange and oddly pious Eagleton? A deathly
seriousness pervades these short early texts, and I have been able to detect
only a couple of moments of light relief.10 But I want to suggest that this is not
merely the rst effort of a young scholar to show that he can actually think
and write; rather, it has much more to do with the content, the discipline of
theology itself. For talk about God – theo-logos – is not noted for generating
uncontrollable laughter or gut-busting mirth. Theology is a serious business
and this gravity it shares with Christian liturgy and the Church in general.
For all his desire to bring together Roman Catholicism and Marxism,
Eagleton is in The Body as Language and The New Left Church very much part
of the Church, adhering to all its major points of doctrine. And it is with the
overt professions of faith, the summoning up of a christian (always lower
case) viewpoint, that style merges into content. A few of the more glaring
passages:
The truth that the bread becomes the body of Christ is then the truth that
the physical world, progressively transfigured by man under Christ’s
lordship of creation, can become the language of human encounter without
simultaneously intervening between men as a source of alienation and
division.11
In the moment of his historical death, Christ projected himself beyond the
limits of history into the future: in this sense, as the risen man in heaven,
he incarnates the death of history itself. To receive him in the eucharist,
therefore, is to grasp the ultimate frontier of human experience – the end
of history, one’s own personal death – in order to transcend that threshold,
within the movement of Christ’s transitus, into eternal life.12

in 2000 when I rst searched for it, and now, out of print, it appeared in its light
blue cover.
10
Eagleton 1970, pp. 89, 90; Eagleton 1969, p. 16.
11
Eagleton 1970, pp. 39–40; see also Eagleton 1968c, p. 29.
12
Eagleton 1970, p. 47; see also Eagleton 1968c, p. 31.
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Since the resurrection, the meaning of human community has been Christ.
Whenever two or three are gathered together, in a pub or discussion group
or works committee, Christ is the ground of their communication, the living
principle of their community. Christ assured us that whenever a genuine
act of human communication and thus of community took place he would
be involved in it: when we love each other we love him.13

However, before I subject the theological content of both the early and late
Eagleton to sustained scrutiny, let me return to style for a moment. Whereas
the issue of humour brings forth a sharp difference between the serious theological writer and the pugnaciously witty radical critic, there is another feature that runs completely against the break I have traced above.
One element of Eagleton’s style that is consistent from even his earliest work,
parts of which may be traced back into the mid-sixties in the journal Slant, is a
perpetual gliding from one reference to another. One has the feeling of pushing against an encyclopaedic weight as almost every paragraph brings yet
another comparison, another topic that is roped into the general line of argument. At times, they seem to function more like one discursus after another,
generated by the possibility of applying an insight to something else that is on
his mind in the process of writing itself. This writerly act can be disconcerting
at times, especially when I am interested in the topic itself and not, say, how
one might apply it to an aspect of English literature. For instance, in The New
Left Church he picks up points from William Golding, Ibsen, Arthur Miller,
Dostoevsky, Graham Greene, T.S. Eliot and George Eliot, all while discussing the intensity and martyrdom of christian commitment.14 At other times,
when this feature of his style works much better, the bits and pieces come
together to broaden and reinforce a point that Eagleton is keen to make as
universal as possible. Thus, in the closing chapter of Sweet Violence, to which
I will return later, he makes a direct move to reinvigorate debates on the Left
by means of theology. Here, he sweeps broadly to include the anthropological point about the scapegoat, Horkheimer and Adorno, Albert Camus, the
classical Greek pharmakos, Antigone, King Lear, Macbeth, Oedipus, Nathaniel
Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, Dostoevsky, Henry James’s The Golden Bowl or
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Eagleton 1966a, p. 142.
Eagleton 1966a, p. 209.
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The Ambassadors, Melville’s Moby Dick, Lacan, Benjamin, Kafka and Thomas
Mann’s hedgehog. I am not sure if I have listed everything in this one chapter
alone, but you get the idea all the same.
The concern that emerges here with Sweet Violence is not one that we nd in
the early theological works. The encyclopaedic raiding is similar, the effortless skimming that threatens to avoid depth in the pleasure of writing itself,
but in the very style a tension emerges between the specicity of the Christian
tradition and a desire to say something a little more global. While he derides
the postmodern concern with the detail of anything but one’s own tradition,
and while all of his references come unapologetically from that tradition (see
the sample list above), the effort to provide so many comparisons indicates a
desire to overcome the universal claims of Christianity that were so much to
the fore in the theological texts. While Christianity has something valuable to
say, it is but one feature among many in Sweet Violence. It no longer has the
singular universality to which he was once committed, and yet the tradition
of Western thought is one that the he almost militantly champions.
Straining against each other, these two elements of Eagleton’s style – the
vast gulf between serious theology and polemical wit over against the piling up of references – will manifest themselves in the content of his writings,
especially the theological ones, in so many ways. To put it slightly differently,
the possibilities and limits of both his style and the content of his theological
writings themselves come out of his own theological tradition.
And that tradition is Roman-Catholic. Thus far, I have used the broader
term ‘Christianity’, and Eagleton has a liking for the term as well, often in the
lower case. But his work, like the others in this book, is not merely Christian
but Roman-Catholic. The stylistic tension I have laid out above is one that
comes from that form of Christianity, with its own history of doctrine and
ecclesiology. If at an earlier moment he works consciously within that tradition, making the universal claims endemic to the whole notion of ‘catholic’
that should by now be utterly familiar, elsewhere, especially in the later writings, the global series of references and the effort to subsume Christianity
within that broader series is also very much part of Roman-Catholic thought.
It is this that I want to dub the ‘catholicity’ of Eagleton’s writings, which might
be described as seeing the hand of God in the most unlikely of places.
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Orthodoxy and orthopraxis
I have already slipped into the explicitly theological content, where I want to
interrogate the glut of theological material in what is at times referred to as
the ‘committee’ of Terry Eagleton. I begin with the earlier material, winding
my way back to the earlier writings from the time of Slant. And what emerges
from these theological scratchings is a continuous search for the integration of
orthodoxy and orthopraxis, particularly through the node of christology.
It is not just that Eagleton is an orthodox thinker, interested in the central features of Christian theology rather than the heterodox currents that
so enamoured Ernst Bloch or Henri Lefebvre. He is not averse to orthodoxy
itself, although not of a liberal or conservative type: ‘being “subjected” to an
orthodoxy of humane belief and behaviour is rather preferable to being a heterodox thug. Feminism is not an orthodoxy in Nepal, and more’s the pity’.15
Even here, orthopraxis is never far from the scene. In fact, it has a much longer
life in Eagleton’s work, persisting when he shed theology with only the barest
of seemly haste in the early 1970s. For the need to be conscious of one’s acts,
the criticism of the ravages of capitalism and the urgent need to do something
about it, engage in ‘action’ as it is so routinely called, is inescapably a question of orthopraxis. Dealing justly, overcoming exploitation, the desire for a
society in which the old slogan – from each according to their ability, to each
according to their need – is not an impossible economic dream but starts to
become reality: all of these come into the realm of orthopraxis.
Indeed, in typical Roman-Catholic fashion, Eagleton’s orthopraxis is not
difcult to spot. Not even content to argue, like Jameson, that there is a distinct political role for intellectuals in the development of a Marxist culture,
Eagleton insists on the limited role of writing, intellectuals and culture in general. In the end, the pressing questions are not the intricacies of literary criticism, or some clever turn of critical theory, but global child slavery, systemic
economic exploitation, chronic militarism, the imperialism of the United
States and the widespread depredations of capitalism. Things are dreadfully
wrong, and rather than throw his hands up in resignation, he insists on the
need not only to name what is wrong but also to do our best to overthrow the
system that relies on such injustice in order to function.
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Eagleton 2003a, p. 139.
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At least he is no hypocrite, a vice for which he castigates other left critics,
having thrown himself into the daily action of the International Socialists and
then the Workers’ Socialist League in the 1970s and early 1980s.16 Although
the image is incongruously quaint – the Warton Professor of English at Oxford
handing out leaets at a local factory at the pre-dawn shift change or selling
a socialist newspaper on the pavement – he is not someone to speak without
acting. But he will let others on the Left have it for resigned inertia in the face
of what appears to be an unstoppable juggernaut. Thus, for all her sharp criticisms of First-World postcolonial academics, or his central role in the intellectual Left of England and the emergence of the Birmingham School of Cultural
Studies, even luminaries such as Gayatri Spivak and Stuart Hall do not escape
criticism. If he hands out to Spivak a devastating criticism of her resignation,
her ensconcement within one of the most prestigious institutions in the US,
her lack of political activism and her wilfully chaotic and opaque style,17 then
Hall’s ve decades or so of political activism are limited to media interventions in the context of the middle class – where, despite everything, Eagleton
comments that Hall has not lost his warmth and geniality – and hardly anything in the realm of proletarian politics.18
In response to those who feel that revolution is impossible now, he cites time
and again the mass revolts in Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s. Although
the result is hardly what any socialist would like – the rapid embrace of brutal
forms of capitalism that makes the USA look tame – the possibility, Eagleton
insists, may emerge suddenly and without warning, like a thief in the night. If
there is an eschatological note to the way I have cast Eagleton, in whose work
the word ‘revolution’ is as common as the curiously British English ‘a spot of’,
then this is largely to his credit. For it seems to me that the Left is poorer for
its disavowal of eschatology.
I have already broached the whole domain of his orthodoxy. And, here,
there is no secret agenda that I may uncover with some careful detective
work, for Eagleton wears his Roman-Catholic credentials on his sleeve: asceticism, celibacy, sacraments and the priesthood, communal activity and helping

16
Eagleton neglects to mention their names and the fact that he was in two
organisations rather than the one about which he writes in his memoir. Thanks to
Andrew Milner for pointing this out to me.
17
Eagleton 2003a, pp. 158–67.
18
Eagleton 2003a, pp. 207–15.
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one’s neighbour rather than a chronically privatised matter of belief, let alone
the overwhelming feel that Christianity is as much about the continuity of an
institution – the most enduring of institutions that we know, Eagleton points
out – as about individual belief. And these are items from the late Eagleton,
who is quite conscious and proud of his Roman-Catholic background. There
are other items too, such as forgiveness, humility and justice that are not so
recognisably Roman-Catholic on their own, but in the mix of his theological
reections cannot but be so. And then, in the earlier writings, we nd that the
eucharist involves nothing else than the doctrine of transubstantiation, or that
the ministry can only be seen as the priesthood, or that there is a distinct tradition of Roman-Catholic social teaching that diminishes itself by not engaging
with Marxism.
If all I want to do is argue that Eagleton is a Roman-Catholic thinker, then
there is nothing much to say. But what interests me about his theological
work, and by implication his wider work, is how orthodox it is. What can be
gained from such an orthodoxy and specicity? And how does it relate to his
radical politics?
Asceticism
Let me begin with his defence of asceticism. The criticisms of asceticism – that
it is world-denying, dualist, the domain of men in rejection of women and
children, that it leads to its own obsessions and excesses (too often of alcohol
and young boys), that it smacks of a puritanism of which we are well rid – are
so well-worn and reiterated in such a crude fashion that one wonders if anyone knows what the word means any more. For Eagleton, asceticism, in the
very traditional Roman-Catholic form of the vows of celibacy, chastity and
poverty, is also about the criticism of injustice and self-indulgence, explicitly
or implicitly. In denying the world as it is, ascetics actually hold out for a better
world, the political kingdom rather than the kingdom of heaven, ‘concerned
with future transformation rather than present self-loathing’.19 Too often spiritualised, asceticism can become a refusal of the command ‘Consume!’ within
capitalism, the generation of ever-greater needs by an economic system that
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must expand, in both new geographical markets and the generation of new
needs and turnovers in already saturated markets, if it is to survive.
In The Body as Language, such asceticism becomes the mark of the priest and
‘the revolutionary leader in the mountains of Colombia or the jungles of South
Vietnam’,20 both of whom take on the eschatological vows of poverty, celibacy
and obedience in order, paradoxically, to bring about that which they deny – a
world of plenty. More than thirty years later, in the memoir, this reading of
the other, political side of asceticism turns the enclosed Carmelite nuns in his
home town of Salford into something of an implicit and contradictory political cell: communists and radical separatists despite themselves, they symbolically denounced the systemic oppression and poverty of industrial towns
like Salford. Their asceticism and implacable otherworldliness becomes an
‘acknowledgement of the wretchedness of human history, which they would
no doubt have called the sinfulness of the world, and were thus the reverse
of the bright-eyed modernizers’.21 But how is their asceticism political in any
way apart from contradiction and implication? Eagleton suggests that it is
by means of their extreme self-abandonment that symbolises the extent and
depth of the change required in order to render a just world.
I must confess that I cannot nd much in the safety valve of female orders in
the Roman-Catholic Church, although Eagleton does his best. Simultaneously
recognising and shunting to one side any aspirations for women within the
Church, the hierarchy of the Church thereby conveniently absorbs and dissipates, as Gramsci observed, a deep desire for reform. However, I suspect that
Eagleton’s reappropriation of asceticism is, in part, a reaction to the profound
inuence and continued discussion of Weber’s famous work on the Protestant
ethic. In a grudging note, he comments that the only sustained tradition of
theological questions within social theory turns on Weber’s study.22 What he
wants to introduce in his own way is a much wider consideration of other
theological items, which happen to have a distinctly Roman-Catholic odour.
But, in his rush to counter the caricature of asceticism as some life-denying
and world-defying creed, a refusal of enjoyment and pleasure in one’s own
life and company of others, he neglects to point out that asceticism generates
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its own pleasure, more jouissance than plain gratication. For the attraction of
asceticism is not only the appeal of martyrdom, of anticipating one’s death by
living in the service of others, in a conscious and somewhat resilient manner,
but also of its much deeper pleasure that works only through pain and selfdenial.
Evil and the humble virtues
Asceticism, however, does operate with a particular species of dualism in
which the world as the domain of evil must be resisted and denied, especially
one’s own body. Of course, there are other strains within Christian thought
that dwell with bodily and sexual pleasure – Eagleton’s example is sex itself
as a model for the union of Christ and his people.23 But I want to suggest that
the connection between Eagleton’s all too cryptic comments – as he slips from
one topic to the other – on asceticism and evil lies in the realm of politics and
economics, that the world in many respects is evil, especially in the socio-economic register of capitalism. Thus, he commends Noberto Bobbio for not being
afraid to broach the question of evil itself, ‘demanded as it is by the monstrosities of the century through which he lived almost from one end to the other’.24
Neither the negation or absence of good, as some forms of traditional theology
would have it, nor even the instrumental and purposeful purges of a Hitler
or Stalin, the quintessence of evil lies in its intrinsic nature. It has no purpose
or end apart from itself, is as non-functional as good, God, art, creation or
humanity. Eagleton’s favoured examples are the Shoah, or Holocaust, and the
Devil.25 Without motive or rational meaning, the Jews, gypsies, gays and others in the nal solution were subjected to pointless torture and humiliation,
transported at great expense across Europe only to be murdered en masse.
Similarly, the Devil performs evil for its own sake, an agent of motiveless
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pain and destruction. The central term that Eagleton himself does not seem
to want to name is theodicy, the traditional three-way contradiction between
God’s goodness, justice and omnipotence. And the problem for theodicy is
precisely the sort of gratuitous suffering, the absolutely purposeless evil that
exists for its own sake. I can agree with Eagleton that the value of a gure like
the Devil is that he reminds us of the positive, palpable nature of evil, that it is
not merely the absence of God or goodness; or even that, when middle-class
values such as thrift, prudence, temperance and sexual repression dominate,
the Devil becomes much more enticing and alluring, the ‘ipside of suburbia’.26 But I am not sure that meaningless evil is the end run of any theological consideration of evil itself. Is not the instrumental reason, charted so
well by Horkheimer and Adorno, that he so quickly dismisses also inherently
evil? And I think here not of the calculated and malicious individual act, say
running over your former spouse’s cat or sending an anthrax-looking white
powder in the mail to a personal enemy. There are a host of blood-soaked
examples, such as the depredations of imperialism, both of an older colonial
and neocolonial age, or the necessary exploitation by which capitalism itself
operates, or the long history of the oppression of and assault on women, let
alone the Holocaust which is only the most widely known and commented
upon of genocidal and racist acts. Is this not even more sinister than evil for
its own sake? The Devil himself, in traditional Christian theology, engages
in his campaigns of mayhem and disruption precisely for the sake of world
domination. He knows he cannot win, but he will give it a damn good try all
the same.
But Eagleton gives this all a curious psychoanalytic turn:
The demonic are those who sense some frightful non-being at the root of
their identity, and who nd this sublime chaos embodied in a particular
gure, whether Jew, woman, homosexual or foreigner. Exterminating this
otherness then becomes the only way of convincing yourself that you exist.
Only in the obscene enjoyment of dismembering others can you plug the
gap in your own being, warding off the threat of non-being by creating
even more of the stuff around you. . . . The damned cannot relinquish their
torment because it is bound up with their jouissance, cannot escape the

26

Eagleton 2003a, p. 21.

The Apostasy of Terry Eagleton • 289
brutal sadism of the Law because this is just what they desire. And this is
why they are in despair. But since we all desire the cruelty of the Law, at
least if Freud is to be credited, evil of this kind is at once gratifyingly rare
and exceedingly commonplace.27

Like Irigaray, who argues that Lacan is absolutely correct as far as describing
the status quo is concerned but fails to articulate any possibility of change,
Eagleton has here enlisted psychoanalysis as an astute description of the
nature of evil. Elsewhere he comments on the tension in Žižek’s work between
his political dissent and ‘chirpy wit’ on the on hand, and the thoroughly pessimistic view of human life that he peddles with unceasing enthusiasm on
the other.28 There is, as I will explore in the next chapter, a contradiction at
the heart of Žižek’s texts between his dialectical Lacanianism with its ban
on utopia and the Leninist programme he vociferously pursues – except that
Eagleton does not quite put it this way. Rather, the Lacanian Real, that central category of Žižek’s thought, is, for Eagleton, ‘a psychoanalytic version of
Original Sin’,29 the felix culpa or fortunate fall. He can do this via Schelling,
on whom Žižek writes at length, for, in Schelling’s work, that which allows
God to be God is that which is expelled, the foreign body at the core of his
being – i.e. Creation – that makes him who he is, and all of his creation too for
that matter. In fact, for Eagleton, it is precisely Žižek’s anecdotal wit that is
the sign and concealment of the obscene vision of humanity, which thereby
becomes the excluded item that constitutes Žižek’s style in the rst place.
Psychoanalysis, then, particularly Lacan’s version of it, becomes, for
Eagleton, a way of speaking about evil. Thus, the non-being, or gap or otherness – for Lacan the Real and objet petit a – that one wishes to exterminate or
ll becomes what makes us who we are, that is evil. Which is another way of
saying that Eagleton subscribes to a fairly conventional theological anthropology: human nature is, by denition, fallen nature. It is just that Lacan provides
another way of describing, alongside Paul who becomes the rst psychoanalyst, such a fallen humanity. The Paul Eagleton likes is the one in Romans,
where he ponders the paradoxes of the Law.30 The Law, for Paul, is not what
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cuts off sin and the desire to sin, what holds us from falling into the morass
of sin. Rather, the Law generates the knowledge and desire for sin in the rst
place (Eagleton quotes Romans 7: 7),31 which Eagleton then reads in Lacanian
terms as the taboo on which the Law is based, the excess that enables the law
to be what it is. What he neglects to notice is that, in Paul’s argument, this
means that the Jews, those who have been recipients of the Law, have a far
greater responsibility since they are the ones who know what sin is. But, in
this distinctly Calvinist moment (the rst thesis of Calvinism is, after all, our
total depravity),32 Eagleton suggests that there is no way out of this mess by
our own devices, since we are trapped in the vicious circle of the Law itself:
jouissance is then the need to transgress the Law, a transgression on which
the Law itself is based, in order to savour the punishment that follows. One’s
ultimate obedience is to transgress; the sadistic Law demands this obedience
and yet punishes us for that obedience.33
However, if psychoanalysis describes the status quo, the state of evil out of
which we can in no way extract ourselves, then there is no room for a homeopathic approach. We can work out our own salvation about as much as a
bandicoot. The earlier Eagleton is not so sure: ‘Fallenness is the history of the
linguistic animal, man; and the christian belief is that it cannot be entirely
overcome by his own power’.34 The ‘entirely’ is the crucial qualier, generating a Roman-Catholic ambivalence which he would not relinquish – good
works will get you part of the way, but you need Christ’s help to get you over
the hump. In the text from 1970, he argues that human beings can be only
partially successful, since the conditions for such fallenness – language as the
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‘If it had not been for the law, I should not have known sin. I should not have
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source of both human community and of the objectication and exploitation
of those in that community – block the possibility of completely repairing the
fault.
Even the later Eagleton is not quite so happy with the bleak picture psychoanalysis provides. Just when we thought that the Law was a pit of quicksand
from which we cannot extract ourselves, Eagleton switches to a developmental model, in which the realm of Law is for the immature, children and the
like, from which we then grow up into virtue and ethics. Once we supersede
the written law, kicking the ladder away when we have attained maturity,
the Law itself is written on our hearts. Basing himself on his favoured letter
of Paul to the Romans – the one that will draw in Žižek and Badiou as well –
Eagleton calls this the law of love, the move from the rulebook to the ‘spontaneous habit of virtue’.35 But the shift is curious in a couple of counts: the move
comes from within the Law, and all we need to do is grow up. Further, we
progress from the Law to virtue in the same way that salvation moves from
cultic observance to ethics. (The mention of feeding the hungry, visiting the
sick and those in prison depends not on Paul, but on the apocalyptic passage
of Matthew 25: 35–6.)36 On both registers – the move from Law to virtue and
the internal nature of this move – we are still, in the end, contained within the
realm of the Law. This is hardly a law in which we are trapped, from which
we cannot extract ourselves except by some external assistance. Theologically,
that assistance is covered by the term grace. What has happened, it seems to
me, is that Eagleton has slipped from a Protestant to a Roman-Catholic line
on this question: William Blake and Lacan have given way to a characteristic
Roman-Catholic concern with ethics and the moral life, in which there is a
glimmer of potential within each one of us. Ethics will return in full force with
Eagleton’s christology, as I will argue below.
Now the problems start mounting. On the one hand, goodness is as selfsufcient as evil, and the immediate reason for such an argument is to avoid
some notion of recompense for goodness, some reward for virtue. Rather, in
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‘a world as shabby as this, goodness doesn’t get you anywhere’.37 Fair enough,
for too often in Roman-Catholic thought, let alone Christian thought more
generally, goodness is attractive only if there is some trade-off. On the other
hand, his response is dualistic: evil has ‘some formidable opponents’, namely
‘humility, modesty, meekness and other such virtues’38 to which he adds elsewhere ‘[v]ision, courage, dedication, loyalty, selessness and endurance’.39
Above all, there is love (he might have quoted 1 Corinthians 13 here): not the
well-worn lurch of lust and a warm glow for another human being, but an
indifferent, unconditional, impersonal and, especially, a public and political
law of love that has its benchmark in the love for enemies and strangers.40
Ordinary virtues, no doubt, hardly a match for the sophistication and massed
forces of evil. Yet, implicit in the opposition is a mutually exclusive dualism
between good and evil.
The hint of a tension accelerates into a full-throttled contradiction before
we know it. Just when we thought good and evil were sealed off from one
another, existing for no purpose apart from themselves, Eagleton indulges
in a rare moment of dialectics, this time in a discussion of the ambiguities
of modernity. In this case, he argues that over against the conservative nostalgia for a fabled golden era, liberal progressivism and postmodern amnesia (the usual three targets), only Marxism ‘insists that modernity has been a
revolutionary advance in human welfare, and, with equal passion, that it has
been one long nightmare of butchery and exploitation’.41 As he nds in his
favoured example of Thomas Mann’s Dr Faustus,42 capitalism is full of promise and its denial, the offering of undreamed of opportunities only to whip
them away again – from feminism to the anticolonial movement. The only
terms appropriate to such a political-economic system are irony, ambivalence
and oxymoron. In more specically theological terms, what we have here is
the dialectic of good and evil.
What is going on here? Eagleton risks being caught by a tension of his own
making: if good and evil operate purely for their own sakes, without reference
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to anything beyond them, then how can they be in dialectical opposition? He
equivocates, between an opposition between good and evil that is ‘positive
as well as insidious’43 and an existence all for themselves, but what he wants
to avoid is the theological position, often implicit in the various texts he discusses,44 that virtue can only arise through vice, that the necessary condition
of good is the free run of evil itself: ‘If good would not be good without evil,
and if God’s greatest glory lies in his bringing the former out of the latter,
then the two states of being are mutually dependent’.45 But such a dependence leads to the difcult position that we would never be rid of evil unless
we dispensed with goodness as well, and, for Eagleton, this would leave no
possibility for a change for the better. Hence the argument for the autotelism
of evil and the demonic, as well as of good itself that I have outlined above
and to which Eagleton devotes a large slab of text in Sweet Violence.46 Yet, the
neat sidestep that avoids the trap of a dialectical and mutual dependence only
lands him in another snare. For, if good and evil are intrinsic, sufcient only
to themselves – no matter how much ontological depth such a position might
provide Marxism’s dialectical reading of capitalism – then the possibility of
lining up the modest virtues Eagleton espouses against evil falls by the wayside. One way out of this problem is to argue that any opposition to evil must
be an accident, entirely outside the autotelism of goodness, done purely for
its own sake. In the same way that God’s act of Creation is entirely contingent
to his nature, entirely unnecessary, that which is good might well not oppose
evil, and the fact that it does is not necessary to the nature of goodness. It just
happens that it does so. But Eagleton does not make this move, preferring to
court a curious dualism.
Another way over which he places a large ‘no road’ sign is the radical
monotheism of certain parts of the Hebrew Bible, such as Isaiah, Ezekiel and
Job, in which God is the source of both good and evil. In this case, autotelism
is restricted to God alone, but this would lead Eagleton back into an unacceptable situation in which both were dependent on each other. What autotelism
gives him with one hand – God’s complete autonomy – it takes away with the
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other, and I suspect he is more interested in good and evil, that is, the question
of ethics, than God.
This preference would explain the absence in Eagleton’s theological reections of a central feature of the notion of evil, namely the ontological point
that evil is an affront to God. For Eagleton, evil is an entity unto itself, a selffullling and self-serving mode of being that requires no outside purpose or
justication. But, as I argued above, there is a tension between the intrinsic
nature of evil and a certain dualism, the unavoidable opposition of good
and evil. I want to suggest that this tension is a mark of Eagleton’s effort to
sidestep the notion that evil is a fundamental offence before God, that God’s
own nature cannot abide evil and therefore constantly works for its eradication. This position, of course, follows a different line from that of radical
monotheism, where God is the originator of both good and evil. By contrast,
here evil is not part of God’s nature, and it must therefore have an external
cause, which is either human freewill or the devil himself. The objection that
immediately follows – are not human freewill or the Devil ultimately God’s
creations? – misses the point, for the paradox of freewill is that God wants not
automata who will mechanically worship Him (the reason why, it was often
said in the West, sporting teams from the old Soviet bloc played so well), but
free creatures who want to worship Him. The catch is that they may very well
not do so. . . .
So Eagleton avoids two traditional theological positions in his discussion
of evil – either it originates with God or it is an affront to Him – but is there
any mileage for a materialist position in the idea of an ontological affront? I
have deliberately removed God from the equation, but I have come back, via
content that Eagleton chooses (or perhaps dares) not to touch, to the deeper
import of his own insistence that the Left must include theological issues in
its theoretical debates. And that is the need for an ontological, or rather transcendent depth to the political problems that bedevil the Left.
The absence of sin, or, the politics of forgiveness
Eagleton’s delectation with the damned and the demonic, the characterisation
of evil as intrinsic act, cannot but evoke the question of sin. And yet, sin is the
absent conversation partner in Eagleton’s work. I have, perhaps, spoken too
soon, for Eagleton does deal with sin, albeit briey and in a curiously skewed
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fashion in some of his early and carefully buried theological musings. The
emerging theologian of the 1960s skims by the whole question in but a few
pages, a pause before launching into the two long nal chapters of The Body as
Language. Here, he explicates the Fall and original sin in terms of his primary
distinction between language as creative and destructive: as the pre-condition
for history and world-formation, for relating to other human beings, language
is also the means for objectifying and exploiting human beings in order to
carry out those projects of shaping the world. Eagleton himself is guilty of
an awful sentence here that he would probably disown: ‘When man does
this – uses others as objects for his private self-advancement – he commits
what the christian calls sin and the socialist capitalism’.47 Apart from recoiling at the crude conjunction, the unnamed term of these pages is reication,
curiously excised from an earlier draft in Slant that was later revised for The
Body as Language.48 The possibilities here are signicant, particularly in terms
of an intermeshing between reication and the ban on images, and thereby
idolatry, that so interested Adorno. For does not idolatry involve sucking the
life out of relationships between the living and injecting it into the relations
between inanimate objects, between things, commodities? And yet, Eagleton
does not pursue such a possibility, stalling any elaboration of harmatology in
a materialist sense.
The fate of reication in The Body of Language is the fate of sin itself in the
later recovery of theology (so, perhaps, I have not spoken too soon after all).
Banished and repressed, Eagleton produces a range of substitutes – history,
confession and forgiveness – that turn around the absent centre of sin itself.
As far as history is concerned, he commends the radical asceticism of the
Carmelites of his youth for attributing the evil of the world to its sinfulness:
‘they clung to the quaintly outmoded view that there was too much cruelty
and aggression in the world for it to be merely accidental, or solvable by piecemeal reform’.49 And this aw in the world, the deep rift that sets history on a
default skid from disaster to disaster, can only be healed through as radical
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a transformation as the depths of . . . sin. Except that I have put the word ‘sin’
into his mouth, since he skips past it on the way to redemption.
All of which brings us to the questions of confession and forgiveness. Never
one to miss the chance of taking a swipe at liberals, Eagleton berates Peter
Brooks’s Troubling Confessions: Speaking Guilt in Law and Literature for his theological myopia regarding the role of the confessional in the Roman-Catholic
Church.50 What we get from Eagleton in response is a brief survey of the theological underpinnings of the confessional, although with the curious rider at
its close, ‘Nobody is being asked to believe all this’.51 I want to ask: what parts
are we, or more strictly speaking Eagleton himself, asked to believe? A fair bit,
it seems to me, given his predilection for reverting to political examples for
each theological point he throws in.
The key theological terms clustering around the confessional are forgiveness, guilt, shame, judgement, repentance and sacrament. Inevitably, his argument turns towards christology, which I will explore in more detail below.
But, if Eagleton nds that Brooks hardly uses the word ‘forgiveness’, then the
word that Eagleton himself cannot seem to write is ‘sin’. Thus, with his rst
point, that confession in a theological sense is concerned with forgiveness, as
opposed to the legal focus on punishment, he neglects to mention that this is,
after all, forgiveness from sin. Eagleton is keen to present the insider’s view
of the confessional, the impersonality and anonymity of which is about as
Roman-Catholic as the pope’s need to tuck in his shirt with a wooden spoon.
Rather than the abject, tormented and angst-ridden process that Foucault
would have us believe is the confessional itself, for Eagleton it is as everyday
and ‘perfunctory an affair as buying a pound of carrots’.52 The conventional
formulae for penance – most commonly a number of ‘hail Marys’ – is less a
sign, for Eagleton, of the ippancy of the confessional as of its success.
There are a number of things going on here, not least of which is to drag
the confessional away from its association with guilt and penance, those inescapable features of cultural Roman Catholicism. In fact, apart from the aside
that we have much to feel guilt and shame about,53 Eagleton draws close to
that strain of Protestantism in which guilt barely features at all, in which God
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has already forgiven us before we ask: ‘he accepts us just as we are, in all of
our squalor and disagreeableness, and there is no point in trying to impress
him by embarking on some twelve-step self-improvement programme’.54 By
this time, Eagleton draws on William Blake, one of the few theologians he
deems to mention, but Blake is hardly a Roman-Catholic thinker, preferring
the fringe, antinomian groups at the edge of the radical Reformation that E.P.
Thompson has uncovered in his characteristic fashion.55 But Eagleton does
not push Blake’s heretical side, drawing near to the heart of Calvin (if one can
imagine Calvin having a heart), for whom God’s grace is so overwhelming
and undeserved that forgiveness has been granted well before it was asked.
But there is another aspect of his stress on the perfunctoriness of the confessional. I cannot see much point in an obsessive concern with guilt – so
much so that Roman Catholics will relate the childhood practice of concocting
sins so that they have something to say to the priest – for a life racked with
guilt does not get us very far, and there is much to be said of the notion that
human beings are forgiven sinners, although, for Protestants, no one but God
can pronounce such forgiveness. And yet his stress on the everyday ordinariness of the confessional connects with the absence of the term ‘sin’ at this
point, marking a curious privatisation of sin in Eagleton’s reections. The
confessional and its focus on forgiveness become unwittingly the concerns
of the individual and his or her various misdemeanours. The examples and
asides are telling here, from Eagleton’s invocation of ‘empirical experience’
(his own) to the comparison with purchasing a pound of carrots.
Eagleton will extract himself from such a privatised realm, but this is where
his preferred theoretical partner for speaking about evil and sin – psychoanalysis with a more surreptitious dosage of Marxism thrown in – is no mere accident. And it is Lacanian psychoanalysis rather than someone like Marcuse,
whose day is perhaps yet to come. Now, while there are all sorts of possibilities for social and political analysis via Lacan – Irigaray and Žižek are the most
notable examples – the way Eagleton uses Lacan is inevitably tied to the starting point, namely the psyche of the privatised individual. There is nothing
new in my observation, and it is widely known particularly among Marxists
who engage with Lacan, and yet Eagleton is still caught in the Lacanian snare.
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In order to get him out, I will need to rearrange his own emphases and enlist
the help of some Latin Americans.
In particular I think of the liberation theologians, whose work has inuenced so much theology in the West and who rework and recover an element
of sin virtually lost, namely the structural nature of sin. Reacting to a chronic
privatisation of sin and evil, in terms of both the individual and sex, liberation
theologians such as Gustavo Gutiérrez, Juan Luis Segundo, and Leonardo and
Clodovis Boff, emphasised that evil and sin must be understood in terms of
social, political and economic structures, that a transnational company, political party or nation-state could be sin.56 I write ‘sin’ and not ‘sinful’, for the latter conjures up an entity known as sin of which we then partake. Political and
economic structures may be sin themselves, rather than partaking of sin, for
the latter slips all too easily into the image of an evil leader or two using neutral structures for their sinful ends. In this way, liberation theologians could
make use of Marx’s analysis of capitalism, the long stretches of Capital that
detailed the exploitation of English factories and the enclosures, as descriptions of sin itself.
If we take up the material or structural nature of sin, one can hardly imagine a CEO of a transnational company heading for the confessional in order
to seek forgiveness for exploiting Third-World labourers, for the destruction
of vast reaches of forest or polluting of rivers and the oceans, for the drive to
make a prot at the expense of people’s well-being and health, for perpetrating the notion that everything is getting better when if we look around us it
is hard to see exactly how. This is where Eagleton’s example of South Africa’s
Truth and Reconciliation Commission is telling. Here, two other terms appear,
repentance and redemption, which Eagleton defends with what has become
a characteristic liking for that which has been discarded and is now out of
favour:
An acceptance of one’s frailty and failure is the only sure basis for any
more enduring achievement, as the South African Truth and Reconciliation
Commission . . . might suggest. They are not busy simply consoling,
therapising and disciplining themselves down there in Pretoria.57
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Hardly the personal affair of the confessional, nor the individual slips and
petty sins which Eagleton was so keen to identify as unthinking and mechanical only a couple of pages earlier. In full public view (Eagleton’s essay was
rst published in 2000), the Truth and Reconciliation Commission sought to
short-circuit the inveterate tendency for revenge that the post-apartheid era
in South Africa readily leant itself to. But my point is that, in this example,
Eagleton unwittingly wrenches his discussion of confession, forgiveness and
repentance out of the private realm of personal devotion and religious commitment and into the space of political, economic and social sin. This is how I
am going to read his comments in Sweet Violence:
Forgiveness is both lavish, since a form of generosity, but also a kind of
negation, refusing to return like for like, plucking something from nothing.
As such, it is a utopian gesture which stands for a moment outside the rules
of the game. A refusal to retaliate goes along with what seems its opposite,
the extravagance of giving more than is actually demanded, offering your
cloak as well as your coat or walking two miles rather than one.58

But it is also how I want to read his comments on repentance, metanoia and
even christology. Except that he still will not write the word ‘sin’: from what,
I want to ask, does one repent? From what does one undergo the radical transformation of metanoia, usually translated as ‘conversion’?
Confession comes to stand in for sin in Eagleton’s text: confession, he states,
is the signier of repentance and metanoia, and, more astoundingly, redemption depends upon confession. On the rst, I can agree in part, but not the
second. Yet, on this rst point – confession as a signier of repentance – the
Roman-Catholic Eagleton takes over, a relic of his earlier incarnation in which
the sacraments were crucial. Thus, he argues not only that confession is a sacrament (the theological term for signier), but also that one cannot approach
the altar in the communal mass without reconciling oneself to one’s neighbour. Here, the theologian of the 1960s throws off his covers, for the sacrament
is still the signier of an un-alienated and reconciled life. As he wrote in 1970:
‘The promise of the sacramental life is that these contradictions will be nally
surpassed, in the fully human society of heaven’.59 In fact, the curious turn to
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the sacraments makes much more sense in light of this earlier Eagleton. For,
as I will elaborate below, a characteristic feature of his early theological reections is the leitmotif of the sacraments, especially the eucharist.60 Eagleton’s
passion for the eucharist in its full Roman-Catholic form is almost completely
muted by now, but glimpses like these, the argument for the value of the
sacrament of confession, appear every now and then. He probably would not
hold quite to this view now, politicising the promise of heaven so far that
it becomes a purely temporal affair. But, even at this level, confession is a
signier/sacrament of such an un-alienated society.
But the second point – redemption relies on confession – is one that even
the crassest of Roman-Catholic theologians would hardly want to afrm. This
would make redemption and reconciliation depend upon one’s act of confessing sin, which gives primacy to human agency. Rather, confession is a necessary part of the process, but redemption itself depends on grace and not on
correct observance of the necessary steps, as Eagleton himself says elsewhere.
Indeed, he invokes William Blake to dismiss the notion of God as an avenging
judge, one who dispenses redemption only as a reward for the appeasing acts
of human beings, salvation being a reward for good behaviour. The better
name for this character is ‘Satan’, the accuser of the book of Job.61 However, if
we are already forgiven – and I still have in mind the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission – and if God accepts us we are, ‘something of a worm’,62 then
confession can hardly be a prerequisite.
The ready objection to such a point is that forgiveness would seem to let
the perpetrators of the worst crimes, from genocide to economic exploitation,
off the hook. If they know that they are always forgiven, if not by God then at
least by their neighbours, then what is to stop them from doing the same thing
again? Should they not be justly punished? Eagleton’s response is the properly theological one that ‘mercy must not become a form of blithe indifference; it must pay for its lavishness by reckoning the cost and feeling the pain
of the injury it has endured’.63 There is, if I may extend his comments, a close
connection between the one who forgives and the one forgiven. Invariably,
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they are one and the same person, and the theological reason for granting
forgiveness is that we are ourselves forgiven. Metanoia is, after all, about a
radical transformation in which one repents from sin never to do it again,
and seeks to make recompense as a response to that forgiveness. It may seem
myopically utopian, in light of the human propensity for sin, but it seems to
me that such a fully-edged notion of forgiveness must be a prerequisite for
any workable human society, no matter how utopian it must seem. How else
should we read his comment that ‘to be accepted back into a community one
has offended may be more than some darkly incorporative device’?64 And
such a radical notion of forgiveness short-circuits the pattern whereby the
victimised become those who victimise others, justifying their switch in roles
by the narrative of past suffering.

Radical christology
With my theological radar switched on, what astounds me in reading Eagleton
is the way nearly all of his theological reections wind towards christology.
And this direction arouses within me a whole series of deep suspicions that
Eagleton will need to answer. In terms of the traditional categories of theology, he has little to say apart from the occasional comment about the doctrine
of creation65 or of eschatology – the great themes of his much admired Walter
Benjamin. As for the topics he does consider, harmatology and the doctrine
of evil loom large in the later works, but only because they may be seen as
subsets of christology itself.
When you have read Eagleton’s theological material long enough, the arrival
of Christ on the scene is hardly the surprise the New Testament would have
us believe it should be. No matter where he begins, the end run is christology.
So, for instance, in his discussion of the asceticism of his beloved Carmelites:
from asceticism, through the implicit and symbolic politics of the nuns and
the sinfulness of history, he ends up with Christ.
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created the world just for the hell of it, as a quick look around will doubtless conrm.
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The Christian gospel invites us to contemplate the reality of human history
in the broken body of an executed political criminal. The message this body
proclaims, as the theologian Herbert McCabe puts it, is uncompromising: if
you don’t love you’re dead, and if you do love you’ll be killed. Here, then,
is the pie in the sky, the opium of the people, the sentimental twaddle of
salvation.66

The only irony in this passage is in the last sentence. If you think this is superstitious or delusional nonsense, Eagleton goes on to argue, then it is nothing
compared with those who think the future will be an enhanced capitalist present, having nally solved the world’s problems. But what interests me is the
‘opium of the people’ phrase thrown in the midst of pie in the sky and sentimental twaddle. Given its bedfellows, I suspect Eagleton is here not picking up
the ambiguity of the famous Marxian phrase – the cry of the oppressed and so
forth – but, rather, swiping the Left’s disparagement and dismissal of Christianity without considering its revolutionary potential. He is not alone here,
as Ernst Bloch, Alain Badiou and Slavoj Žižek would no doubt point out.
Or, a discussion of pain and bodily suffering brings him around yet again
to Jesus Christ. Not so far from asceticism, or indeed his favoured topics of
martyrdom and self-sacrice, pain is one of those things that the common
sense Eagleton suggests is a brute fact for which there is no meaning, no matter how hard we might try. And Eagleton is not going to buy the argument
for the redemptive function of pain, suffering and illness.67 Apart from the
fact that much suffering has no redemptive qualities whatsoever, he matterof-factly points out that it would be much more desirable if suffering itself did
not happen, if the qualities of dignity, courage and endurance might emerge
in a less stressful situation. Over against moral heroes who triumph through
pain, he would rather have no cause for such heroism in the rst place.
It is hard to see how a christological point can be made from this, since
is not the whole point of Christ’s death and resurrection the overcoming of
undeserved suffering and death? But, as Eagleton suggests, it would have
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been better had the world not been riddled with the pain and suffering that
even the Devil would have had a hard dreaming up.
Although Jesus is very often to be found curing the sick, he at no point
exhorts them to be reconciled to their suffering. On the contrary, he seems to
regard such sickness as an evil, depriving its victims of an abundance of life
and cutting them off damagingly from community with others. He would no
doubt have shared the mythological opinion of his age that suffering could be
the work of evil spirits. There is no sanitizing pretence that such disabilities
constitute a ‘challenge’, an ‘opportunity’ or an enriching difference. On the
contrary, they are rightly seen as a curse, and Jesus’s battle against them is
presented as an integral part of his redemptive mission, not as some mere
outward sign of an inward healing.68

Here, as elsewhere, Eagleton is a little too hasty to attribute what is said in the
New Testament about Jesus to the man himself. The well-known problem in
New-Testament studies is that it is well nigh impossible to say anything about
the historical Jesus apart from the fact that he was alive for a while. Better,
then, to say that one is opting for a particular aspect of the representation of
Jesus Christ, except that the down-to-earth Eagleton would rather have some
historical gure on which to x his particular brand of christology. And so, he
speculates as so many before him on Jesus’s self-knowledge, disappointment,
his willing submission to death, and generally how he felt and thought.69
There is not much to be gained from such speculation, unless one wants to
enlist this redeemer gure in one’s own brigades, to justify a particular representation of Jesus as one that he would endorse himself.
Thirdly, hard by pain and suffering is the question of martyrdom. Over
against the individuality of suicide, Eagleton stresses the collective side of
martyrdom. If the suicide relinquishes what is worthless, the martyr offers up
what is most precious – his or her own life.70 It is the most radical expression
of the intensity, the all-or-nothing dimension of the Christian life.71 Eagleton
invokes Paul, although without explicit reference to any New-Testament
texts, to make a moral point concerning the way we should live our lives:
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It is the martyr’s meaning of death-in-life which St Paul has in mind when
he comments that we die every moment. . . . True self-abnegation is not a
matter of political submissiveness or the heady jouissance of sexual pleasure,
but of anticipating one’s death by living in the service of others’.72

The martyr, then, is the ultimate moral exemplar, although Eagleton neglects
to mention that Paul himself urged his readers to imitate his own life; only
by living as though one were already dead, that is, in denying the primacy of
one’s self, is a life fully in service to others possible. In this respect, it is less a
purely individual act, but ‘a socializing of one’s own death’.73
Again, the political point is not difcult to spot: over against the liberal
creed of the sacrosanct private individual, the collectivising of individual life
in martyrdom, of offering up one’s own life in the hope that something good
may come of it, has a distinctly socialist feel to it. The revolutionary who gives
her life for the end of oppression and a more just society is not far beneath
this picture. A little further down, but not too far, is the gure of Jesus Christ
himself, whom Eagleton has no qualms in taking as a revolutionary.
Jesus plainly does not welcome his own impending torture and death, even
though he seems impelled by an obscure conviction that such failure will
prove the only way in which his mission will succeed. In the carefully staged
Gethsemane scene, however, he is clearly presented as panicking, terrorstricken at the thought of what he must undergo and urgently pressing his
Father to spare him such torment. He does not sound like a man for whom
resurrection is just around the corner. One must be prepared to lay down
one’s life for others, while praying devoutly that one is never called upon
to do anything so thoroughly disagreeable.74

Eagleton is relying more on the narratives of the three synoptic gospels rather
than that of John, where Jesus seems in complete control, even in the process
of his own death. Rather than take the myth of Jesus’s death and resurrection as the source of redemption, although he does use it as a political model,
Eagleton’s christology here begins to show its true colours. Asceticism, the
overcoming of pain, and then martyrdom all invoke the gure of Jesus Christ

72
73
74

Eagleton 2003a, p. 125; see Eagleton 2003b, p. 36.
Eagleton 2003a, p. 124.
Eagleton 2003b, p. 35; see Eagleton 2001, pp. 113–14.

The Apostasy of Terry Eagleton • 305

as exemplar, as one to follow and imitate in your own life. I will have more to
say on this type of christology below, save to mention here that with a venerable tradition of its own, the notion of imitatio Christi operates on the model
of leader and disciple.
But I have run on too quickly in my discussion of martyrdom, carried away
a little by the importance of the moral exemplar in Eagleton’s work. If we
take a few steps back, then martyrdom turns out to assume the key notion of
self-sacrice, which, in the nal chapter of Sweet Violence, becomes the crucial
political question that emerges from the issue of tragedy. And tragedy too
will nd its inevitable focus in christology. In a wholesale effort to wrest the
argument that tragedy has much to do with religion away from conservative scholars, Eagleton argues not only that sacrice is a central category for
tragedy, but also that the Left should be very much interested in it. And if this
does not hold up in the face of suspicions from the Left (the problem being the
apparent valorisation of myth and nature over against history and reason),
then his recovery of christology as a linchpin of sacrice will make more than
a few splutter over their drinks.
Sacrice or self-sacrice? I have used the two interchangeably thus far, but
Eagleton makes it clear at the beginning of his discussion that he is interested
in the transformation of sacrice, as a mode of appeasing the capricious gods
and bargaining for their favour, into self-sacrice in the person of Jesus Christ.
I will return to this problem below, but once he has done this he can align a
whole series of (self-)sacricial gures under this banner: the ancient Greek
pharmakos, the most deformed and dejected members (for there were two pharmakoi) of the community who were ritually degraded and spurned, struck on
the genitals while being paraded down the streets, before being sent out of the
city-state; the embodiment of such a gure in Oedipus, who rids Colonus of
its curse by embodying the curse itself; King Lear, of whom he writes that the
only fate that did not befall him was to be eaten; Captain Ahab of Moby Dick,
embodying the outcast whalers upon whom early capitalist society depended
heavily; the polluted yet redemptive gure of Hester Prynne (the only woman
in this collection) of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter; and so on. All of
them are scapegoats, pharmakoi, Christ gures.
But let me return to Christ, at least in my discussion. For Eagleton, the political point of Jesus’s death and resurrection is twofold: he is the self-sacricial
model par excellence, but he shares the status as scapegoat with a whole list of
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other tragic victims. Eagleton cannot emphasise enough the sheer dereliction
and simultaneously redemptive necessity of such a scapegoat, playing on the
ambiguity of the ‘sacred’, that which is both reviled and holy, untouchable yet
revered. The catch, however, is that the moment Christ’s crucixion is seen
as the prerequisite for his resurrection, when suffering is ‘the way-station
or essential passage to victory, rather as dental surgery is an unpleasant but
unavoidable step to towards oral health’,75 then it can no longer be redemptive. Crucial to Eagleton’s understanding of tragedy, this Adornoesque dialectical move – pushing an item or term to its limit so that it yields its dialectical
other – will also become important in my criticism of Eagleton’s christocentric
theology. No human sorcerer this, no conjuring trick, and Eagleton pulls out
a string of signals of Christ’s failure on the cross: the ‘My God, my God, why
have you forsaken me’ (Mark 15: 34; Matthew 27: 46) quoted by the Jesus
of Matthew and Mark from Psalm 22 (although Eagleton as usual neglects
to make the direct references); the failed expectation that he would return
before his followers were dead; the descent into hell of the Apostles’ Creed;
Paul’s notion that Jesus was ‘made sin’ that evokes the pattern of the scapegoat. ‘Cul-de-sac’, ‘miserable failure’, ‘accepting the worst’, ‘forlorn faith’,
‘bereftness’, ‘the last bitter drop’, ‘destitute’, ‘the hell of meaninglessness and
desolation’, ‘monstrous’, ‘outcast’ – all of these terms pepper the discussion of
Jesus’s tragic death.76 But Eagleton is after the political point, which turns out
to be the need for going beyond the most wretched and hopeless condition in
which human beings can nd themselves before any political redemption is
possible.
Christ is, then, the tragic scapegoat, the sinless one who takes on the sins
of the community and is expelled in fear and loathing in order to avoid catastrophe. Rather than focus on the community restored, for Eagleton tragedy
lies with the scapegoat, wandering beyond humanity in some border zone of
loathing, meaninglessness and unresolved trauma: ‘In Christian terms, this
is Christ’s descent into hell after his scapegoating on the cross, the solidarity
with human despair and destitution by which he “becomes sin” for our sake’.77
But, in a deft theological turn, the immunised community becomes the arena
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of liberals and conservatives, where the monsters are either the result of not
having quite enough to get by or those outside the community boundaries.
The wilderness itself, the wild and hideous territory into which no self-respecting liberal or conservative would go, is where the radicals dwell – ‘for the
radical, the real monsters are ourselves’.78 But this is where all the scapegoats
seem to end up as well: Christ, Oedipus, Lear, in fact the vast majority of the
current world population, ‘whole sweated, uprooted populations’,79 are there,
and so should the radicals be. They are, in a move that comes straight out of
The Body as Language, the anawim, ‘the dispossessed or shit of the earth who
have no stake in the present set-up, and who thus symbolize the possibility of
new life in their very dissolution’.80
It seems to me that this is the key to Eagleton’s christology, and so I want
to stay with it for a while. Boldly put, the political model of Jesus Christ is
the thoroughgoing transformation of the lowly and rejected into a world
without pain, suffering and oppression. Christ’s crucixion and resurrection
become the leitmotif for such a transformation, which, in Marxist circles, has
become known as revolution. A distinctly Hegelian Marx, it would seem,
has turned up at the foot of the cross, for Eagleton stresses the connections
between Christianity and Marxism at this point. While both are concerned
with the life of common people, the transformation envisaged is not a restoration of the status quo, but something qualitatively different. Both point out
that things are much worse than they seem, class society on the one side and a
world riddled with sin and evil on the other; yet both hold to a much stronger
hope that the world can be a whole lot better, that human beings have more
potential than anyone – Eagleton’s list swings by liberal idealism, pragmatists, conservatives, reformists and postmodernists81 – gives them credit. Or,
even more strongly, what the New Testament draws from the Hebrew Bible
in describing Christ, as the stumbling block or skandalon that has become the
corner-stone, the early Marx, suggests Eagleton, attributes to the class yet to
be formed, the class which dissolves all classes in the process of redressing
wrong in general.82
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The reason for bringing Christian theology into contact with Marxism once
again is that the distinctly political gospel of the former provides an ontological depth to Marxism, an exacerbation of the stakes into the absolute opposition of evil and good, sin and repentance, forgiveness and grace, all of which
turn on the notion of metanoia, a radical transformation that may be translated
from the Greek as revolution. All of Eagleton’s various theological reections,
from those on evil and history, through the cluster of terms – confession, forgiveness, repentance, redemption and metanoia – with sin as their un-named
centre, asceticism, martyrdom, to self-sacrice and tragedy, turn on the question of christology. He is, if you like, a radically christocentric thinker. But this
should come as no surprise for anyone who has read The New Left Church and
The Body as Language, for here the efforts to integrate theology, literature and
politics or to incorporate linguistic theory and Marxism into theology hinge
on christology, although of a distinctly sacramental or eucharistic form. Thus,
in linking the historical movement for liberation to Christianity, Marxism too,
it would seem, is complete only in christology:
Unlike the marxist, however, the christian recognises the risen Christ as
the ground of this historical movement. He believes this because Christ,
uniquely, is both a body and a language: he is an animal, yet an animal with
the universal availability of a language, the word of God. In him, we
can achieve at the level of physical union a fully human, expressive and
universal communication; in him, language and bodiliness nally converge
into a single life.83

I have a number of questions concerning this nub of his rediscovered radical
theological past, and so it is best to list them rst before delving into more
detail: the nature of that relationship with his earlier theological thought; the
lack of reference to that other current with which his position has so much in
common, namely liberation theology and its inuence in Western theological
and New-Testament studies; the favouring of certain christological metaphors
(legal, sacricial, exemplary, political and collective) over against others; the
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thus centres on Christ: on the universal word made animal’ (Eagleton 1970, p. 22).
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deep desire for a historical Jesus; and the immense difculties raised by such a
resolute focus on a redeemer gure (the problem of the personality cult).
Theology redivivus?
As for Eagleton’s rst incarnation as a theologian, let me pause for a while
with the question of form, for his earlier arguments follow what will by now
be an all too familiar path, except that here we have the laying of the rst
stones. Thus, in his discussion of language and world, or, rather, sensuous
life, in The Body as Language 84 he runs through various theoreticians – Barthes,
Mallarmé, Wittgenstein, McLuhan, Merleau-Ponty, Basil Bernstein’s research
into the differences between middle-class and working-class language, the
German idealist Jacobi and Saussure, all through the lter of Marx85 – to argue
two distinctions, between the creative and destructive functions of language
itself and between the immediate nature of bodily gesture and the mediated
universality of other communication (from gifts to television). On the rst
point, language is not only the gateway into history and the ‘world’, the step
away from immediate sensuous life, but also the way human beings escape
that world, building distance from such a history. In other words, the very
means of history’s emergence is also the means by which alienation from it is
produced; as signs, language is the medium of human experience, but it is, at
the same time, the transformation and manipulation of signs into fetishes that
alienate experience, the world and human relationships; or, as he puts it, sin.
As far as the second distinction is concerned, the disjunction of bodily communication and the extended body of other forms of communication folds
back into the rst distinction, since mediated communication opens up a host
of possibilities for both human community and alienation. The culmination
of the argument lies in nothing other than christology, although here Eagleton puts it in terms of the eucharist. Stepping through Merleau-Ponty’s argument that the body itself is already a type of language, a means of symbolic
communication with the world, he argues that, in the eucharist, one nds
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the dissolution of the distinction between body and language, and between
unmediated and mediated communication. The key here for Eagleton is the
Roman-Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation: in the same way that, at the
moment one consumes the elements of the eucharist, they cease to be bread
and wine and become the body of Christ, which they must do for communication to become fully transparent, so also the destructive disjunction at the
heart of language, between sign and reality, the alienation between human
beings and between humans and the world, is overcome and reconciliation
emerges. Transubstantiation therefore means that the ‘sensuous immediacy’
of Christ’s body is at one with the universal media of bread and wine:
Christ’s self-giving in the eucharist is globally available, achieved through
material products in which all are able to share, but nevertheless bodily direct
because what is given in those symbols is nothing less than himself.86

The determined march of Eagleton’s argument towards christology is all here
in one of his earliest works: as far as the form is concerned, nothing much has
changed over three decades later. What has changed, at least on rst appearances, is the content of the argument: the strange feeling of reading these earlier works comes his passionate attachment to the Roman-Catholic liturgy,
understood as a ‘symbolic re-embodying of the meanings of the revolution’.87
His two favourite sacraments are the eucharist and marriage,88 and he often
compares the sensuousness of the former with the eshly euphoria of the latter. Rather than the political christology of his later texts, what we see in the
rst publications is a eucharistic christology and politics. There is nothing of
the need for a historical Jesus (see below), for all of the christological reections must pass through the medium of the mass.
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Yet, when we read more closely, the terrain becomes all too familiar. Contemporary theory, Marxism, christology are by now well-worn nodes in the
work I have discussed thus far, but when we peer behind the eucharistic
screen, a number of familiar items tumble out: sacrament as signier, importance of sacrice, evil, revolutionary implications of Christ’s death and resurrection, and the signicance of the downtrodden. Inevitably, form has given
out to content, so let me take but one example of content, that of the anawim.
The appearance of the anawim, or more properly ‘anawim, in Sweet Violence
and The Gatekeeper are hardly new, for they are integral to the argument of
The Body as Language. Eagleton is no Hebrew scholar, but he makes signicant
theological mileage from the term, glossing it as ‘destitute and dispossessed’.89
But there is a tension in the Hebrew term between the older consonantal text
and the vowels overlayed by the Masoretic scribes in the 9th century CE.
Sometimes, the vowels indicate an alternative reading, and such is the case
with ‘anawim: the consonants read ‘anawim (bowed down and humble) but
the vowels ‘anayim (poor and wretched). The overlap between ‘anawim and
‘anayim suggests that the poor and oppressed are also, in God’s eyes, the
humble and pious, in all the best senses of the term.
So what does Eagleton make of the ‘anawim? The couple of references in The
Gatekeeper become central in the nal chapter of Sweet Violence and, not surprisingly, The Body as Language from 1970. They are, as I noted, for Eagleton
the ‘destitute and dispossessed’:
St Paul refers to them rather colourfully as ‘the shit of the earth’. The anawim
are the dregs and refuse of society, its tragic scapegoats. They are the otsam
and jetsam of history who do not need to abandon themselves to be remade,
since they are lost to themselves already. And it is with them that Yahweh
identies. He will be known for what he is, in the words of Luke 1:53, when
you see the mighty cast down and the lower orders exalted, the hungry lled
with good things and the rich sent away empty. The true sacricial gure,
the one which like the burnt offering will pass from profane to powerful,
loss of life to fullness of it, is the propertyless and oppressed.90
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In itself, there is nothing wrong with his effort to democratise the notion of
the scapegoat by means of the ‘anawim, the poor and the pious. Eagleton does
precisely that with his closing sentences of Sweet Violence,91 stressing that it is
the majority of today’s world that is dispossessed, and not just certain minorities. The ‘anawim are, then, in a dizzying sweep, the vast and various working classes scattered throughout the globe for whom the ancient and not so
ancient scapegoats and pharmakoi and Christs of tragedy and beyond have
moved out of their small circle to join the multitude.
As far as this argument is concerned, nothing much has changed from 1970.
One sample from The Body as Language:
These men – the anawim of the old testament whom Christ speaks of in
the beatitudes – are the ‘dirt’ which falls outside the carefully wrought
political structures of society, those whom society cannot accommodate; as
such they stand as a living challenge to its institutions, a potent and sacred
revolutionary force. . . . The anawim are the embodied negativity of each
status quo, and as such focus its breaking-point; they are thus, themselves,
a kind of contradiction: an expressive sign of human failure and limitation
which yet, by pinpointing so exactly the limits of a social order, the points
where it tails off into chaos, offers a positive symbol for the future. . . . The
anawim – the scum and refuse of society – have, like all dung, a contradictory
status: the more they reveal dissolution and decay, the more politically
fertile they become.92

If there is a difference with the later material, it lies in the ecclesial and sacramental stress of The Body as Language – ‘the anawim, like the ecclesial sacraments,
are signs effective only insofar as they tend to their own abolition’93 –
but even this focus fades somewhat as Eagleton presses the political point.
And that is exactly the same as in Sweet Violence: the ‘anawim are just like
Marx’s proletariat,94 although Eagleton neglects to note that they are more
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like the undesirable lumpenproletariat from whom no good can come. As one
of the ‘anawim, Christ brings out the truth of God’s concern with them in the
Bible, namely that the lowly will be raised up only through the utmost abjection and desolation. Even the deep contradiction of the ‘anawim remains the
same, for like the anthropological category of the sacred (Eagleton makes the
same argument, using many of the same texts from Mary Douglas) in which
dirt is both rejected and valued, Christ and the ‘anawim embody the simultaneously destructive and redemptive forces that lie at the heart of political
revolution.
The last chapter of Sweet Violence, then, is a rewrite of the penultimate
chapter, ‘Politics and the Sacred’, from The Body as Language. The latter is much
sparser, restricted to Mary Douglas’s95 work on dirt from Purity and Danger
and the ‘anawim themselves, while Sweet Violence lls out the picture with
everything from ancient Greek tragedy to Moby Dick. But all Sweet Violence
does is spell out in more detail the same argument from the earlier text: the
value of Christ’s death and resurrection, along with various other pieces from
literature and anthropology, lies in the political implications for revolution.
The desire for a historical Jesus
But what interests me about Eagleton’s christological reections is that they
rely on a particular construction of the historical Jesus. We have any number
of historical reconstructions: the ethical example of nineteenth-century liberal
Protestantism (Adolf von Harnack’s ‘fatherhood of God and brotherhood of
Man’); the apocalyptic visionary and wonder-worker of Albert Schweitzer;
the eschatological prophet of Edward Schillebeecx; the wondering wisdom
teacher of Robert Funk; and, of course, Jon Dominic Crossan’s political peasant. But Jesus has been and still can be the rst feminist, a gay blade, a leader
of a group of small businessmen, the rst greenie, the Wicked Priest or the
Teacher of Righteousness from Qumran, the rst advertising executive, as
well as, in his spare time, the Son of God.

particular wrong but wrong in general’. In The Body as Language he quotes the rst part
of the sentence, in Sweet Violence the whole thing, minus ‘within human society’.
95
Although Eagleton insists on calling her Mrs Douglas in a polite relic. The
argument in Eagleton 2003b, pp. 289–90 summarises the material in Eagleton 1970,
pp. 60–6.
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Viewed in the context of such a wealth of historical Jesus studies, which
Eagleton himself does not provide, he speculates and assumes a particular
Jesus, a gure with a political and redemptive mission who sought to overcome pain and suffering, who lived and died as a martyr in the service of
others, and whose death is nothing other than a tragic event with redemptive
possibilities. The short-hand for Eagleton’s Christ, if its repetition is anything
to go by, is the ‘executed political criminal’ or just the political criminal: ‘It is
one of the more grisly ironies of the Christian gospel that when God nally
got around to putting in a disgracefully belated appearance in the world he
had created, he did so as a political criminal’.96 Yet there is nothing particularly new here, particularly in light of his own background with the Catholic
Left, the neglected liberation theology and the more recent work of the likes
of Crossan.
However, my question is why such a gure, the executed political criminal,
needs to be based in some historical reconstruction. Eagleton does not offer
any methodological criteria for his reconstruction (and these are myriad in
biblical studies). Rather, Eagleton operates in a way very familiar from biblical studies: so we nd phrases such as ‘sounds like’ and ‘seems to regard’,
along with occasional assertions of certitude: ‘no doubt’, ‘plainly’ or ‘clearly
presented’. All of which is based on taking some of the gospel passages, particularly those concerning healing and the passion narratives, as in some way
representative of how Jesus actually might have acted, thought and felt.
I want to register my scepticism here not merely concerning Eagleton’s historical Jesus, but of any search whatsoever.97 However, the more interesting
question is not whether we can recover any historical kernel concerning the
historical Jesus, but why Eagleton in particular wants to do so. What is there
to gain by arguing that the political criminal actually has some connection to
whoever Jesus might have been? Quite a bit, it seems to me. Obviously, there
is the force that it gives to his argument, especially for one committed to historical materialism as a method. In the case of Jesus, however, the whole situation becomes much more acute, for the authorial weight of this gure, even
on a minimal cultural level, means that what Jesus might have said and felt
will be more signicant than that of any other gure. I suggest that this is the
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case even with Eagleton’s assumed readership in these later works, namely
the cultural and political Left (although his readership is extremely broad
these days) let alone any ecclesial or religious audience.
Christological metaphors
Eagleton’s recourse to a historical Jesus who keeps threatening to disappear
into the fog of history and endless biblical scholarship, must therefore be
understood as a rhetorical strategy, one that he uses to increase the force of
his arguments irrespective of the historical Jesus. Eagleton would have been
better off writing that his historical Jesus is but one representation among a
host of others, one that is distinctly useful for his own argument, but a representation nonetheless that has no necessary historical veriability. In fact, this
is precisely what Eagleton does in his christological work, selecting certain
metaphors and images that he must base in some putative historical gure.
His preference is for legal, sacricial, exemplary, political, collective, and earlier on, liturgical motifs that can be found, among others, in the New Testament and subsequent biblical and theological reection.
Invariably, these images and metaphors run over and through one another,
so it is useful to distinguish between them in order to see what Eagleton
favours and avoids. Let me begin with the legal metaphor. Here is Eagleton:
‘Jesus is God in the shape of human frailty, no longer the judge on the bench
but the political criminal who becomes an advocate alongside us in the dock’.98
Eagleton contrasts two images of God: Satan and Jesus.99 If the one comes
through as accuser and judge, who watches our every step and deed and
rewards us accordingly, the other is our co-defendant in the dock, the ‘friend’,
as he puts it in a favoured phrase drawn from the early theological writings,
‘of the shit of the earth’.100 But such a metaphor has a venerable biblical pedigree, from the notion in the Deuteronomistic History (Deuteronomy to Kings)
that (dis)obedience will lead to punishment or blessing, through the image
of the accuser and redeemer of property and blood (the go’el) in the book of
Job, to the representation of Jesus’s death and resurrection as the payment of
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a legal penalty for sin. Contrary to Eagleton’s sharp distinction between the
Judge-Satan (the vengeful God of the Hebrew Bible) to the Defendant-Jesus
(the God of love in the New Testament), both images are part of the complex
imagery of God. Thus, Jesus acts as defence counsel for us sinners before a
God who seeks to punish us for our wrongdoings. Yet, when he gets to this
point, in a discussion of the Protestant Milton, it is no longer acceptable:
In a classically Protestant scenario, Christ’s love is needed to shield us from
the Father’s wrathful justice, as a sympathetic defence attorney might save
you from a grilling at the hands of a particularly irascible judge.101

The differences are subtle: instead of God switching from judge to codefendant in the person of Jesus, here we have Jesus defending us from God. I
must confess I cannot see that much difference: the legal metaphor has merely
switched sides, at one moment used favourably and at another, more Protestant moment, less so. But I suspect that Eagleton wants to avoid the doctrine
of substitutionary atonement: in this case, innocent Jesus takes the punishment that is rightfully ours.
Skirting the other side of substitutionary atonement is Eagleton’s liking for
the scapegoat, the tragic dimension of christology: in this case, the scapegoat,
or the red heifer in the Hebrew Bible, has the sins of the community symbolically and ritually placed upon it before being banished to the wilderness
where it comes to a slow and painful death. As I indicated above, the notion
of the scapegoat comes close the heart of Eagleton’s christology in a distinctly
political sense. For he stays not with the redeemed community (he will return
there), but the scapegoat and all who are like it: the rejected, repressed and
banished majority of the earth’s population.
Overlapping the notion of the scapegoat but dragged by Eagleton in
another direction is sacrice. In his earlier texts, he is more concerned with
recovering the sacricial aspect of the mass, but that was within the context of
the Church.102 Still inside, however uncomfortably, he is much happier with
the mystery of the eucharist. The liturgy is the means of transferring Christ’s
redemptive activity to human beings through the specic reception of Christ
in the elements:
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Christ is present in the eucharist, not simply as the risen man who has
crossed the frontier of historical reality into heaven, but in the eternal action
of his transitus; he is present in his sacricial act of grasping and surpassing
the ultimate boundaries of history, submitting to limit in order to transcend
it. It is in this that his death is genuinely redemptive.103

But, by the early years of the new millennium, the question of sacrice
becomes one of self-sacrice, as I pointed out above. Apart from the obvious political point, the reason Eagleton is keen on self-sacrice is that it is
closely connected with free will, a willing sacrice of oneself for others. Thus,
while the scapegoat bears with it one aspect of the whole complex of sacrice,
namely the appeasement of capricious gods, Eagleton is not particularly taken
with this aspect of sacrice, for a capricious, wilful God, one whom we nd
time and again in the Hebrew Bible, has been carefully excised from Christian
and Jewish thought. Out of the whole complex of sacrice – burnt offerings,
sin offerings, thanksgiving, animal, grain and drink offerings, scapegoat and
atonement – Eagleton xes on a relatively modern notion, namely self-sacrice, for which the scapegoat can give him a leg-up. In fact, all that seems to
be left over in contemporary, Western notions of sacrice is self-sacrice: the
idea that one of the highest moral acts is to offer oneself up freely for a higher
cause, which most often turns out to be the nation-state in warfare, or perhaps
the victims of a bus crash or earth-quake, or the saving of a drowning dog.
Gone is any notion of appeasing the gods, of performing the rituals in the
correct fashion to avert disaster, of eating the sacricial victim in a communal
meal, even the substitution of a sacricial victim for the good of the community. But it is a long way from the scapegoat to self-sacrice, for the scapegoat,
sent into the wilderness to die for the community, is hardly a willing victim,
one who chooses to do so out of pure altruism.
In this respect, the cover illustration of Sweet Violence is telling. A detail
from Caravaggio’s ‘The Sacrice of Isaac’ from around 1600 CE, it depicts
Abraham’s knife descending to carve up Isaac’s neck. A hand appears from
the left, and Abraham’s face is averted in the moment that stays the sacrice
itself. I do not want to delve into the intricacies of the narrative of Genesis 22,
but the point here is that Isaac is hardly a willing victim.104 Indeed, Abraham
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can make no sense of Yahweh’s command to go up to Moriah and offer up the
son on whom the divine promise of a people rests.
Hardly accidental, then, that when Eagleton does get around to writing
of the Akedah (which he does not call it), he reads not the Hebrew text, but
Kierkegaard’s discussion in Fear and Trembling, and he focuses not on Isaac,
the sacricial victim, but Abraham.105 Heavily Christianised in a distinctly
Lutheran sense, Kierkegaard plays on the paradox of faith: Abraham, the
model for any believer,106 does not retreat from the command to sacrice his
son, knowing full well that once Isaac was dead he would not be restored to
him, that the promise of a people from Isaac would come to an end. And yet,
precisely because Abraham does not give up on ‘his desire for the impossible’,
the desire that Isaac will be restored to him even while he obeys the order to
sacrice, does God come to the rescue, stay the knife on its downward path
and point to the ram in the thicket. Unlike many of the critics he cites in Sweet
Violence, Eagleton is quite taken with this reading of Kierkegaard’s,107 which
he lines up with Lacan’s interpretation of Antigone and, of course, Christ’s
crucixion. Neither Abraham, nor Antigone, nor Christ is socially acceptable
or ethically prudent, given to some universal or collective benet or telos.
Abraham’s faith takes him beyond anything that is acceptable, relinquishing
the universal, ethical and rationally political, and even tragedy itself, ‘abandoning everything, bringing his joy in the world to nothing, without any sure
guarantee of a return’.108 The hand that desperately grasps the end of the rope
nally lets go. This is tragedy at its deepest level for Eagleton, one that he will
identify at the core of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
But what has happened here? To begin with, in the ‘sacrice of Abraham’
the ethical and social coding of self-sacrice that I identied initially has
gone, for, in Eagleton’s reliance on Kierkegaard, ethics and the universal are
discarded as so much useless baggage on the way up Mount Moriah. Yet,
a profound slippage has taken place in the focus on Abraham: he is not the
sacrice but the one who offers up a sacrice, Isaac. However, Eagleton insists
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in taking Abraham as the centre of this story, the one who makes the impossible sacrice.109 Eagleton’s christocentism is guilty here, for the ease of the connection between Abraham and Christ may work in terms of tragedy, of the
absolute dereliction of both before an inscrutable God. But it does not work
in any sacricial sense: whereas Christ offers himself, Abraham offers his
son. If anything, the type of Christ – following the long Christian interpretive
strategy of typology between the Old and New Testaments – in Genesis 22 is
Isaac, not Abraham, who is not about to roast himself willingly on the altar.
Ultimately, the narrative of Genesis 22 is a different model of sacrice that ill
suits any notion of self-sacrice. In response to an unfathomable and capricious command from God, Abraham proceeds to offer what is most precious –
his ‘only’ son (forgetting Ishmael) in this particular divine economy – in order
to appease God. The hook at the end, the ram in the bush, hardly provides a
model of faith but one of complete subservience to God.
Neither the scapegoat, nor even the Akedah in Genesis 22, can be read in
terms of self-sacrice, in terms of Eagleton’s favoured martyr living a life in
negation of the self. Self-sacrice, then, must be read in a christological fashion, for which Jesus’s willingness to die as a sacrice is crucial. In order to
get to this point, he makes some swift moves through the Hebrew Bible and
New Testament. Even though sacrice hinges, he admits, on appeasing the
gods, this is not what he nds in the Hebrew Bible. Ignoring the vast amount
of material on sacrice as precisely such appeasement, he focuses on a few
prophetic texts from Isaiah 1 and Amos 5 where such practices are castigated
as mere hypocrisy. Catch-cries of the social justice elements of the Christian
churches, they are but one dimension of a multifarious and highly contradictory collection of literature in the Hebrew Bible.110 But they serve his purpose,
since he can then jump to the New Testament, specically the letters of Paul111
and the letter to the Hebrews that he enlists here. The very high christology of
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Hebrews (not one that I can see Eagleton being enthused about in its full regalia) comes in use for a supersessionist moment, especially Hebrews 9: 12112
where Christ is both sacriced and sacricer, victim and high priest, doing one
last time what had gone on unendingly in the Hebrew Bible. In his own death,
Christ brings to abrupt halt the long line of propitiatory sacrice, but it allows
Eagleton to make his point: ‘This denitive consigning of ritual sacrice to the
past involves redening it in ethical rather than cultic terms as a self-giving
for others. . . . As a mutual self-giving, it is no longer an esoteric ritual but the
structure of sociality’.113 Anyone who has been to mass or the eucharist for the
rst time might beg to differ, but, just in case this argument sounds a little too
supersessionist, a little too much a Christian reading, he argues that it is consistent with the Jewish law, as any ‘pious Jew’ would agree.114 The problem is
that he quotes a Jewish scribe from, of all places, the gospel of Mark (not, say,
the Hebrew Bible or perhaps a rabbinic source) to make his point: that justice,
loving one’s neighbour, is far more important than sacrice.
And so we have self-sacrice as the crucial motif of Eagleton’s ethical and
political christology. The problem is that, as far as the passion narratives of
the synoptic gospels are concerned, Jesus is hardly a willing victim, except
perhaps in the gospel of John, following the will of a Father whose command
he does not understand. The notion of self-sacrice selects a small element of
the metaphors of the Christ’s death in the New Testament and elevates it to
a key feature. Other metaphors also abound in the New Testament, such as
the court scene, the scapegoat, sacrice itself in terms of sin offering, but also
the cosmic battle with the devil, the notion of Christ as warrior and victor
in the battle with death, substitutionary atonement (bearing the sins of the
world), the guarantor of eternal life, and the martyred political gure.
A major reason, I would suggest, for Eagleton’s fondness for self-sacrice
and martyrdom lies is his two major christological categories, the political and
the exemplary. Political gures and models work much better if they are willing victims, dying for a cause in a situation where they have at least chosen
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to be part of a political movement. Their deaths then become a consequence
of such a political choice, a martyrdom rather than a death that appeases the
powers that be. Lenin, or Christ, or Che Guevara would not be so appealing if they had been press-ganged into their respective political movements.
Cannon fodder would perhaps be a better term for this type of sacrice. By
contrast, political martyrs function above all as exemplars, and the old christological motif of Christus exemplum renders the life and death of Jesus Christ
something we can follow. So often this has become a private affair, the realm
of the sacrosanct individual who gains his or her individuality by offering his
allegiance to the state in a Rousseauesque social contract. Thus, the individual
believer must seek to avoid sin, pray to the ‘Father’, be prepared for persecution for their faith, live out their moral life in the context of that supreme
collective, the family.
Over against such a privatisation, Eagleton, like others on the Christian
Left, refuses to break the link between Christ as exemplar and as political gure, and so the exemplary dimensions of Jesus’s life and death become those
of an asceticism that stands against a socio-economic evil with ontological
depth, that offers a radical transformation, a metanoia in which confession,
repentance and forgiveness are political and collective acts rather than purely
private ones. With the weight so heavily on the exemplary political leader,
Eagleton’s christology ends up being one with a strong moral code, a political
ethics that shows up how Roman-Catholic he still is: ‘The Judaeo-Christian
tradition plucks an ethico-political meaning from the cyclical cult of sacrice
and seasonal round of fertility. . . . The natural now becomes a metaphor for
the ethical and historical’.115 And the prime context for the political and collective dimension of Christ the exemplar becomes the Church, ideally a model in
its own right of a just society.
The problem of the personality cult
In itself, there is nothing particularly wrong with Eagleton’s focus on certain
christological metaphors in order to recover Jesus as a political exemplar,
apart from the fact that he would like to base such a christology on the historical Jesus. I do, however, have much deeper misgivings about the need for a
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redeemer gure at all that becomes the model for our own political activity.
And that problem is one that has bedevilled the Left in terms of the personality cult.
Political paradigm, moral exemplar, executed political criminal, forerunner to a better world – even in these terms, Jesus is still a redeemer gure for
Eagleton. But the problem with redeemer gures is that embarrassing question of the personality cult. Fidel Castro, Lenin, Che Guevara, Mao Zedong,
Stalin, Trotsky, Rosa Luxemburg, Emma Goldman, and, of course, Marx himself, no matter how much part of the collective struggle or effort to establish
‘actually existing socialism’, have ended up iconic gures, sources of hope
and targets of vilication. It is not that the personality cult is endemic only
to the Left, but there is a fundamental problem that arises from Eagleton’s
christology. Symptomatic, then, is his criticism of Stalinism in terms of tragedy. Taking Stalinism as the name of paradox, ‘the fact that socialism proved
least possible where it was most necessary’,116 he argues that all the best intentions of socialism ip over into a martial and oppressive state due to the fact
that socialism emerged only in marginal and impoverished places where
it became the means of enforced modernisation and not of a step beyond
modern capitalism.
For Eagleton, Stalinism is the paradox of actually existing socialism, predicated on the fact that no First-World country became communist. But let me
take a different tack that does not rely on what might have been. And that other
way of formulating the problem is, in theological terms, idolatry. In order to
get there, let me move via Adorno to the Hebrew Bible. I want to make use
here of a criticism I will develop more fully in my chapter on Adorno, namely
that Christology itself is the basis of the problem of the personality cult. The
two points from Adorno’s work that I pick up are his ban on images and the
inverse logic of Christology.
Adorno was to take the ban on any graven image [phesel] or likeness
[temunah] of God from Exodus 20: 4 and Deuteronomy 5: 8 and elevate it into
the Bilderverbot, the ban on images that becomes the empty centre, the nonconcept of his aesthetic and utopian theory. But the Bilderverbot is also a ban
on idolatry itself. The way such a ban is relevant to Christology comes in
the discussion of anti-Semitism in Dialectic of Enlightenment. Here, Adorno
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and Horkheimer argue not so much that the divinisation of Christ enables
the divinisation of other human beings. Rather, it is precisely the humanisation of the absolute in Christ, God becoming a human being, that facilitates
the divinisation of human gures. The argument relies on the Christological
motif of the fully human and divine natures of Christ, the meeting of immanence and transcendence in one person. In the same way that we may only
arrive at immanence through a radical transcendence (Christ), so also transcendence emerges through absolute immanence (personality cult). The dialectic is vicious: only as God could Jesus become a human being, and only as
a complete human being can he be God. Thus, in Christology itself, the more
Christ is humanised, the more he becomes a god, that is, an idol. So also with
any other human being.
Thus, in Eagleton’s case, the absence of traditional Christological doctrines
such as the two natures of Christ or Trinitarian ponderings pushes his christology of the executed political criminal inexorably into the dialectical logic
of the argument of Horkheimer and Adorno. The political Jesus, exemplar of
a revolutionary ethics, whose asceticism, healing of the sick and self-denial of
the martyr we can follow as fundamental criticisms of this world and symbols
of the world to come, is nothing other than the very human Jesus. Hence the
need for a historical Jesus, for observations that he ‘would no doubt have
shared the mythological opinion of his age that suffering could be the work
of evil spirits’,117 for comments on the limits that indicate his humanity. And
so it seems that, in the act putting before us a human, political Jesus, Eagleton
unwittingly divinises him all the more. For it is through the most human
of his traits that he becomes God. The same logic applies to his reading of
the truly tragic nature of Christ’s death and resurrection. As I noted earlier,
Eagleton makes the perfectly orthodox theological point that Christ’s death
can only be redemptive if he plumbed the depths of despair, turned out to be
an abject failure whose mission had come to naught. Only as fully human can
he be divine, only as fully abandoned on the cross can redemption take place.
According to the logic that Adorno and Horkheimer identify at the heart
of traditional Christological deliberations, Eagleton could not have taken a
better path to rendering Christ an idol. Far more effective than trotting out
arguments for the divinity of Christ or the Son of God. As long as he is locked
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into his resolutely christological reections, this particular doctrinal history
will come back to haunt him.
However, Eagleton’s passion for christology and the inherent problem
of idolatry is, on one level at least, no different from the Left’s proclivity to
redeemer gures and the cult of the personality. A futile response, it seems
to me, is simply to refuse any manifestation of the personality cult, for we
will end up in a trap like that of Eagleton. He has, however, taken a step in
the right direction. Explicit in Eagleton and implicit in Adorno, the rejection
of the long tradition of theology puts a halter on theoretical reection in the
Left. Yet Eagleton’s strategy of picking up certain elements from that tradition, especially the political christology that runs through his work, returns to
the snares of theological thought itself. What I want to call Adorno’s theological suspicion is, to my mind, a much better path to follow: theology is far too
important to shunt off to a siding, both for understanding the history of the
Left and its theoretical deliberations as well as the issues that continue to vex
it, but any engagement requires a decent dose of theological suspicion, wary
of the traps that open up all too regularly.

An intrinsic Eagleton? (The question of ecclesiology)
While I am deeply suspicious of Eagleton’s valorisation of christology as a
model for left politics, one of the most enticing and puzzling features of his
work is his liking for the intrinsic and purposeless. As I passed through my
argument thus far, the list of items that exist for their own sake, for their own
enjoyment or otherwise, grew to include evil, the Devil, creation, God, art,
literature and humanity.
However, I want to ask what is being excluded in Eagleton’s espousal of
autotelism. To begin with, there is his well-known argument that art replaces
religion. From there, I move on to ethics, theology and Eagleton himself. As
for art and religion, in an argument that mutates a little over time, Eagleton
argues that art has come to take on many of the functions of religion as the latter declined in the West. Or at least some of art’s major proponents felt that it
should and could become the religion of a secular age. Thus reverence for the
aesthetic replaces a religious transcendence lost in the bleary, disenchanted
post-Enlightenment world. Both religion and art
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are symbolic forms; both distill some of the fundamental meanings of a
community; both work by sign, ritual and sensuous evocation. Both aim to
edify, inspire and console, as well as to confront a depth of human despair
or depravity which they can nonetheless redeem by form or grace. Each
requires a certain suspension of disbelief, and each links the most intense
inwardness to the most unabashedly cosmic of questions.118

It is not just that art derives in various ways from religious art, argues Eagleton, but that art is in a strong sense the replacement for religion.
What does draw my eye in this argument are some crucial slippages
and assumptions, and then, ultimately, the defence of religion against art.
‘Religion’ is, of course, a code word for Christianity, which, in its turn, stands
in at second remove as the generalising term for Roman Catholicism – an
easy point to make by now but one that is worth reiterating. As for art itself,
Eagleton slips literature in through a trapdoor at various points without drawing undue attention to its arrival. At one level, literature can hardly be separated from the realm of art, but when his examples include Matthew Arnold,
F.R. Leavis, Coleridge, Joyce, D.H. Lawrence, I.A. Richards, Henry James and
Iris Murdoch then we cannot help but feel that he is, in fact, speaking about a
very specic English tradition that stands in not only for literature in general,
but art. What we get by the end of these slippages is not so much an argument
that art replaces religion, or at least that some people have tried to do so, but
that English literature replaces Christianity.
With this in mind, let me return to the Eagleton’s infatuation with autonomy:
The metaphor of artistic ‘creation’ has always been latently theological, a
reenactment of God’s fashioning of the world ex nihilo. And just as the
world is autonomous of its creator (which is part of what is meant by calling
him ‘transcendent’), so the work of art is mysteriously self-generating and
self-dependent, conjuring itself up miraculously out of sheer nothingness,
obedient to no law but that of its own unique being.119

Art replaces religion, taking on the mantle of autonomy: one intrinsic selfgenerating system takes the place of another. Or is that English literature
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replaces Christianity? The whole equation loses altitude when the lofty universals of art and religion crash down to the peculiar and parochial concerns
of one religion and one tradition of literature. The problem here is not merely
that the emperor nds his abby body on ludicrous display, but that the slippage itself, from English and Christianity to art and religion, is part of a deeper
universalising logic that best goes under the name of ‘catholicity’. And, of
course, both English and Christianity have been at the heart of a global empire
on which the sun set not so long ago, the most audacious effort to universalise
some curious particulars.
What Eagleton misses in this very English discussion is that the burning
issue in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century debates that circled around the
questions of Christianity, society and culture was that of morality. With the
noticeable decline in Christian observance, marked, as Gramsci noted so
astutely, by the fact that Christianity was no longer the untranscendable horizon of culture, commentators struggled to nd something that would provide the moral undergirding for society. For some, without ‘religion’ chaos
would ensue, since there would be no moral codes; for others, a substitute
was needed, and one of those suggested was literature, or English. And it was
not so much rampant copulation in the streets, theft, arson and murder of
which they were afraid, but the newly conscious masses of the working class.
The issue was, then, rather more crowd control, the coercion and persuasion
of what Gramsci would call hegemony.
The deep debates over morality are a far cry from the autonomous and purposeless nature of both Christianity and English (or even religion and art) on
which Eagleton is so keen. But his own defence of ‘religion’, which we have
come to expect, over against art, literature and cultural studies, invokes not
the inherent uselessness of Christianity but the opposite. For Eagleton, history, mass appeal, ecclesiology and the robustness of theology put it furlongs
beyond art or literature, which turns out to be ‘too delicate, and too impalpable, to be bent to such ambitious ideological ends’.120 Which ends? The
rendering of art into a political programme, nding an alternative mythology, or even a philosophical anthropology: it is simply not up to the task,
being not even half as tough as Christianity, which has been and can be all of
these things. In the end, Christianity is a mass phenomenon over against an
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élitist and marginal one, linking high and low culture, an intelligentsia and
the people, a symbolic and arcane system with the daily lives of millions. One
would have to be a dupe to miss Eagleton’s unequivocal defence, from ‘history’s most astonishingly successful solution’,121 through ‘no secular cultural
project has come even remotely close to matching this extraordinary achievement’,122 to ‘in terms of compass, appeal and longevity, it is far and away the
most important symbolic form which humanity has ever known’.123
In fact, Eagleton comes close to the concern with morality and ethics that
taxed intellectuals and commentators a century or two ago. As I have noted
at various points above, Eagleton is intensely concerned with ethics from his
earliest writings. When he argues that salvation depends on how we create
community in the world and not our private love for God,124 and when he
invokes the values of self-sacrice and martyrdom as a life of service to others,
the shift from law to an ethics of the heart, or the values of humility, modesty,
meekness, altruism, vision, courage, love and so forth – all coming under the
umbrella of the good – in opposition to the powers of evil, and especially his
profoundly ethical christology of the executed political criminal, then everywhere we look we see yet more virtues. And, as far as Eagleton is concerned,
Christian theology, especially the brand with which he is familiar, provides
by far the best resources for what can only be described as a moral or ethical
politics.
Yet such an ethical position clanks loudly against his liking for autotelism
and the intrinsic nature of God, good, evil and whatnot. Given his liking for
the implicitly anticapitalist position of the uselessness of certain activities,
done purely for themselves with no ultimate purpose in mind, his concern
with a political ethics constitutes an almost unworkable contradiction. The
whole problem comes crashing together in an important discussion of Milton,
whose Samson Agonistes is a sustained denunciation of God’s justice: ‘On a
Catholic view, God wills what is good; on a certain Protestant view, things are
good because God wills them’.125 Of course, the latter position is the end-run
of autotelism, although characterising it as Protestant is a little too easy. Pure
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autotelism removes God from any obligation or relation with anything outside himself. And Eagleton clearly does not like the implications: way beyond
our sense of justice and love, God’s justice would then be like a tarantula that
‘had some notion of elegance but one light years removed from our own’.126
In fact, it produces an entirely arbitrary and capricious God given to a vacuous and tyrannical freedom, one who is beyond rationality and justice since
he created it, and, we might add, love, humility, hope and the other virtues;
hence Eagleton’s preference for the so-called Roman-Catholic position, which
is itself as much a caricature as that of the Protestant position. It boils down
to the point that there are various autotelic items, from evil to art, in which
justice and love must be included. And these, it seems, exist apart from God
and to them he is beholden. Is God’s freedom constrained, then? You cannot have your autotelic cake and eat it too. A compromised autotelism is no
autotelism at all. Either God is completely self-sufcient or he is dependent
on something else.
Eagleton’s holding back at the last minute, his unwillingness to pursue
autotelism to its logical conclusion, is but a signal of another direction for
theology in his work. For, contrary to his assertions, theology does seem to
have a distinct usefulness and purpose, from providing life-giving meaning
to collective integration. As his own unannounced shufe from theology to
ecclesiology indicates, theology is not as self-generating or autonomous as it
would like to think (or, at least, the God upon which it bases its reections,
and then the universe he created are not self-sufcient). Apart from existing
to explicate and direct the beliefs and practices of the faithful – faith seeking
understanding, as Anselm would have it – theology is inescapably an ecclesiological activity, its efforts ideally directed towards the benet of the Church,
outside of which it would asphyxiate before too long.
As with theology, so also with Eagleton: if theology is not as purposeless
as he would like to think, operating in the institutional and political matrix of
the Church, then Eagleton theological concerns do not emerge ex nihilo. He is
no stranger to the institution itself, having been a founding and then senior
editor of the journal Slant in the 1960s, organiser of discussion groups, demonstrations and a conference or two in the Catholic Left, as well as a major
contributor to the ‘Slant’ Manifesto. Indeed, the exploration of the connections

126

Eagleton 2003b, pp. 210–11.

The Apostasy of Terry Eagleton • 329

between Roman Catholicism and Marxism, along with the political activism
of the Catholic Left that had Slant at its centre was somewhat controversial in
the ferment of the sixties. Hardly unaware of the ruckus they were causing
– in fact, it seems as though this turmoil was one of Slant’s motives127 – they
were at that stage committed to reforming radically the institution itself.
And this is where we nd Eagleton’s explicit engagement with ecclesiology,
when he still felt it necessary to argue why he remained in the Church.128 By
and large, I have operated with the assumption that theology may be understood as the ideology, in all its multifarious manifestations, of the Church; in
other words, Eagleton’s various theological interventions bear with them an
implicit ecclesiology. However, if you dig deeply enough then an Eagleton
vitally concerned with the institution emerges in a number of places, especially in The New Left Church and the last chapter of The Body as Language (which
rst appeared as ‘Priesthood and Leninism’ in 1969 in Slant 5: 3) and one of
his contributions to the Slant Manifesto, the essay ‘The Roots of the Christian
Crisis’. Along with his love for the mystery of the eucharist, his desire to see
the Roman-Catholic Church transformed from within dissipates like the mist
in his later recovery of theology, apart from the odd relic.
If anything, Eagleton is more intense than Althusser in his desire for an alliance between radical Roman Catholics and the New Left more generally.129 If
Althusser called on the various fringe groups of the French Roman-Catholic
Church to join with the Communists, Eagleton and the Slant group want to
remould the Church itself. The Slant symposium of 7–11 September 1967, subsequently published as From Culture to Revolution had as its explicit agenda the
bringing together of those within and outside the Church.130 Ecclesiologically,
however, Eagleton had two strategies, one an effort to recast the whole notion
of priesthood in terms of the Leninist revolutionary vanguard, and the other
a historical analysis of the churches (moving beyond the Roman-Catholic
Church) and revolutionary movements.
As far as the latter is concerned, I am intrigued by the pattern of the argument, namely that there is no authentic radical past upon which the Catholic
Left may draw. As far as the argument itself is concerned, Eagleton falls into
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the pattern of so many literary critics seeking to write history: like Raymond
Williams, he draws evidence from literature such as that of Dickens, and the
references to historical materials are desperately thin, quoting a little too often
from one text, K.S. Inglis’s Churches and the Working Class in England. What he
tries to do is characterise the history of the churches (for once he does seek to
deal with most of the Christian churches) and social movements in England
in terms of three patterns: the liberal contradiction of seeking to connect with
the working classes for their own ‘good’ on the one hand, and to ensure the
churches’ survival on the other; the anti-institutionalism of so-called Christian
socialism, where ‘socialism’ meant primarily morality, relationships and the
inner life over against structural change; and the problem of conservative
radicalism, in which opposition to capitalism was cast in reactionary terms. All
of these then become past mistakes from which the Catholic Left must learn
in order to become ‘authentic radicals’.131 It turns out, then, that the Catholic
Left and the work of Slant is decidedly new, without precedent (if he had
pushed back a little further he might have come across Gerard Winstanley
and the Levellers at least, if not Thomas Münzer in Germany). Whether this is
true, and it seems not, there is an early glimmer here of what would become
Eagleton’s infatuation with autotelism, with the Catholic Left emerging ex
nihilo, without any connection to what had gone before it. And this is a feature
that recurs in his arguments for the benet of theology for the Left many years
later, without a whisper of his earlier work.
But what of the other ecclesiological fragment, the argument that the priesthood should be understood in terms of Lenin’s vanguard? I must confess that,
even with Eagleton’s caveat – the effort ‘to meet the alarmed or simply amused
incredulity likely to be raised’132 – it does not count as one of his better arguments, even if we go back to his earlier argument that the priesthood must
become democratic.133 Certainly, it ows from the argument that if the notion
of the ‘anawim and of christology is one of historical and political death and
resurrection, and that, if the Church is to become a revolutionary body pointing to a socialist future, then the priesthood may be understood in Lenin’s
terms. Further, Eagleton is inuenced by at least one of the revolutionary
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priests in Latin America, as the one and only allusion in all of Eagleton’s writings to liberation theology in the person of Camilo Torres indicates.134 And, in
the swirl of the sixties, anything seemed possible, from anti-medicine and an
anti-hospital in which patients would be able, ‘under democratic-participatory
controls, to infect one another with germs in order to experience the transcendentally liberating effects of serious disease’135 to the priesthood as a Leninist
vanguard. In the condence of those years, Marxism was, after all, ‘the most
elaborated revolutionary theory of our time’.136
There are two parts to Eagleton’s argument: that the three-way dialectic
between revolutionary vanguard or party, working-class rank and le and
society at large is analogous to that between priesthood, laity and society;
and that the priesthood in all its dimensions is a sacrament, a signier of the
Church’s engagement with history. He will even valorise the discipline and
hierarchy of vanguard and priesthood, ‘welded together by obedience and
authority’137 as a necessary feature, although always on guard against becoming a self-serving élite rather than a movement at the service of the people.
When we get to this point, what he calls the ‘sacrament of order’,138 a hierarchical vanguard that is incongruously necessary for a future ‘freedom-inbrotherhood’,139 then his argument begins to break down. The last phrase I
quoted betrays all of the problems with such a hierarchical and disciplined
body such as the priesthood: celibate, male, self-perpetuating, inherently conservative, not to mention indelibly Roman-Catholic. Try as he might, stressing incongruity, fallenness, friction, paradox and withering away, he cannot
get around the road-block that he recognises a few years earlier.140 Eagleton
would once have argued that, in this respect, the priesthood has failed to live
up to his expectations; now, the fact that he has avoided recycling this argument, preferring to torch any remaining copy of the book as a whole, says
enough.
Not the most stunning of ecclesiological reections, no matter how innovative they might have seemed at the time. It is not so strange, then, that his
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heavy investment in Slant and in the Roman-Catholic Church itself should
receive such scant mention in his memoir, The Gatekeeper, or that the elaboration in Sweet Violence of the same argument from the sixth chapter of The Body
as Language on the political implications of Christ’s death and resurrection
should give no reference to that earlier text.
Yet I do nd it strange, all the same, that there is only the slightest of allusions in his later work. For the Catholic Left and Slant were clearly important
for Eagleton, going by the appearance in almost every issue of the journal of
one piece or another by him, his role as general editor before it folded, and the
listing of his own address at Jesus College, Cambridge, for correspondence
concerning editorial matters. In the memoir, there is much on his role as ‘gatekeeper’ in the convent for enclosed Carmelite nuns, or the liberated sisters in
the early hey-day of post-Vatican II, his Roman-Catholic grammar school or
the brief spell at a seminary at the mature age of 13, and especially on the dissonant value of minority Roman-Catholics in a Protestant England. On this
last matter, he points to the suspicion of the inner glow of private experience
and subjectivism, along with the aversion to outward emotion and the Irish
passion for the tribe, to the combination of sensuous symbolism and rigorous
thought, to the incongruous combination of a deep pessimism about the way
things are and a profound hope that they could be immeasurably better.
And, like Althusser, he points to the astonishingly easy move from Roman
Catholicism to Marxism without the halfway house of liberalism.141
Now, we might want to disagree with Eagleton’s association of minority Roman Catholicism and Marxism in England, for British Marxism has
as much if not more dissenting and sectarian Protestantism about it than
Roman Catholicism. As Andrew Milner pointed out to me, the ‘habit of bearing witness from the sidelines, whilst denouncing each other as schismatics,
was surely passed from the religious to the political sects’. Yet, in light of
Eagleton’s suggestion in The Gatekeeper that, at least for him, the road from
Roman Catholicism to Marxism was indeed wide, the dismissive and passing
mention of Slant looks odd indeed. He devotes more attention to Lawrence
Bright, at whose suggestion Slant was established and who was on the editorial committee. As for his complete absorption in the Catholic Left and Slant
itself, this is all I could nd:
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The name of the journal, indeed the very same design, was nally adopted
by a porno magazine, which Lawrence spotted one day in a Soho shopwindow and gleefully circulated to the former editors. Nowadays people
write the odd doctoral thesis on the Catholic left, which I suppose is one
up from oblivion.142

Not a bad dismissal, really, along with, ‘Years later, when I had some reputation as a leftist theologian . . .’.143 I am less interested in the motives for
Eagleton’s drawing of the curtain across this crucial element of his past, for
favouring his involvement with a far-left political group in the 1970s over
the Catholic Left, than in the effect it has on his theological reections that
appear also in the memoir. As I have argued above, there is much that the
later Eagleton recycles from his earlier theological writings with nary a whisper of reference to those earlier works: they appear as it were out of nothing,
fresh and new, a defence of a political or left theology that emerges only late
in his work. The almost complete erasure of the politically charged Catholic
Left that provided the substance of his theological thought, is expressed most
clearly in the one signicant new interest of these later reections, namely the
intrinsic nature of key theological concepts. Autotelism may then be read as a
symptom of this repressed past.
And yet, even if the Catholic Left and the Roman-Catholic Church itself in
the turmoil of the sixties were the contexts of most of Eagleton’s theological
positions, generated out of a desire to reform the church from within by means
of Marxism,144 this is hardly the context of Eagleton’s return to theology at the
turn of the millennium. By that time, he had long since left that circumscribed
institutional location to become one of the leading Marxist literary and cultural critics. In contrast to his earlier desire to bring Marxism into the RomanCatholic Church, along with the insights of contemporary linguistic theory
that characterises The Body as Language, the scourge of the establishment seeks
to bring theology into the debates within the Left. Hence the curiously idealistic image of the Church and theology that appears in these works.
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Chapter Seven
The Conversion of Slavoj Žižek

Slavoj Žižek has undertaken the monumental task of
re-inventing the Protestant Reformation within his
own writing. Not only does he discover, in a long
and convoluted search that gets lost time and again
in various cul-de-sacs, the Protestant doctrine of
grace, but he also wants to identify its materialist,
political core. On the way he desperately tries to discard the Roman-Catholic (or should I say, Lacanian?)
emphasis on ethics, law and love.
In what follows, I begin, then, with the challenge
that led to Žižek’s ‘conversion’, which I will leave
in scare quotes until I can speak about it in more
detail. For one who held Christianity and Marxism
at the end of each arm, Žižek emerges as a proponent of both at the beginning of the new millennium.
He does so, I suggest, in reponse to the challenge
posed to him by Judith Butler and Ernesto Laclau
in Contingency, Hegemony, Universality (2000). While
Butler points out that psychoanalysis cannot provide
the basis for a viable politics, particularly because
it will constantly raise the issue of the constitutive
exception to any political move, Laclau picks up
on the highly undeveloped status of Žižek’s more
recent statements in favour of Marxism. And the
criticism bites, so much so that it will lead eventually to his double ‘conversion’, one to Christ and the
other to Marx. While the ‘conversion’ to Marx, or,
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rather, Lenin, was not possible without the ‘conversion’ to Christ, or, rather,
Paul, and vice versa, it is not quite so balanced. Whereas Žižek will identify
himself openly as a Marxist-Leninist, calling himself a ‘ghting materialist’
like Lenin,1 brandishing the membership card of a party that has by and large
ceased to exist, he will not make the same move for Christianity, although he
does dare an occasional ‘we Christians’ or ‘true Christians’. You will not nd
him sneaking off to a Reformed worship service, although he would probably spend the afternoon arguing about the sermon with the minister over
a glass of wine and a cigar. However, a major reason for his turn to Pauline
Christianity is that it enables Žižek to get out of the closed circuit of Lacan’s
psychoanalysis, to dispense in particular with the constitutive exception, no
matter how much he might describe such a break in Lacanian terms. As I
noted in the previous chapter, Eagleton points to the tension between Žižek’s
Lacanian pessimism and his giddy, optimistic style – not in terms of a necessary tension between two extremities called for in our current situation, but
as a compensation. I want to suggest that the tension is even more marked
between Lacan and Lenin (although Lenin does not usually come through as
a bright and sunny individual). How does Žižek get from one to the other?
Through the founding gure of Christianity – Paul – a necessary and by no
means vanishing mediator who enables the move from one to the other.
Yet he does not get quite so far in the initial responses to Butler and Laclau,
for he must rst negotiate the insistent challenge from Alain Badiou. Although
he will eventually draw the means of the breakout from Badiou’s book on
Paul, in his initial engagement with Badiou Žižek focuses on the challenge
Badiou poses for psychoanalysis. And that challenge is that psychoanalysis
deals, however well, with our everyday world full of quotidian exploitation,
political disappointment and fundamental injustice. In Badiou’s terms, this is
the Order of Being, while, in Lacan’s terms, it is the intertwining of law and
desire – terms that are, in fact, those of Paul as well, as we saw in my discussion of Eagleton. For Badiou, the truth-event – his reading of Paul’s absolute
emphasis on grace, inexplicably breaks into this ‘Order of Being’, enabling
the militant revolutionary movement of which Paul’s early Christians are the
prime model. Paul is, then, the revolutionary gure to whom Badiou reaches
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back beyond Lenin.2 Žižek will later move the other way, from Paul to Lenin,
but what I focus on in this section is the nature of Žižek’s response to Badiou,
particularly in The Ticklish Subject. He will answer Badiou in terms of the constitutive exception: every effort at emancipation, every ‘Cause’ (Žižek’s preferred term for the truth-event) has to face up to the constitutive exception,
to the underside that both enables the Cause to get under way in the rst
place and hobbles it every step of the way. And this argument renders Žižek
unable to take up a distinct political position, however much he may wish to
do so. What also interests me here is the way Žižek neglects other elements of
Badiou’s work, particularly his discussion of materialist grace to which Žižek
returns only much later.
But what of the conversion? I cast this unapologetically in Protestant terms,
namely the gradual and halting realisation of the implications of the theological notion of grace. The crucial distinction here will be that between ethics and
gospel, or law and grace (Pauline terms, although I will dispense with Žižek’s
thundering capitals for these theological terms). Time and again Žižek will
glimpse the materialist and political possibilities of grace, only to slip back
into the realm of ethics and the law. Again, Badiou will be important, more
for what Žižek misses. Initially, Žižek comes out squarely on the side of ethics (like Eagleton) and gets caught in the cul-de-sac of love, but then, later, he
attempts to correct this slide into moralising by kicking the lever over onto
the gospel itself. In order to locate a materialist version of grace, Žižek nally
leaves Lacan, however reluctantly, in the care of the ethicists and philosophers
of love, and hitches a ride with Lenin where revolutionary grace can ourish.
For reasons that will become clear, I nd this part of Žižek’s argument one of
the most intriguing and promising.
Unlike some of the other critics dealt with in this book, Žižek has no discernable past in any Church, nor do buried theological texts threaten to turn
up at any moment in some second-hand bookstore on the wrong side of the
railway lines. What we have instead is a plate full of later arguments, a brimming political argument placed squarely on my desk before me. So my task
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shifts from reading forgotten and actively neglected works to material that is
very much part of theoretical political debate at the moment. I am interested
in four main texts by Žižek and one by Alain Badiou. The Fragile Absolute is, in
many respects, the rst part of a longer work in which On Belief is the second
part, the one Roman-Catholic, the other Protestant. The Puppet and the Dwarf
is a bit of a mix, summarising the previous two books in consecutive chapters
and lling out some gaps, except for the nal and somewhat unwitting step
in the path to a materialist grace.3 Along with Alain Badiou’s Saint Paul: The
Foundation of Universalism,4 these books form the fulcrum on which my argument will turn. But then, since Žižek’s many volumes may well be read as one
continuous text, cut off arbitrarily due to the material limits of paper publication, the subject of the next monograph usually appears towards the close of
the preceding one. For this reason, I will include in this gathering The Ticklish
Subject and the dialogues with Laclau and Butler in Contingency, Hegemony,
Universality.

The darkness of Lacan: the challenge of Butler and Laclau
To put it as bluntly as possible, it seems to me that Žižek emerges as a political
writer only after the exchange with Ernesto Laclau and Judith Butler in Contingency, Hegemony, Universality, and that dispensing the murk of his political credentials in terms of Leninist Marxism could happen only with and by
means of Paul. The second point I will explore in the following sections on
Badiou and materialist grace, for it seems to me that it is specically Badiou’s
Paul that enables, eventually and with much hesitation, the crucial move for
Žižek, the ability to move out of the illuminating but ultimately closed circle
of Lacan’s theory in order to become a political writer. But that is jumping
the gun, for my interest here is with the rst point. Judith Butler’s criticism
is that the Lacanian constitutive exception – the excluded item that is, in fact,
the basis of the system in question – closes down any possibility of taking a
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earlier (see, for instance 2, 29, 78 on Paul), but the references are eeting and tangential. Of course, the title For They Know Not What They Do comes from one of the
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political position. In response to Butler, Žižek voices some quite traditional
Marxist categories – class conict, mode of production, the over-arching presence of capitalism – and he comes in for a beating at the hands of Laclau for this
move. But Žižek has not always been so openly Marxist. In fact, up until the
exchange, Žižek always distanced himself from Marxism. It was the subject of
jokes or illustrations of a particular Lacanian point, usually in terms of the old
Communist régimes in the former Yugoslavia or USSR, or in anecdotes about
the personal lives of Marx and Engels. Žižek did, after all, hail from a ‘former’
Communist country, and so it would not do to identify too closely with the
old guard (hence his running for president for a liberal reform party).
But let me pick up Judith Butler’s challenge to Žižek: Lacanian psychoanalysis in the end closes down any possibility for what is new, for a viable politics beyond capitalism. At two points in her rst contribution to the dialogues,
Butler comes back to the argument that psychoanalysis forbids any step out of
the system, that the way Žižek’s dialectic works is to generate an impasse at
the very point where such a break opens up. Firstly, on the question of hegemony, she recognises the astuteness of Žižek’s many recyclings of this move,
which, as I have pointed out above, relies on the notion that the remainder
or surplus, or conversely the lack, that which is left out, comes to be crucial
for the construction and viability of whatever is in question. Given that hegemony is not so much a description of the status quo but rather an inquiry into
the means of political change, the key issue is that of opposition to domination. But, according to the Hegelian and Lacanian logic that Žižek employs,
what happens is ‘that that very point of opposition is the instrument through
which domination works, and that we have unwittingly enforced the powers
of domination through our participation in its opposition’.5
Butler is puzzled, throwing a series of questions at Žižek that all hinge on
the impossibility of political action from within a Lacan read in terms of Hegel:
‘But where does one go from here?’ she asks. ‘Does the exposition of an aporia, even a constitutive aporia at the level of the linguistic performative, work
in the service of a counter-hegemonic project?’.6 Or, quite directly, where is
the possibility of something new, especially in a social and political direction?
In fact, what Žižek does, suggests Butler, is pursue the other dimension of
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hegemony, namely the myriad ways in which consent operates, particularly
to what constrains and limits us.
But what remains less clear to me is how one moves beyond such a dialectical
reversal or impasse to something new. How would the new be produced
from an analysis of the social eld that remains restricted to inversions,
aporias and reversals that work regardless of time and place? Do these
reversals produce something other than their own structurally identical
repetitions?7

Butler’s questions concern not only the closed circle of Lacanian analysis, in
which the break to something new is but another way we are contained within
the system, but also the perpetual suspension of the domains of politics and
history in the structures of Lacanian thought. In other words, how can Žižek
conceive of a viable politics that seeks to have some historical impact and that
remains within the aspirations of the Left? My argument here is that St Paul,
initially via Badiou, provides Žižek with the beginnings of an answer, one
that will set him on a path to Lenin.
But, rst, in the dialogues Žižek responds with a series of points – that Butler
has misunderstood Lacan on certain points, that the opposition between a
structural, ahistorical Lacan and the historical arena of politics is highly problematic, that we should not succumb to a premature historicising, that Lacan’s
arguments have a distinctly historical and political dimension to them – but
what is noticeable here is that Butler’s criticism bites. Compared to his earlier
texts, Žižek writes with a far greater political urgency, sounding more like
Jameson than the monogamous8 Lacanian mass-cultural aesthete (if such a
thing is possible) of some of his earlier material. In the dialogues, Marx is
far less the one who sits in the background amongst the jesters or nds himself usurped by Lacan: rather, he is the initial means for a Žižek seeking to
respond to the criticisms and become far more directly political.
Now, for Žižek, that which is left out, the unnameable and unrepresentable ground of the political possibilities both Butler and Laclau explore, the
conditions for the dispersed and shifting postmodern political subjectivities,
the background to Laclau’s historical narrative of the move from essentialist
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Marxism to the contingent politics of postmodernism, or to Butler’s account of
the shift from sexual essentialism to contingent sexual formation, is capitalism
itself. Or, rather, what we have here is not ‘a simple epistemological process
but part of the global change in the very nature of capitalist society’.9 Is this a
much more political Lacan? In fact, it is straight Marxist theory illuminated by
Lacan: the Real has become that which refuses to be historicised (the stages of
capitalism) and politicised (the economy, which simply cannot be changed).
What he is after is not the incompletion within a particular horizon but the
exclusion that constitutes the horizon itself.
For all his detailed response to Butler’s criticisms, her point remains valid,
it seems to me. Despite all these attempts to correct her perception of psychoanalysis and even of Hegel, the question concerning the political possibilities
of Lacanian psychoanalysis remains. As Butler points out in her second essay,
Žižek conates Lacan and Marx: capitalism becomes both the occluded and
unrepresentable Real of hegemonic struggles and the specic background of
those struggles. Or, in his effort to ‘patch’ Lacan into a Marxist framework,
Žižek argues that capitalism is the primary condition for hegemony and that
the subject as lack is the primary condition, without any explanation as to how
these two primary conditions – the one historicist and the other formalist –
relate to each other.10 In other words, when he wants to make a political point
Žižek turns to Marx; Lacan has to t in somehow.
Laclau makes a similar point, although in more detail. Somewhat nonplussed by Žižek’s overt Marxism in the dialogues, he writes:
I think that Žižek’s political thought suffers from a certain ‘combined and
uneven development’. While his Lacanian tools, together with his insight,
have allowed him to make considerable advances in the understanding of
ideological processes in contemporary societies, his strictly political thought
has not advanced at the same pace, and remains xed in very traditional
categories.11

Laclau castigates him for taking terms acritically from the Marxist tradition,
or more precisely from the writings of Marx himself and from the period of
the Russian Revolution, without any awareness of the subsequent debates
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and intellectual history of the terms (Gramsci, Trotsky, Austro-Marxism and
so on). Laclau cites the questions of ideology, class and capitalism, suggesting that Žižek’s assertions have little argument to back them up, and that
even then they are, at best, highly troubled. As far as Laclau is concerned, the
Marxist categories come as a collective deus ex machina to render his Lacanian
framework political – the obverse of Butler’s take, but the point is the same.
Laclau is, of course, much more enamoured with deconstruction than Žižek,
and he is suspicious of any Marxist category that has not gone through the
deconstructionist grinder. But the point remains: Žižek’s ‘discourse is schizophrenically split between a highly sophisticated Lacanian analysis and an
insufciently deconstructed traditional Marxism’.12
Žižek’s problem as it emerges in the dialogues lies, I would suggest, in
the ambiguity over the ‘cure’ provided by psychoanalysis. To put it crudely,
whereas Freud explicitly sought an end to the analytic process, worrying
when such a process failed (as with Dora), for Lacan the possibility of the
end remained an open question. Would the analysand nally be cured, or
was psychoanalysis a process without end? As Žižek point out in The Ticklish
Subject, for Lacan, psychoanalysis is not psychosynthesis: there is no new harmony, no new beginning for the subject. Instead, the desired moment is the
Void, a wiping the slate clean.13 However, at the point of the dialogues with
Butler and Laclau, he pursues two options. The rst is to place the problem
within Lacan’s own development:14 thus, the later Lacan devalues the paternal
function and the importance of the Oedipal conict and stresses that paternal
authority is an imposture, a temporary stabilisation. If the early Lacan was
given to conservative cultural criticism, then the later Lacan, especially from the
1960s, seeks a way out of this framework, to show that paternal authority,
the symbolic order, is a fraud. This is the Lacan of the Real, which shows
up the fragility of every symbolic constellation, that every historical guration of the limit of the Real is always susceptible to radical breakdown and
overhaul. And what is this Real? Capitalism itself. In other words, Lacan himself recognised the problem Butler identies within his own theory, and his
shift to emphasise the Real is his effort to deal with the problem of the closed
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circuit. But note what has happened here: the Real is capitalism. Even in the
very discussion of Lacan, Žižek’s second and preferred option for dealing
with the problem of both Butler and Laclau shows itself, namely the juxtaposition of Marx and Lacan.
But Žižek will need to do more than throw Lacan and Marx together;
rather than Lacan turning out to be a Marxist, or indeed Marx a Lacanian
avant la lettre, some mediation between them will need to come into play. In
response to Laclau’s criticism that he is insufciently aware of the Marxist
tradition, Žižek will become a Leninist. But, as I have suggested, the step to
Lenin, which is, at the same time, the necessary mediation between Lacan and
Marx, is Alain Badiou’s reading of Paul. Although Žižek relies on Badiou in
his post-’conversion’ books (The Fragile Absolute and On Belief ), the mediation is already in place by the time of the dialogues, although Žižek does not
utilise it at that point. I refer, of course, to the introduction of Badiou’s Paul in
The Ticklish Subject.

Of truth-events and sundry matters: the challenge of Badiou
Žižek needs Christianity, or more specically Paul and the New Testament to
crack the shell of Lacan. And Badiou gives him the strength to so do. Although
he refers to Badiou at various points in his earlier works,15 only with The Ticklish Subject, Žižek’s rst effort at a militantly political book,16 does Badiou
come to the fore. In Žižek’s search for the ‘unacknowledged kernel’17 of the
Cartesian cogito in the book as a whole, Badiou becomes the prime exhibit of
the post-Althusserians, those who developed their theories of the subject by
touching base with Althusser but then moving on. But what happens here
– and this is crucial – is that Žižek will still try to absorb Badiou into Lacan,
and when he will not t, then Lacan will do Badiou one better. Žižek needs to
do this, for now at least, since the problem Badiou raises is whether ‘psychoanalysis is not able to provide the foundation of a new political practice’.18
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In other words, in Žižek’s eyes, Badiou challenges him directly with the
problem raised by Butler, namely whether psychoanalysis remains within the
connes of that which is, the normal functioning of things, and cannot provide any possibility of the New. This is how Žižek formulates the challenge:
[F]or Badiou, what psychoanalysis provides is insight into the morbid
intertwining of Life and Death, of Law and desire, an insight into the
obscenity of the Law itself as the ‘truth’ of the thought and moral stance
that limit themselves to the Order of Being and its discriminatory Laws; as
such, psychoanalysis cannot properly render thematic the domain beyond
the Law, that is the mode of operation of delity to the Truth-Event – the
psychoanalytic subject is the divided subject of the (symbolic) Law, not the
subject divided between Law (which regulates the Order of Being) and Love
(as delity to the Truth-Event).19

Now, such a quotation risks fading into the mists of obscurity, for it relies
upon a whole panoply of Badiou’s philosophical and theological terminology,
but it is useful both as the recognition by Žižek of the fundamental challenge
to any Lacanian politics and as a summary of the terms and categories that
are important for Žižek’s engagement with Badiou. Even without lling in
the content of the various terms in the quotation, the distinctions and relationships between them are quite clear. Distinctions exist between: the order
of being and the truth-event; law and love; life and death; law and desire;
and the doubly split subject. The order of being is the realm of the law or,
rather, the law ‘regulates’ this order, whereas the truth-event is characterised
by love, that which produces delity to the truth-event (I will return to this
point below, for it is a slight misreading of Badiou). Another term has crept
in here, namely trust or delity (faith?), but I will put that aside. The order
of being is the writhing mass of law and desire, and life and death. These
related but different distinctions come out of Badiou’s exegesis of Paul’s letter to the Romans, especially the seventh chapter. (I will dispense with the
quaint ‘St.’ for Paul that Žižek and Badiou insist on using.) The challenge for
Žižek is that psychoanalysis, according to Badiou – and as we saw, Butler
as well, although in her own terms – is of the domain of being, of the law
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and its inextricable relation with desire, life and death. It cannot provide any
insight into the ‘domain beyond the Law’, namely the truth-event, which, for
Badiou, is the location of the political act and subject. As for the subject, we
have here a double split, one the split subject of psychoanalysis (in Badiou’s
terms, the subject caught in the tensions of law and desire) and the other the
split political subject of Paul’s thought, the one caught between the law and
love, between being and truth-event.
Let us explore these terms a little further, all the while watching for the
way Žižek responds to the challenge from Badiou. The key lies with Badiou’s
distinction between being and event. Being concerns the ‘state of things’. It is
the realm of knowledge, of ontology and mathematics proper (Badiou is also
a mathematician) and the mathematical problem with which being is concerned is the relationship between the one and the multiple. Being comprises
the pure multiple, as well as the endless multitude of everyday experience
and the ability to structure, or ‘count’ that experience as one, in terms of society, culture, politics and so on. Without going into the distinctions between
‘situation’, the ‘state of the situation’, ‘the state of things’, the reduplication
of symbolisation that leads both to the void (the realm of the pure multiple
before symbolisation) and the two forms of excess, Badiou’s notion of being is
a complex and detailed way of speaking about the status quo.
From the midst of the multiplicity of being bursts forth the event, emerging
from another realm entirely. Unforeseen, unpredictable, outside the realm of
knowledge, the event is localised, specic and contingent. It comprises the
truth for a particular situation (there is only one truth, but it is specic). It can
only be seen, from the welter of everyday life and experience, as springing
from the void, but, in doing so, it uncovers the excesses and repressions of the
situation. The favoured example here is the French Revolution, an event that
could not be predicted from the social, political and economic mix of French
society, and yet an event that exposed the lie of the ancien régime. However,
there is no such thing as an event pure and simple, for it needs the perception
and symbolisation of those who follow, a naming of the event that constitutes it as an event, a goal, a political operator that takes the form of militant
groups, and the subject. The subject is
the agent who, on behalf of the Truth-Event, intervenes in the historical
multiple of the situation and discerns/identies in it signs-effects of the
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Event. What denes the subject is his delity to the Event: the subject comes
after the Event and persists in discerning its traces within his situation.20

Paul is this agent, this subject, the one who names the truth-event, for it can
be a truth-event only after the fact, after the event has been inscribed into
language. For Badiou, Paul provides the primary example of the functioning of the truth-event. Žižek, however, drops one of Badiou’s main emphases: Paul is a ‘militant gure’21 who writes occasional pieces, letters, ‘militant
documents’,22 intervening in debates within the new groups he established.
In fact, what attracts Badiou to Paul is not merely that he acts like a militant
involved in a militant political group (the early Christians), but that he is the
militant par excellence, the one who sets the agenda for subsequent members
of the group. Given that Žižek is, after all, writing a militant political book, I
nd it passing strange that he should abandon Paul the militant. Rather, Paul
is an interpreter of an enigmatic ‘event’ that could never have happened. He
provides the ‘interpreting intervention’,23 the act of one who ‘speaks from a
subjectively engaged position’.24 To an external observer, the event remains
uncertain, it is not clear that there has been an event at all – the resurrection,
of course, provides the best instance – and so the engaged subject, the intervenor, is marked by his delity to the event, working tirelessly to discern
signs of the event and the persuade others as to its truth. If the event itself is
murky to an external observer, then the language of naming and formulating the truth-event is meaningless from the same perspective: Christian theology, with its terminology of the incarnation and resurrection, of the return
of Christ and the Last Judgement, of God and His acts in the world, seems
no more than the arcane projections of human beings themselves, pointlessly
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developing fantasies that relate to no objective reality. But then why do Paul
and the other early Christians devote themselves so passionately to such an
apparently empty cause?
As Žižek points out, for Badiou, Paul provides not merely the ultimate but
the founding instance of the truth-event. Yet it is not the content itself – the
resurrection – that is the key but the formal conditions of the truth-procedure:
[w]hat he provides is the rst detailed articulation of how delity to a
Truth-Event operates in its universal dimension: the excessive, surnuméraire
Real of a Truth-Event (‘Resurrection’) that emerges by Grace (i.e. cannot be
accounted for in the terms of the constituents of the given situation) sets
in motion, in the subjects who recognize themselves in its call, the militant
‘work of Love’, that is, the struggle to disseminate, with persistent delity,
this Truth in its universal scope, as concerning everyone.25

There are two elements of this quotation that will turn out to be crucial in
Žižek’s search for a materialist concept of grace. First, the form of Paul’s articulation of the truth-event is more important than the content. Very early in
his book, Badiou makes it clear that he is interested in the formal possibilities,
the ‘general procedure’ of Paul’s act and position rather than any fabulous
content:
If there has been an event, and if truth consists in declaring it and then in
being faithful to this declaration, two consequences follow. First, since truth
is evental, or of the order of what occurs, it is singular. . . . Second, truth
being inscribed on the basis of a declaration that is in essence subjective, no
preconstituted subset can support it; nothing communitarian or historically
established can lend its substance to the process of truth. . . . It is offered to
all, or addressed to everyone, without a condition of belonging being able
to limit this offer, or this address.26

Yet, for Badiou, the strength of Paul’s central claim – that Jesus is resurrected –
is that it is pure fable, that it is not tied to any element of the ‘earthly’ life of
Jesus, or, more generally, any historical conditions or causes. It is not falsiable or veriable in terms of the order of fact; that is, it is not even a miracle.
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The formal strength of Paul’s act allows him to structure a subject ‘devoid
of identity and suspended to an event whose only “proof” lies precisely in
its having been declared by a subject’.27 In other words, Paul’s breakthrough
– the contingency and particularity of the universal – lies precisely in the subject without identity (through the event, the resurrection that can be known
and named only by a subject) and the law without support (grace).
Here, we come across a curious slippage in Badiou’s text. If he does not
need a historical Jesus, unlike Eagleton, then he very much wants a historical
Paul.28 The effort to construct something resembling a biography of the militant Paul relies on the six ‘authentic’ letters (forgetting Philemon in the process, but at the same time eliding the scholarly Paul of the ‘authentic’ letters
and the historical individual himself), apart from the extraordinary exception
of the account of Paul’s ‘conversion’ on the road to Damascus in the book of
Acts. Indeed, the brackets of his assertion are telling: ‘(if, as we believe, in
this particular instance one can, for once and once only, trust that fabricated
biography of Paul that the New Testament presents under the title Acts of the
Apostles)’.29 One cannot help asking why the experience and naming of the
truth-event must be wrested from the realm of fable – the ‘fabricated biography’ of Acts – while the event so named, the resurrection, must by denition
remain rmly in that realm.
What of Žižek’s response to the resurrection? He is much more embarrassed
by the resurrection than Badiou. He needs to banish, as it were, the content
in order to allow the form to shine all the more brightly. Žižek speaks of the
resurrection in terms of a semblance of a truth-event, one that is not based
upon an actual event – it is a fable, a regression into obscurantism to insist on
such supernatural miracles. Badiou himself does not speak of it in this way:
the resurrection may not be open to scientic verication, but it is, in Paul’s
articulation, a genuine truth-event that is aeons away from what he calls the
pseudo-event. In fact, a little earlier, Žižek follows Badiou rather closely,
using the clearest examples of the October Revolution and Nazism to differentiate truth-event and pseudo-event. The difference? The Nazis appeared to
change everything so that they could save capitalism, keeping the situation
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fundamentally the same, whereas the Russian Revolution undermined and
overthrew the foundations of capitalism, putting the lie to the situation in
which the revolution arose. The key, then, is the way the event relates to its
situation rather than anything inherent to the event itself.
However, when he gets to the resurrection and Paul, Žižek can see nothing
but a semblance, a fake. The paradox is, then, that the paradigm of the truthevent should be based upon such a semblance. Žižek pushes Badiou on this
question, now comparing the fake of the resurrection with the Nazi ‘pseudoevent’. In the same way that Heidegger was seduced by a fake event, so also
was Paul. Rather than rendering Badiou’s argument meaningless – for him,
there is a clear demarcation between a truth-event and a pseudo-event – Žižek
suggests that the pseudo-event may point to the actual function of the truthevent. As a purely formal act of decision, the actuality of the event becomes
irrelevant: one’s faith in the event itself remains, a matter of religious commitment that lies beyond any argument for or against the veracity of the event.
As for the second element of the quotation above from The Ticklish Subject, I
am intrigued by the parenthetical comment on grace: ‘(i.e. cannot be accounted
for in the terms of the constituents of the given situation)’.30 I will speak more
about grace in the next section, for the main issue in Žižek’s effort to develop
a distinct political position is the search for a materialist notion of grace. He is,
of course, echoing Badiou’s language here. Žižek does not write of the entirely
undeserved gift of salvation, the irruption of God’s love for inexplicable reasons, but of the inability to account for grace in known terms. Now, even at
a formal level, this is vital, since it will become the means by which Žižek
himself is able to take up a properly political position. What I mean is that
Žižek gradually works himself out of the closed circle of psychoanalysis not
merely through Badiou and Paul but quite specically through the theological category of grace. In the same way that grace is inexplicable, entirely from
outside the system, so also Žižek will turn to Lenin in order to provide some
political bite. This is the content with which he will replace the theological
content of grace.
I have, of course, wilfully read Žižek’s comment in a particular way, for
in his discussion of Badiou in The Ticklish Subject he attempts to keep him
within his over-arching Lacanianism. However, the parentheses I discussed
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in the previous paragraph are telling, for they constitute a tear in the fabric
that will become all-important. For now, Žižek brings to bear his usual panoply of Lacanian categories, and this parenthetical comment can, of course,
be roped into those categories as well. Thus, grace, the truth-event named
by Paul, turns out to be ‘the intrusion of the traumatic Real that shatters the
predominant symbolic texture’.31 In fact, Paul and Lacan are inseparable in
Žižek’s discussion, for it is Badiou’s challenge to psychoanalysis, via Paul,
that Žižek must meet.
Thus far, I have really been concerned with the primary opposition with
which I began this section, namely between being and truth-event. What of
the other categories, of life and death, law and desire/sin, law and love, and
the double split of the subject? Badiou takes these distinctly Pauline categories and structures the realms of being and truth-event in their terms.32 Thus,
death belongs to the order of being, once we understand that death is not
biological death but a subjective stance, the way of the ‘esh’ that does not
know the truth-event of the resurrection of Christ. The subjective stance of
life, therefore, is living in light of the truth-event, the life of the ‘Spirit’ that
very much includes ones own body (no Platonic distinctions for Paul). And so
we get the wonderful play on these terms in Paul’s insistence that one must
‘die’ to this life, to sin or the life of the ‘esh’, in order to gain eternal life and
thereby overcome the other, physical, death. This position leads Badiou to
dissociate death and resurrection as sharply as Paul separates law and grace.
According to Badiou, the Resurrection is the key to Paul’s truth-event, so that
Christ’s death becomes a minor issue, one that merely informs us that God
became a human being. There is no necessary connection between Christ’s
death and resurrection; the Resurrection is the truth-event, the irruption of
the new, without any Hegelian mediation of the negative.
The law also, understood by Paul in the full sense of the Torah, the law of
the Hebrew Bible, also structures the order of being, the way life operates in
its normal, everyday sense. Thus we have a cosmos regulated by laws and
knowledge, and society kept together by a web of prohibitions. Žižek insists
in The Ticklish Subject on setting the law up against love, which then becomes
characteristic of the truth-event, or rather, delity to it. I am going to come
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back to this in a moment, for it sets him on the way to The Fragile Absolute as
he conveniently forgets that Paul’s primary opposition is between law and
grace.
For now, it is the rst split of the subject that intrigues me, namely that
between law and desire. This split subject is caught in the order of being, the
realm of the ‘esh’, of law, death and sin. In fact, sin becomes the autonomous
life of desire, brought to life by the law. It is also, for Badiou, the point at which
psychoanalysis touches Paul most closely33 and thereby the point where Žižek
must answer him. And so we get Romans 7, with its entwinement of law
and sin, the subject of the law and his conscious ego, prohibition and desire,
the tension of the desires themselves, conscious obedience and unconscious
transgression, in short psychoanalytic jouissance. Or, as Badiou puts it with
regard to Romans 7, ‘All of Paul’s thinking here points towards a theory of
the subjective unconscious, structured through the opposition life/death’.34
Following Badiou, Žižek puts Romans 7 in the foreground, for it brings out
starkly Badiou’s objection. I quote it in full:35
What then shall we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet, if it had not
been for the law, I should not have known sin. I should not have known what
it is to covet if the law had not said, ‘You shall not covet’. But sin, nding
opportunity in the commandment, wrought in me all kinds of covetousness.
Apart from the law sin lies dead. I was once alive apart for the law, but when
the commandment came, sin revived and I died; the very commandment
which promised life proved to be death to me. For sin, nding opportunity
in the commandment, deceived me and by it killed me. So the law is holy,
and the commandment is holy and just and good.
Did that which is good, then, bring death to me? By no means! It was
sin, working death in me through what is good, in order that sin might
be shown to be sin, and through the commandment might become sinful
beyond measure. We know that the law is spiritual; but I am carnal, sold
under sin. I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want,

33

See Badiou 2003, pp. 79–84.
Badiou 2003, p. 80.
35
Contrary to Žižek, I quote from the Revised Standard Version, since the RSV
does not attempt to provide ‘inclusive language’. Žižek’s preferred New Revised
Standard Version obfuscates the bias of New-Testament Koine Greek, particularly
with regard to gender.
34

352 • Chapter Seven
but I do the very thing I hate. Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that
the law is good. So then it is no longer I that do it, but sin which dwells
within me. For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my
esh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good
I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. Now if I do what I do not
want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin which dwells within me.
So I nd it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.
For I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but I see in my members
another law at war with the law of my mind and making me captive to the
law of sin which dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who
will deliver me from this body of death? (Romans 7: 7–24)

The anti-dialectical Badiou pushes this text and others to a radical opposition between law and grace, but he must dispense with Paul’s comments that
the law is holy and good and just and spiritual, and that sin is at fault rather
than the law itself (Žižek omits verses 12–14 and 19–24, while Badiou neglects
verse 24). However, I am not so much interested in the validity or otherwise
of Badiou’s exegesis, nor even in offering a detailed exegesis of the text myself
(no matter how tempting that may be), but in the challenge it poses to Žižek.
This is why I let the quotation run on to the question in verse 24: ‘Who will
deliver us from this body of death?’
Soon afterwards, Žižek quotes Lacan’s gloss on this passage from Romans 7:
Is the Law the Thing? Certainly not. Yet I can only know of the Thing by
means of the Law. In effect, I would not have had the idea to covet it if
the Law hadn’t said: ‘Thou shalt not covet it’. But the Thing nds a way
by producing in me all kinds of covetousness thanks to the commandment,
for without the Law the Thing is dead. But even without the Law, I was
once alive. But when the commandment appeared, the Thing ared up,
returned once again, I met my death. And for me, the commandment that
was supposed to lead to life turned out to lead to death, for the Thing
found a way and thanks to the commandment seduced me; through it I
came to desire death.
I believe that for a little while now some of you at least have begun to
suspect that it is no longer I who have been speaking. In fact, with one
small change, namely, ‘Thing’ for ‘sin’, this is the speech of Saint Paul on
the subject of the relations between the law and the sin in the Epistle to the
Romans, Chapter 7, paragraph 7. . . .

The Conversion of Slavoj Žižek • 353
The relationship between the Thing and the Law could not be better
dened that in these terms. . . . The dialectical relationship between desire and
the Law causes out desire to are up only in relation to the Law, through
which it becomes the desire for death. It is only because of the Law that
sin . . . takes on an excessive, hyperbolic character. Freud’s discovery – the
ethics of psychoanalysis – does it leave us clinging to that dialectic?36

Analogous to the question of Paul – ‘Who will deliver us from this body of
death?’ – Žižek makes much more of Lacan’s question: ‘Freud’s discovery
– the ethics of psychoanalysis – does it leave us clinging to that dialectic?’ Paul
is, of course, much clearer about the answer: as the verses that immediately
precede Romans 7: 7 make clear, we must ‘die to the law through the body of
Christ’ so that we ‘serve not under the old written code but in the new life of
the Spirit’.37 It is none other than Badiou’s truth-event, the lightning bolt that
breaks up the order of being and scatters the writhing mass of law/desire. In
Žižek’s terms, this is where the second division of the subject comes to the
fore, for the rst split subject, the one torn between desire and its prohibition,
is actually part of the way of death, esh and the law. The more fundamental
division now comes into play as the way of life, spirit and love overcomes the
former. Or, in Badiouese, the dening split is between being and the truthevent itself.
But what of Lacan? How does he answer his own question, which might be
paraphrased as ‘is there an end to psychoanalysis?’ Before we turn to Žižek’s
response, let me point out Badiou’s own comment that Žižek seems to neglect.
Writing of Paul’s insistence that the Christ-event brings the believer to the
moment of weakness, the identication as the ‘refuse’ or ‘offscouring’ of the
world (Badiou quotes 1 Corinthians 4: 13), he then turns to Lacan:
One will note consonance with certain Lacanian themes concerning the
ethics of the analyst: at the end of the treatment, the latter must, similarly,
consent to occupy the position of refuse so that the analysand may endure
some encounter with his or her real.38
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For Badiou’s Paul, that ‘Real’ is the object of Christian discourse, namely the
pure event itself, that which has no grounding in any known system. In other
words, the resurrection is the Real because it is not real: it is mere fable.39
However close this might be to Lacan, for Žižek, it is all too positive (he
will charge Badiou with both Platonism and Kantianism). The fundamental
difference is that, for Badiou, this ‘Real’ breaks down all that has gone before
(being) and constitutes a radically new subjectivity. For Žižek, however, the
Real is that which simultaneously threatens and sustains both the order of
being (or the symbolic) and anything new that might arise. Badiou’s truthevent will fall foul of the Real; it will simply not be able to break free.
Let me return to the question of the end of psychoanalysis in order to explicate Žižek’s response more fully: his ‘aye’ to the possibility of the end of psychoanalysis is less than condent, a little too close to a ‘nay’. At rst he brings
forth the ethical maxim ‘ne pas céder sur son désir’, do not give up on your
desire, although he needs to redene desire here not as transgressive desire
generated by the law, as the desire that generates jouissance but as the ethical duty to be faithful to desire itself. Not so happy with such an answer, he
passes quickly to the next, which is that psychoanalysis ultimately seeks to
wipe the slate clean, to confront a void, a moment of negativity that both
opens up the possibility of something radically new (the ‘Cause’ or the ‘TruthEvent’) and yet holds a question mark over it. The crucial moment for Lacan
is, therefore, death:
what ‘Death’ stands for at its most radical is not merely the passing of
earthly life, but the ‘night of the world’, the self-withdrawal, the absolute
contraction of subjectivity, the severing of links with ‘reality’.40

In psychoanalytic terms, the zone beyond the mess of law and desire is the
death drive. In his perpetual effort to explicate a particular point of Lacan,
Žižek stacks one description on top of another. The death drive functions
beyond the status quo; it is the necessary obverse of any truth-event, the Void
that is much more fundamental than that truth-event: ‘the uncanny domain
beyond the Order of Being is what he calls the domain “between the two
deaths”, the pre-ontological domain of monstrous spectral apparitions, the
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domain that is “immortal” ’.41 For Lacan, this is the lamella, the amoeba-like
libido, immortal, irrepressible, indestructible, a living ‘organ’ that does not
exist.42 Lacan is a little more ippant than Žižek who wants to dig into the horrible rotting heap that constitutes the end of psychoanalysis, the break from
what Badiou calls the order of being. Like Eagleton, Žižek throws out terms
and phrases in order to gain yet another angle on this disgusting clot that
seems to clog any possibility of Badiou’s truth-event: indivisible remainder,
little piece of the Real, surplus enjoyment, scum of humanity, the excrement
that fell out of God’s anus (this is ‘man’ according to Martin Luther), or, more
bluntly, and in an echo of Eagleton, a ‘mere piece of shit’.43
Unlike Eagleton, or indeed Badiou and Butler, Žižek would like to take his
stand with psychoanalysis, at this point at least, and so he edges ever closer
to what I will discuss in more detail in the next section, namely the constitutive exception. If he has been skirting this leitmotiv of his work with the void
that is the end of psychoanalysis, the break out of the vicious circle of law and
desire, with perhaps an occasional hint (the void always hangs over any new
beginning, any cause or truth-event), it rings out clearly when he gets to the
subject. For Badiou, Paul is the political subject par excellence, the agent who
names the truth-event and constitutes a group of followers marked by their
delity to the truth-event. For Žižek, however, the subject is constituted by a
double-bind: the effort to ll the ontological gap sustains that very gap:
‘Subjectivity’ is a name for this irreducible circularity, for a power which does
not ght an external resisting force (say, the inertia of the given substantial
order), but an obstacle that is absolutely inherent, which ultimately ‘is’ the
subject itself.44

In the end, Žižek opts for a thoroughly dialectical position: no truth-event
without its obscene obverse, no subject without the gap that the subject sustains in the very act of attempting to overcome it, and, Butler would argue, no
historical and progressive political act without the ahistorical bar that destabilises it. For Badiou, this is a betrayal of the truth-event, an indelity that
denies the contingent emergence of the subject through the truth-event.
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The upshot of all this, particularly on the political register at which Žižek
is operating, is a negative one. Suspicious of Badiou’s notion of the Platonic
truth-event, Žižek offers a warning that drains the enthusiasm of any political
movement:
If there is an ethico-political lesson of psychoanalysis, it consists in the
insight into how the great calamities of our century (from the Holocaust
to the Stalinist désastre) are not the result of our succumbing to the morbid
attraction of this Beyond but, on the contrary, the result of our endeavour
to avoid confronting it and to impose the direct rule of the Truth and/or
Goodness.45

In his debates with Butler and Laclau, Žižek perpetually returned to this point,
although with myriad variations. More fundamental that any political act, or
truth-event, is the yawning void, the moment of radical negativity that destabilises any act. So what is the authentic political act? It is one that engages
at the level of the constitutive exception itself. And, for Žižek, this is none
other than the Real, and so an authentic act can only be negative, one that is
unnameable [innomable]. Or, to put it in Badiou’s terms, the event itself simultaneously structures the order of ‘being’ at the same time that it destabilises
it. Less the break from being, the event is the traumatic moment that enables
being itself. Žižek always risks disappearing into the ether of theory, but the
nal point is crucial for the next step of Žižek’s search for a political position.
I cannot help but feel that Žižek is almost at a dead end with the unnameable political act that intervenes in the realm of the Real. I hardly need to point
out that he is still locked into the Lacanian universe, which manifests itself in
the form of his argument: for any position that someone may put up, there is
always a more fundamental element upon which such a position relies. The
position in question (here Badiou’s) thereby becomes a mode of avoiding or
screening what is in effect the constitutive exception. But it does not leave
Žižek much room to move in.
What happens next is rather astounding: for all his criticism of Badiou in The
Ticklish Subject, he will follow Badiou into the New Testament in The Fragile
Absolute. Four things are important in this respect. First, in the dialogues
(which, we must remember, follow The Ticklish Subject), Judith Butler will
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repeat, in her own fashion, Badiou’s criticisms of psychoanalysis on which
Žižek focuses and which he feels compelled to answer in such detail. If, in The
Ticklish Subject, he is much more condent of his answers, by the dialogues
the criticisms start to bite. That Laclau should come in and point out his rather
unsophisticated Marxism adds sting from another quarter.
Secondly, the crucial question that Žižek has raised again in The Ticklish
Subject, namely the end of psychoanalysis, will continue to haunt him. In his
engagement with Badiou, the issue becomes how one might break out of the
order of being, where the interplay of law and desire, prohibition and sin,
dominates one’s individual and collective life. Over against the truth-event,
Žižek stresses the negative, the force of the death drive and so on. In the end,
all he can say is that any new political act or movement must remind itself of
the morass that the movement itself seeks to obfuscate, the seething underside that will rot the bottom out of the act. The Fragile Absolute marks the (mistaken) beginning of a much more positive answer that he is willing to name
– Christian love, or agape.
Thirdly, I am intrigued by an echo or two of Lacan in Žižek’s text. Initially,
there is the copied slip from Lacan, with a slight variation. Lacan refers to ‘the
relations between the law and sin in the Epistle to the Romans, Chapter 7,
paragraph 7’, whereas Žižek writes of ‘probably the (deservedly) most
famous passage in his [Paul’s] writings, Chapter 7, verse 7, in the Epistle to
the Romans’.46 Lacan might just get away with his ‘paragraph 7’ but not Žižek
with his ‘verse 7’. For Žižek in fact quotes verses 7–11 and 15–18 while Lacan
glosses verses 7–11. A triing point, a slip perhaps, a sign of less than a precise
reading of the New Testament? I hardly need to point out that in psychoanalysis the error is more signicant than the explicit content of the argument,
especially when the pupil exacerbates the slip of the master.
But where does such a slip lead? Parapractically, it runs away to a much
more substantial misreading of both Paul and Badiou. Thus Lacan writes,
‘Saint Paul’s Epistle is a work that I recommend to you for your vacation reading; you will nd it very good company’.47 Žižek has, to all appearances, taken
Lacan at his word, although now focused on the master: ‘everyone who aims
at really understanding Lacan’s Écrits should read the entire text of Romans
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and Corinthians in detail’.48 I assume he means 1 and 2 Corinthians, both normally regarded in New-Testament scholarship as ‘authentic’ letters. However,
note what has happened: Lacan speaks of Paul, the law and ethics directly in
The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, not in Écrits. The slip concerning paragraph 7 of
Romans 7 – aggravated by Žižek – comes from the Ethics, as does the warm
recommendation from Lacan to read Paul over the holidays. In other words,
Paul, especially with his concern over the law, belongs to the domain of
ethics. This is an extraordinary move, for Paul is not particularly interested
in ethics or, in its more base form, moralising. Surely the issue is grace, not
ethics? And yet, the problem for Žižek is that any viable politics seems to
require an ethical stand, perhaps even a code of ethics. Back to the slip: Žižek’s
claim that Romans and Corinthians would help one understand the Écrits can
now be read as Žižek’s own effort to hide the obscene truth of his own position, namely that he will become a Pauline ethicist!
How does such an oxymoron develop in Žižek’s work? This brings me
to the fourth point. It is telling that when Žižek does nally allow himself
a direct political comment in the midst of the heavy theory he speaks of the
‘ethico-political lesson of psychoanalysis’.49 The connection could hardly be
closer: politics is ethics in a hyphenated fashion that merges the two zones.
He makes a comparable move when he speaks of Badiou’s truth-event. Let
me quote him rst:
One must thus avoid the pitfalls of the morbid masochist morality that
perceives suffering as inherently redeeming: this morality remains within
the connes of the law (which demands from us a price for the admission
to Eternal Life), and is thus not yet at the level of the properly Christian
notion of Love.50

And then:
On the other hand, we have the more radical division between this entire
domain of the Law/desire, of the prohibition generating its transgression,
and the properly Christian way of Love which marks a New Beginning, breaking
out of the deadlock of Law and its transgressions.51
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In both cases, the contrast between being and truth-event becomes one
between law and love. If the order of being is the domain of law, then the
truth-event and delity to it, characterised by Paul and the early Christian
communities, belongs to the way of love, or rather ‘the properly Christian
way of Love [agape].’ Innocent enough at rst sight, but there has been a profound shift from Badiou’s emphasis on grace. As Žižek will admit later, the
truth-event is but a laicised or materialist version of grace. And yet, in these
quotations, the point escapes him, for he replaces grace with love. The shift
takes place in this sentence: ‘there is another dimension, the dimension of
True Life in Love, accessible to all of us through grace’.52 Unfortunately, for
Paul, as for Badiou, love is not the same as grace. Even as agape, as ‘Christian
Love’, such love cannot escape the bounds of the law. Love may follow grace,
but it is not the same as grace.
The biggest miss, then, of Žižek’s discussion of Badiou is grace itself, particularly in light of Badiou’s extensive treatment of grace in his Paul book.53 I
will return to these pages in the next section. At this point, in Žižek’s engagement with Badiou in The Ticklish Subject, he is caught up in Badiou’s challenge
to psychoanalysis. In gathering a psychoanalytic response, Žižek nds that
he needs to draw upon the well of Lacanian ethics, even to the point of copying and then expanding the master’s errors. And this is the trap, for ethics is
hardly the best response to the argument that the law has been overcome by
grace. The result: Žižek perpetuates the realm of law with his emphasis on
love rather than grace, for love is still an ethical category, one that enjoins
appropriate behaviour (so the famous text from 1 Corinthians 13 that Žižek
will quote later – ‘love is patient, love is kind . . .’). Lacan’s reading of Paul in
his Ethics of Psychoanalysis, as also Žižek’s attempt to produce a political position from Lacan, cannot escape the domain of ethics. There Žižek will remain
for the duration of The Fragile Absolute.

Materialist grace?
Thus far, I have not made much of Žižek’s Roman-Catholic side, which we
will nd in full swing in The Fragile Absolute, particularly in light of its ending
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in the cul-de-sac of the ethics of love. On Belief, however, throws all of this
out of the political window, realising that, in the previous book, he was still
locked into the realm of the law. Instead of drawing moral lessons for us from
the writings of Paul, Žižek’s slogan here may as well be the Reformers’ slogan
non sub lege sed sub gratia, not under the law but under grace. It is as though
he has re-enacted the move of the Protestant Reformers from the rst book to
the second. For On Belief is a very Protestant, if not Reformed book, one that
runs down the doctrine of grace until it blurts out all of its dirty little secrets
– human beings cannot effect salvation on their own, there is no prot whatsoever in good works, and the worst thing you can do is look for a political
ethics in theology. The Puppet and the Dwarf, by contrast, is a curious amalgam
of the positions of the previous two books, revisiting them in many ways.
Thus, Žižek immerses himself fully in the question of love in Chapter Four
of The Puppet and the Dwarf only to shift to the question of grace in the fth,
where we do in fact nd the resolution of his long search for a materialist
doctrine of grace.
This search is the major question for me. For Žižek, the point to all of this
is to nd a means to break out of the liberal-capitalist hegemony, as he puts
it, a way to cut his way through the absolute ground for any political thought
and action, namely capitalism. I have argued above that it is also an effort
to extract himself from the political dead-end of Lacanian psychoanalysis.
Now that Žižek has strayed – no, boldly stepped – into the domain of dour
Protestants, I can engage with him much more closely.
However, Žižek’s search for that elusive materialist theory of grace emerges
earlier, in the lead-up to his discussion of Badiou in The Ticklish Subject. Not
entirely happy with the results of the search there, missing one of Badiou’s
great emphases in the same book, waylaid in the ethical byway of The Fragile
Absolute (2000), he will only nd the track again in On Belief (2001). But I will
backtrack, returning to the pages of The Ticklish Subject that precede his reections on Badiou. Only then will I move on to the two later books, breaking
that discussion with a return to Badiou and his discussion of grace.
A glimpse
Žižek begins his search for a materialist theory of grace by attempting to
divest grace of its theological content and stressing its purely formal character,
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although now in a strictly decisionist or voluntarist sense. It is not the fact that
God predestines certain individuals to salvation and others to damnation that
is important, but the decision or act itself. Žižek will then attempt to materialise grace in terms of the constitutive exception. Readers of Žižek will be
familiar with the endless variations of this idea, usually in terms of the Real,
objet petit a, and so on.
The problem, at least at this stage, is that I am not sure that it works, since
he must understand both the Protestant doctrine of grace and texts from the
New Testament at a curious slant. As for the former, he unrolls the standard
format of the opposition between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism in
terms of good works versus predestination, salvation by means of the law or
by grace:
In traditional Catholicism, salvation depends on earthly good deeds; in the
logic of Protestant predestination, earthly deeds and fortunes (wealth) are
at best an ambiguous sign of the fact that the subject is already redeemed
through the inscrutable divine act – that is, he is not saved because he is
rich or did good deeds, he accomplishes good deeds or is rich because he
is saved. . . . Crucial here is the shift from act to sign: from the perspective
of predestination, a deed becomes a sign of the predestined divine
decision.54

Not particularly nuanced, but it does capture the fundamental difference
between Protestantism and Roman Catholicism, at least as that difference
came out of the Reformation (Luther’s revolt against indulgences, penance
and so forth). Roman Catholics will point out that grace is central there too,
although mediated necessarily through the Church, and Protestants will
point out that predestination by no means exhausts the possibilities of the
Reformers’s breakthrough. From Arminius through Erasmus to Paul Tillich,
Protestants have found predestination unacceptable, for it renders God just
a little too arbitrary and allows human beings no scope for the role of free
will or, indeed, the possibility of doing anything on their own. And yet, both
Luther (in a milder form) and Calvin asserted the centrality of predestination
in any theology worthy of the name. I am not sure about Žižek’s throwing

54

Žižek 1999, p. 116.

362 • Chapter Seven

wealth in along with good deeds as a sign of predestination (I suspect that
Weber is responsible for this addition), and I am intrigued by the suggestion
that Protestantism, understood particularly in terms of the doctrine of predestination, marks the shift from act to sign. For the Reformers dened grace in
terms of predestination and made it the benchmark of Christianity. However,
Žižek’s description of the transition from act to sign focuses the question of
grace on good works, on obeying the law. To put it crudely, once good works
shift from being the means of salvation to the fruits of salvation then one constantly seeks such indications that a person is one of the elect.
Yet, I want to pick up the ambiguity of Žižek’s ‘at best’ in the preceding
quotation, since it seems to me that we have here the spoor of the central element of the Reformers’ theology of grace. For what has left its trace on the
way out of Žižek’s text is the question of salvation. Rather than worry about
the status of good works, or even the paradox of election, if we put salvation
to the fore, then there is a more fundamental rearrangement: human beings
are not responsible for salvation, God is. For it is by God’s inscrutable act that
we are saved and not through any act on our part. And, for the Reformers, this
is grace: we rely entirely on God; salvation comes from outside the system,
outside any life of virtue. This emphasis is crucial if we want to understand
Žižek’s search for a materialist theory of grace. No longer the rearrangement
of works, grace in this light ceases to be the constitutive exception.
Reading backwards in The Ticklish Subject from the quotation I made above,
we come to the second problem (his interpretation of biblical texts) with his
attempt to develop a materialist grace by means of the constitutive exception.
What he seeks is a suspension of the ethical, and this is embodied in the supposed words of Jesus that he quotes from Luke’s Gospel:55 ‘If anyone comes
to me and does not hate his father and his mother, his wife and his children,
his brothers and sisters – yes, even his own life – he cannot be my disciple’
(Luke 14: 26).56 Žižek’s exegesis is intriguing: ‘Christ calls on his followers
to obey and respect their superiors in accordance with established customs
and to hate and disobey them, that is, to cut all human links with them’.57
Intriguing – since the verse from Luke has not so much superiors in mind as
the ties of blood, and even these are the most immediate ties, the ones that
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would much later be classied as the nuclear family. Setting the verse in the
context of the immediate pericope in Luke would help as well: after the verse
Žižek quotes, we nd two examples that focus on the issue of counting the
cost of discipleship. Unlike the cautious tower-builder or the judicious king
about to go to war against superior forces, a disciple does not weigh up the
pros and cons, carefully planning his or her discipleship so that it is workable.
The follower of the movement has no concern for making a decision after
careful consideration. Luke has Jesus conclude, ‘So therefore, whoever of you
does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple’ (Luke 14: 33). There
is little respect for one’s superiors here, unless, of course, we put Jesus in that
category, but that is to draw in an element from later theology.
Renouncing all that one has, or losing one’s life for Christ’s sake is not quite
the same as rejecting everything that is most precious to us so that ‘later, we
get it back, but as an expression of Christ’s will, mediated by it’.58 What do we
get back? Established ethical norms or mores. Everything is the same, except
that now Christ dispenses it to us. In fact, Luke’s text provides the workings
of Badiou’s truth-event, even though Badiou needs Paul to make his argument and Žižek has yet to get to Badiou in The Ticklish Subject. But Žižek is on
the track of the constitutive exception, one that has appeared before on countless occasions in his never-ending monograph.
What Žižek has done here is quite simply to read the New Testament in a
Lacanian direction. Later, when he becomes more enamoured with the revolutionary possibilities of Christology and the New Testament, his readings
of biblical texts will become either a mix of Lacan and theology, or he will
dispense with Lacan entirely and exercise some hitherto unknown theological muscles, however abby and underused they might be.59 In other words,
for Žižek, the biblical texts and theology operate in a seamless continuum,
untroubled by any breaks and ruptures, much more so than Bloch or Benjamin
whom I considered some time ago. This is a rather odd thing for Žižek to do,
given his own liking for subversive readings, ones that cast a whole new light
on a position or an argument. And yet, as my discussion of Žižek’s beloved
Luke 14: 26 shows, the text and theology – at least Žižek’s way of doing
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theology – do not necessarily work together. By and large, however, I am
more interested in his theological positions per se, for which the texts become
supports or proof-texts.
So we nd that, in order to make his argument for a materialist theory of
grace stick, Žižek must read the quotation he takes from Luke in this way:
Jesus’s call to discipleship is another version of the constitutive exception, the
renunciation of the substance of social life – a curious expansion on the ties
of kin that only now makes sense – is necessary for that substance to exist as
such. One can have family, social order, established customs only by rejecting
them, for the exception is that which holds the whole shakey system together.
One establishes ethical norms through their rejection. The problem with all of
this is that the militant rejection of kin and of oneself in order to be a disciple
does not partake of this logic.
This exception will become important as I loop back to the Protestant break.
Žižek reads the assertion of grace as a fundamental realignment of good works:
the constitutive exception of grace establishes the possibility of good works.
In fact, Žižek is reworking the whole Protestant Reformation in a materialist
register; the Roman-Catholic default position – that salvation is a reward for
good works – misses the point. In this light, grace is that which is outside the
system and yet sustains it. Yet his brief dip into the New Testament – a taste
of his longer discussion of Badiou to come – hardly sustains his argument,
nor indeed does the doctrine of grace. For the Protestant point about grace
is that salvation is completely undeserved, not that it provides a realignment
of the question of good works. Žižek will come to this Protestant position by
the time of On Belief. However, by then, he will need to ditch the over-arching
framework of psychoanalysis as a formal parallel to the doctrine of grace.
The cul-de-sac of ethics and love
The materialist grace on which Žižek has xed his political hopes has become
somewhat slippery. Let me turn, then, to The Fragile Absolute, On Belief and The
Puppet and the Dwarf. All three books are very similar in structure, giving over
roughly the rst half or more to an effort to depict the current situation under
global capitalism and then the distinctly political option that Christianity provides. Structurally, then, the three books are very similar to Badiou’s Saint
Paul, which addresses the urgent need for a new militant political model. If
there is a difference between the three books in the rst part, it lies in the
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content: The Fragile Absolute concerns itself more with an analysis of the political and economic nature of capitalism, whereas On Belief and The Puppet and
the Dwarf focus on the ideological and spiritual malaise of late capitalism,
all the way from the ideology of the commodity and its empty promise, like
the ‘Kinder Surprise’ egg 60 to the tension between excess and denial in coffee
without caffeine, war without casualties and so on.61
I do not want to spend too much time on the earlier sections of these books,
except to note a profound shift in the way he organises the discussion. The
rst part of both books is heavily Lacanian and Marxist. He answers Laclau’s
charge that he is split schizophrenically between a highly developed Lacanian
analysis and an underdeveloped Marxist one not by becoming more Marxist,
but in a more creative conjunction of the two. Just like Marx, Lacan’s theory
provides the best theoretical frame for grasping the totality of capitalism, all
the way from the perverse forms of postmodern art to the inexorable and
internal operation of global capitalism in which transgression is indispensable for the functioning of capitalism.
In The Fragile Absolute, before he gets to his Christian response, Žižek makes
one major argument with this Marxist-Lacanian analysis, namely that capitalism is the Real, the constitutive exception par excellence. Of course, he rst made
this point and was castigated for it in the dialogues with Butler and Laclau.
The lengthy analysis here (burning up almost one hundred pages of text)
functions, in many respects, as a detailed reply to his critics. The Real, then, is
the ‘inexorable “abstract” spectral logic of Capital’,62 except that now it marks
a gap between Capital and the reality of people involved in the processes of
production and distribution. If the former simply cannot be represented in
any way, except through makeshift terms such as ‘Capital’, then the latter is
everywhere present. And, for Žižek, it is precisely this gap that is the problem:
the violence of Capital lies in the abstraction or ‘spectrality’ of a self-enhancing
and self-fecundating Capital, one that pursues prot with a sheer disregard
for the people involved. Unable to represent it in any adequate form, we can
at least speak of capitalism’s victims.63
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The question, when he nally gets to the distinct contribution of the
Christian legacy in The Fragile Absolute, is whether Christianity merely manifests the logic of Lacan’s constitutive exception or whether it breaks out of that
logic. This is the question he puts to himself, one that he dares raise only late:
‘Or does it [Christianity] endeavour to break out of the very vicious cycle of
Law/sin?’64 Again: ‘Or does Christianity, on the contrary, endeavour to break
the very vicious cycle of prohibition that generates the desire to transgress it,
the cycle described by Saint Paul in Romans 7:7?’.65 And again:
However, this superego dialectic of the transgressive desire engendering
guilt is not the ultimate horizon of Christianity: as Saint Paul makes clear,
the Christian stance, at its most radical, involves precisely the suspension
of the vicious cycle of Law and its transgressive desire. How are we to
resolve this deadlock?66

This ‘vicious cycle’ is, of course, quite familiar from Žižek’s engagement with
Badiou. It is also a shorthand way of referring to the lengthy discussion of
capitalism that precedes this question. But I cannot get over the incessant repetition. The same questions in exactly the same terms recur again and again,
until we get this rush:
What if the split between the symbolic Law and the obscene shadowy
supplement of excessive violence that sustains it is not the ultimate horizon
of our experience? What if this entanglement of Law and its spectral double
is precisely what, in the famous passage from Romans 7:7, Saint Paul
denounces as that which the intervention of the Christian agape (love as
charity) enables us to leave behind? What if the Pauline agape, the move
beyond the mutual implication of Law and sin, is not the step towards the full
symbolic integration of the particularity of Sin into the universal domain of
the Law, but its exact opposite, the unheard-of gesture of leaving behind the
domain of the Law itself, of ‘dying to the Law’, as Saint Paul put it (Romans
7:5)? In other words, what if the Christian wager is not Redemption in the
sense of the possibility for the domain of the universal Law retroactively
to ‘sublate’ – integrate, pacify, erase – its traumatic origins, but something
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radically different, the cut into the Gordian knot of the vicious cycle of Law
and its founding Transgression?67

Žižek faces his own trauma – hence the delay and then incessant repetition
of questions – of the limits of psychoanalysis. Behind each question lie the
gures of Badiou, Butler and Laclau. Each time Žižek asks whether this is the
ultimate horizon, whether it is possible to leave behind the domain of the law,
whether there is a ‘cut into the Gordian knot’, whether we can break out of the
vicious cycle of law and transgressive desire. Similarly, as The Fragile Absolute
draws to a close, we get a run of examples, all the way from Stephen King’s
‘Rita Hayworth and the Shawshank Redemption’ to Toni Morrison’s Beloved
and back again. Even Christ’s crucixion joins the list, an ominously endless
repetitive list of examples of breaking out from the trap of the law. And yet,
repetition is the sign of a failed effort to deal with trauma. How does Žižek fail
in The Fragile Absolute? A rift opens up between the Lacanian framework that
he cannot leave behind and the notion of agape. But Žižek refuses to see the
rift, or in psychoanalytic terms, the Void that opens up.
For what Žižek does in The Fragile Absolute is haul in love to do the hard
work of grace. Thus, love apparently empowers him to break with the constitutive exception, to face the obscene supplement and stare it down, and it
allows him to hang on to Lacan and not dump him on a quiet country road.
All you need is love, seemingly. But love is not grace – even though we might
want to argue for a gracious love, a love that sides with grace – and so it gets
Žižek nowhere near the break he seeks, from Lacan and/or from the constitutive exception. But let us look more closely at how this happens in The Fragile
Absolute, for the specic reason of identifying it as something to avoid.
To begin with, Žižek offers exegeses of two biblical texts, the rst Luke
14: 26 and the second 1 Corinthians 13. The text from Luke is, of course, the
same one that Žižek called on in The Ticklish Subject.68 At that moment, he read
Jesus’s call to discipleship in terms of the constitutive exception: one must
renounce everything for the sake of Christ in order to get it back. Or, rather,
the necessary condition for social life itself – family, social order, established
customs, in short the whole panoply of a Christian society – is its renunciation, which is then the exception that holds everything together. It seems as
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though Žižek has taken to heart my criticisms of this reading, purely in terms
of the context in Luke’s Gospel, for, by now, Luke 14: 26 is not the constitutive
exception of the social order but the very means of breaking from it: ‘it is love
itself that enjoins us to “unplug” from the organic community into which we
were born’.69 In a pattern that has become thoroughly familiar, Žižek throws
together a whole series of variations on this unplugging, uncoupling, or as
he will call it in the nal section, the ‘breakout’: the Buddha, Christianity and
Kierkegaard join the Jesus of Luke’s Gospel who speaks not about ‘hatred’
– ‘If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and his mother . . .’ (Luke
14: 26) – but the love of both Galatians 3: 28 and of 1 Corinthians 13.
As for 1 Corinthians 13, he will throw it in with Romans 7, so much so that
the message of Romans 7 is that of 1 Corinthians 13. In the quotation above,
Paul already speaks of agape in Romans, at least for Žižek. Of course, Paul
does not mention love at all in Romans 7: 7 (that Lacanian error once again),
let alone in the verses surrounding it in Chapter 7 as a whole. By contrast,
1 Corinthians 13 does speak of love:70 Žižek claims that it is Paul’s other paradigmatic passage, one that should be read dialectically with Romans 7. In
other words, love (1 Corinthians 13) enables the breakout from the entanglement of law and transgression that Paul maps in the Romans text. Love is
quite simply of another order, one that does not compute in the cycle of law
and sin. Žižek’s argument can only appear to work if he casts 1 Corinthians
13 in with Romans 7.
Yet, Žižek seems to have forgotten Badiou’s argument that love is delity to
the event and not the fundamental nature of the event itself. For some strange
reason, agape has replaced grace. Thus, at one of the few moments when he
refers to a theologian apart from Kierkegaard, he confuses grace with love.
He quotes Rudolph Bultmann on the opposition of grace and law only to
comment that Lutheran theologians like Bultmann are among the strongest
proponents of ‘this radical opposition between the law and divine love’.71 The
problem is that Bultmann is speaking of grace, not love, a word he mentions
not once.72 But Žižek likes tossing everything into the pot and Badiou’s nely
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wrought distinctions between Paul and the Christ of the Gospels fade away.
Christ’s message, which now loses the mediation of the Gospel writers themselves, is that of Paul.
Love has become the disguise for grace – a touch of makeup, café couture
replacing wilderness gear – so much so that it gives the impression that Žižek
has found the way to break with the law. But, as he crawls through the fence
and makes a dash for the nal perimeter, he nds that he is lugging Lacan
along with him. He will not make it this time, for Lacan will trip him up, so
Žižek nally gives in and makes the extraordinary claim that ‘love’ in Lacan’s
Seminar XX is, in fact, Christian love.73 He will justify this on two related lines.
The rst is to argue that Lacan undermines the big Other in his later work,
so that, by the time he gets to the almost dementia-ridden Seminar XX, there
is no guarantee for the consistency of the symbolic space in which we dwell.
In other words, the fundamental unbalancing of Christian love, its threat to
cosmic order is the point at which it starts to look the same as Lacan’s notion
of love.
But this notion of love as disruption is not quite the break from the cycle of
law and desire, so Žižek makes a move that signals the complete breakdown
of his focus on love. In the nal section of The Fragile Absolute, ‘The Breakout’,
as well as the last pages of the fourth chapter of The Puppet and the Dwarf,
he suggests that the Christian notion of love may be understood in terms of
Lacan’s feminine formulae of sexuation. While the masculine is the domain
of the constitutive exception, the realm in which the law-transgression relationship involves a tension between the universal law and its transgressive
exception (the latter thereby constituting the former), the feminine is outside
this logic. The feminine involves a paradox of the non-All, the non-universal.
Let me return to the exegesis of 1 Corinthians 13 I mentioned a little earlier,74
which Žižek reads in terms of the paradox of completion and incompletion.
First, Paul argues that although one might have the gifts of the spirit (tongues
and prophecy), all knowledge and the understanding of mysteries, even all
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faith and the ultimate sacrice of martyrdom, if one does not have love one is
and/or gains nothing. Secondly, all of these items are incomplete until that
eschatological moment of completion, of seeing ‘face to face’. In the midst
of this radical contingency, love is the greatest of the three, faith, hope and
love, but only until the mirror clears at the Eschaton itself. This paradox of
(in)completion makes sense, Žizek argues, only in terms of the feminine formulae of sexuation. Love is therefore ‘not an exception to the All of knowledge,
but precisely that “nothing” which makes even the complete series/eld of
knowledge incomplete’.75 Love cannot complete the series – gifts of the spirit,
knowledge, understanding, faith and martyrdom – for each of the series is
already complete. Rather, love shows them all to be nothing, but now a nothing aware of its own lack. And so, concludes Žižek, only an incomplete, vulnerable and lacking being can love. Yet, this incompletion is, in fact, higher
than completion and so love is therefore higher, because incomplete, than
any complete series. This paradox of the non-all, between the nothingness of
completion and the necessary imperfection of love, is what Žižek claims to be
characteristic of both the feminine formulae of sexuation and Paul’s excursus
on love in 1 Corinthians 13.
What we nd, then, is that Žižek attempts to hold two positions together:
love enables us the break out of the cycle of law and desire because it seeks
to usurp grace; love breaks the law only by means of the feminine formulae
of sexuation. But this second position is none other than the one with which
he nished his discussion of Badiou in The Ticklish Subject, where he argued
that the point of breakage is in following the law to the letter so that it collapses under its own weight. In other words, love is no different to the law
(hence Paul’s statements in the New Testament concerning the fullment of
the law). At this point he is absolutely correct, but in a different sense: love
is still caught within the realm of the law. But this is hardly the operation of
grace, for grace is the radically external interruption into the realm of law, not
one that arises from within. If we follow Žižek, we are left with the paradoxical conclusion, following on from the two statements above, that although the
feminine formula of sexuation and grace are both forms of love, they are not
the same as each other.
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The problem, as I have been arguing, is that love is not grace, but that
Žižek’s problem is that he attempts to substitute love for grace. Not only
does love enable him to dispense with the constitutive exception; it is also the
very means by which this ‘spectral obscene supplement’ can be suspended.76
Yet I have argued that this is a failed effort: he attempts to break from this
fundamental category that has been present in all his work while dragging
Lacan along with him. Almost desperately he wishes to escape, as the focus
on Stephen King’s ‘Rita Hayworth and the Shawshank Redemption’, a story of
escape from prison, in the last section of The Fragile Absolute shows. But love
cannot do this work of grace, and so his focus on love becomes the sign of this
failure. Before he knows it he slips into the realm of ethics and the law, precisely that zone he attempts to escape by means of love. In fact, Žižek is much
more comfortable writing about the superego cycle of law and transgression,
readily slipping back into it at any opportunity that presents itself.
The most telling mark of such a Roman-Catholic regression comes when
he revisits his response to Badiou in The Ticklish Subject. The uncoupling from
the law that Žižek sees in love is, he argues, the same as Paul’s argument from
2 Corinthians 5: 16–17: being ‘in Christ’ brings about a thorough realignment,
a ‘new creation’ in which ‘everything old has passed away’. For Žižek this
is none other than the death drive, the moment of sublimation in which one
wipes the slate clean in a moment of terrifying violence in order to make a
radically new beginning.77 Whereas, in The Ticklish Subject, the death drive
places an everlasting question mark over any new start, questioning Badiou’s
emphasis on grace, here it becomes a characteristic of love as uncoupling.
We cannot have it both ways. In the end, Žižek’s problem is not merely
that he substitutes love for grace, but that he aligns love with ethics (i.e., the
law). In fact I cannot help wondering whether love gets us anywhere. With
all this talk of ethics and love, with philosophy undergoing a recovery of its
own ethical task and slender volumes on the question of love appearing on
bookshelves, it is perhaps time to take a stand against ethics and against love.
And one should take that stand in the name of grace.
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The Protestant turn
Finally, after too many byways Žižek almost stumbles upon grace. Even
though he marks it in passing at certain points, by the time he gets to the end
of his discussion of Badiou in The Ticklish Subject he has all but forgotten grace,
switching for the much more acceptable – at least in Lacan’s terms – notion of
Christian love. As I pointed out at the close of the previous section, this will
lead him into the very Roman-Catholic emphasis of The Fragile Absolute. In On
Belief, he inches closer to the Reformers, but not before he slips back into loveas-ethics before the encore of The Puppet and the Dwarf.
However, before I dive into On Belief, let me return to Badiou. I do this
in part to show how much Žižek missed in his earlier reading of Badiou,
but also to show how much he needs it for On Belief. Badiou states with the
Reformers’s starkness the extraordinary logic and appeal of their position. At
times, I could shake Žižek for the mad rush of thought and writing that wears
away the clarity and sharpness of Badiou’s arguments.
Badiou, or militant gratuitousness
Not one for looping sentences, Badiou writes:
The pure event is reducible to this: Jesus died on the cross and resurrected.
This event is ‘grace’ (kharis). Thus, it is neither a bequest, nor a tradition,
nor a teaching. It is supernumerary to all this and presents itself as pure
givenness.78

The contrast here is with the Gospels, written after Paul and overloaded with
stories of Jesus’s life, teaching, miracles and so forth. Paul will have nothing
of this. For Badiou, the key text is Romans 6: 14, the Reformers’s slogan: ‘since
you are not under law, but under grace’. If the ‘not’ signals the breakdown of
the closed circuit of the law and the path of the esh, then the ‘but’ indicates
the suspension of the law and the faithful labour of those opened up as subjects by the event, by grace. This ‘not . . . but’ is the mark of the rupture of the
event. And, for Badiou, this is also the formal sign of the universal: ‘We shall
maintain, in effect, that an evental rupture always constitutes its subject in
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the divided form of a “not . . . but,” and that it is precisely this form that bears the
universal’.79 In other words, in its very particular and contingent break with
the order of being, grace marks the emergence of the universal – a Reformed
philosophy that would put Kierkegaard to shame.
But how is the resurrection of Jesus grace? As I pointed out earlier, Badiou
takes the resurrection, the content of Paul’s proclamation, as a ‘mythological core’ and a ‘religious connement.’80 Badiou ‘cares nothing for the Good
News’ he declares, ‘or the cult dedicated to him’.81 Yet, the fact that it is a fable,
that it cannot be veried according to any of the canons of scientic or historical enquiry, is both crucial to Badiou’s argument (the truth-event is beyond
such verication) and makes it so much easier to identify the form of Paul’s
argument.82 Badiou’s concern lies with the notion of grace in a purely materialist register. Or, in Badiou’s words, he seeks to ‘extract a formal, wholly
secularised conception of grace’.83 Later he will variously name this a laicised
or materialist grace, or the truth-event.
But now comes the crunch: ‘Everything’, he writes, ‘hinges on knowing
whether an ordinary existence, breaking with time’s cruel routine, encounters
the material chance of serving a truth, thereby becoming, through subjective
division and beyond the human animal’s survival imperatives, an immortal’.84
This is an extraordinary sentence, fundamental to Badiou’s whole argument,
and I will pause a moment to exegete it. The key items will turn out to be its
democratic and contingent nature, but, above all, the urgent need to tear grace
from its theological content and context. Thus, an underlying democratisation
runs through the sentence I have quoted (an ‘ordinary existence’), something
Badiou draws from Paul’s argument that Christ’s resurrection enables the
resurrection of all human beings (Romans 6: 4–9).85 It is also very much part
of Badiou’s emphasis on the contingency and particularity of truth and the
universal – hence ‘a truth’. So Badiou, a little later, will use the inclusive ‘we’
and pluralise grace to ‘certain graces’ of which we are all beneciaries.86 This
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much is fairly obvious, for Badiou stresses it time and again. However, I am
more interested in the two metaphors, ‘extract’ and, more forcefully, ‘tear’,
that precede and follow the sentence I am exegeting. In order to produce such
a materialism of grace, Badiou calls upon ‘us’ to rip, wrench and haul the terminology of grace out from its theological context. The forcefulness of these
metaphors seems excessive until we reread the rst words of the sentence:
‘Everything hinges’. What is this everything? Badiou’s whole philosophical
system? The validity of the truth-event over against being? Or is it the question of militant politics that hinges on this? All of the above: ‘it is incumbent
upon us to found a materialism of grace through the strong, simple idea that
every existence can one day be seized by what happens to it and subsequently
devote itself to that which is valid for all’.87
Democratised, contingent, but above all materialist: it seems to me that this
notion of grace is the much more fundamental challenge that Badiou poses
to Žižek. So let us see what Badiou makes of it. Over the last part of his book
on Paul, Badiou systematically reworks the great Pauline triad of faith, hope
and love from 1 Corinthians 13: 13 into a programme for militant politics.
Žižek will, of course, focus on the question of love, but Badiou rearranges the
three. Over against Paul’s order – faith, hope, love – we nd faith, love and
hope in a distinctly temporal order. None of them can work, however, without the underlying notion of grace. As for faith, Badiou picks up Paul’s dual
opposition between faith/works and grace/law to argue that grace and faith
belong to the path of the spirit. But the relationship is closer than that: Badiou
draws nigh to the Reformers’ position of justication by grace through faith.
Or, in Badiou’s terms, we have ‘the subjectivation of grace’s universal address
as pure conviction, or faith’.88 As for love, this becomes delity to the truthevent, a post-evental delity that produces its own law, the law of the spirit
that has nothing to do with the law that the truth-event has overcome. If faith
opens up the possibility of a new political movement, then love is absolutely
necessary to keep the movement going, a delity to the truth that can call
other subjects to the cause and thereby universalise. I nd it so strange, then,
that Žižek makes love bear all of the weight in The Fragile Absolute. As for
hope, it is quite simply perseverance and patience. Rather than the objective
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judgement that separates believers from unbelievers, Badiou takes hope in
Paul subjectively: hope is the result of passing through suffering victoriously,
of facing the ordeal and not giving up one’s delity to the truth. One does not
overcome the ordeal in the name of hope, but hope arises by passing through
the ordeal. It is ‘condence in the delity of the militant’.89
I am less taken with the reworking of faith, love and hope, for it seems to
me that Badiou has succumbed to the attraction of 1 Corinthians 13. What
is important, however, is that he reads this chapter in the light of grace –
something that Žižek misses entirely. I am also interested in the mechanism
by which Badiou renders grace materialist and militant. It not just that Paul
spouted forth a fable with which we can dispense, nor can we remain with the
form of Paul’s formulation. At some point, Badiou needs to return to content
and he does so by systematically squeezing out the theological meaning and
nding a materialist and political rell for every term except that of grace
itself. Thus, grace remains unchanged, read rather conventionally in terms
of pure gift: ‘that which occurs without being couched in any predicate, that
which is translegal, that which happens to everyone without an assignable
reason’.90 What is due, the wage or reward, is bound to the law and works. He
will eventually shift the terminology to that of the subject, since the founding of a subject has nothing to do with what is due to it. That which founds
a subject is, in other words, grace: ‘Every subject is initiated on the basis of a
charisma: every subject is charismatic’.91 Badiou writes not of the abstract subject: his interest is quite specically in the militant subject. Militantism cannot
be anything but gratuitous, of the realm of grace rather than law.
What of the other term with which grace has an inseparable link, namely
universalism? Here, he readily shifts from Paul’s assertion of the oneness of
God – God is God of the Jews and of the Gentiles (Romans 3: 27–30) – to that
of universalism. Once the One becomes ‘for all’, it ceases to be the One, which
is the mark of all that must be avoided. This universalism, Paul’s ‘revolutionary conviction’,92 is one of excess, a multiplicity that exceeds itself. Not a
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singular universal that can exist only by exclusion, it includes everyone without differences. Paul’s key text here is the problematic Galations 2: 16: ‘In
Christ there is male nor female, neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free’.
As superabundant, the universal cannot be separated from grace. So also with
love, which is delity to the event that makes it available to future subjects;
and with hope, the condence of the militant, each victory is a victory for
everyone.
We can now begin to see how Badiou develops his materialism of grace:
apart from grace itself, every other term that Paul uses, overloaded as each
one is with theological associations, is recharged with philosophical or materialist content. God becomes universalism, love becomes evental delity, hope
the condence that arises through ordeal, and law becomes the way things are
or being, into which death, sin, desire and the esh all dissolve.
I do, however, have two questions for Badiou. Firstly, why does one need
to get rid of the theological content – Badiou’s mythological core, religious
connement or fable – in order to develop a militant politics? Although I can
think of a host of historical reasons for a distinctly atheistic and materialist
stance in such a politics, I can also think of a range of other militants for whom
their militancy was unthinkable without the theological content – Paul, if we
agree with Badiou, is, of course, the prime example here. Secondly, and more
importantly, both Badiou and Žižek move from theology to militant politics.
What happens, however, when we move on to theology from this point, from
the full divestment of theological content in a militant politics? Or, to use
Adorno’s language, Badiou and Žižek have not gone far enough, for if we
push further in the direction they are headed we will nd ourselves back in
the realm of theology. What does this mean for the doctrine of grace? Not only
does grace enable Badiou and, nally, Žižek to develop a distinctly militant
politics, it also means that grace itself is an inescapably radical and revolutionary theological doctrine as well. In this way I read Badiou’s ‘absolute gratuitousness of militantism’.93
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The grace of V.I. Lenin
Now we can pass, at last, to the substantial argument of On Belief. For here,
belatedly, Žižek realises the implications of Badiou’s laicised grace for a militant politics. And the signal of such a realisation is that only in this book does
he become overtly Leninist. But this means that I will need to tighten up my
argument concerning Žižek’s shift to Leninism: it is not merely Christianity,
nor even Paul himself, but quite specically the Reformed concept of grace
that enables him to become a Leninist. So, my discussion zeroes in on those
sections of On Belief where grace becomes a political category.
Let me identify what he does say:
A. The ‘good news’ of Christianity involves the possibility of changing eternity, of a thoroughly new beginning;
B. this new beginning is of the same order as Lenin’s actual freedom, over
against formal freedom;
C. this change involves the suspension and demise of the law;
D. lest the previous point be taken as anti-Jewish, Judaism has a dialectical
relation to Christianity;
E. Christology is crucial:
i. Christ faces up to the constitutive exception and shows it to be empty;
ii. unlike pagan religions in which one seeks to become more like God, in
Christianity God becomes human;
iii. like the abandoned Christ, at the moment of being completely cut off
from God, we are closest to God;
iv. it shows the fundamental imperfection of God that is the foundation
for love beyond mercy.
To my mind, the rst two and the fourth points are by far the most important. I am less interested in his efforts to specify the Christian uniqueness
over against the various pagan temptations (E.ii). And those arguments that
merely revisit rather standard theological positions (E.iii) or reiterate points
he has made earlier, concerning both the law (C) and love (E.iv) are not so
tempting.
Let me begin with a few comments on Judaism, although the whole discussion of the law in Badiou and Žižek himself is as much about Judaism
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as it is about Christianity. The over-riding pattern is to oppose Judaism and
Christianity, although not necessarily to the detriment of the former. The contrasts pile up, as usual: iconoclasm versus the renunciation of the beyond;
Judaism is, in Hegel’s terms, ‘in-itself’ while Christianity is Judaism ‘for itself’;
the ban on images over against Jesus Christ; the change in personal identity
whereby God or the law move from being external to internal (Christ); the
gap between man and God becomes the split, the impotence, within God himself (the step from Job to Christ). For all this, Judaism does not come out of the
contrast in all that bad a state. I can sense a sneaking admiration in Žižek’s
casting of Judaism as another means of overcoming the constitutive exception, although this time in terms of the transgressive act of obeying the law to
the letter.94
It is almost as though Judaism provides an alternative breakaway from the
constitutive exception, the obscene supplement of the law itself, and, in his
response to Eric Santner in The Puppet and Dwarf, he argues such a line.95 Except,
of course, in the ban on images: Žižek takes this as the mark of anthropomorphism or personication in Judaism. Precisely because Judaism does have a
personal deity, because any representation would bring out this unbearable
truth, Judaism needs the second commandment against graven images. Here
lies the imaginary excess that must be repressed. This excess takes a number
of forms: spectral, fantasmic history (Freud’s myth of the patricide of Moses
is then an effort to expose such a history)96 over against explicit symbolic history; the secret horror of divine impotence; the abyss of the Other’s desire
and so on. At this point, Christianity lays the truth bare: Christ is this image,
this ordinary creature that Judaism cannot face. Or, as he will argue at greater
length in The Puppet and the Dwarf, Christianity shows as empty the fantasmic kernel of Judaism – the Messiah has arrived.97 And so, in the end, Žižek
prefers the Christian version of ‘unplugging’ in which Christianity faces up
to and embraces its own excess. Even though the Jewish version – obeying
the law to the letter – looks for all the world like the feminine formulae of
sexuation with which he tried to describe the Christian break in The Fragile
Absolute, he will stay with the elusive search for materialist grace. In fact, what
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happens in On Belief and The Puppet and the Dwarf is that the feminine formulae
for sexuation, manifested in obedience to the letter of the law as the ultimate
mode of undermining it, moves from Christianity to Judaism. Obedience to
the law, the concern with ethics, even (dare I write it?) Lacan himself, become
Jewish concerns. Obviously, these options are extremely attractive for Žižek,
for they open up the possibility of another path for a new beginning. So
much so that, by the time of The Puppet and the Dwarf, the split is not between
Judaism and Christianity: rather, Judaism and Christianity join forces against
pagan initiatory wisdom. The problem with this, however, is that the closer
they are to each other, the more Judaism prepares the way for Christianity.
Without Judaism rst identifying and remaining faithful to the fantasmatic
kernel, Christianity would not have been able to identify with it and show it
to be empty. Without the Jewish community constituted as an ethnic remainder, Paul would not have been able to claim that the whole of humanity is a
remainder. All of which ends up being a renewed form of supersessionism: in
part a response to Eric Santner, in part due to the indelible stamp of Judaism
on psychoanalysis. I want to suggest however, that the Christian break with
Judaism is part of his necessary break with Lacan if he is to develop a political
position.
What of the other two points I listed above? How do they explicate a political theology of grace? On the last pages of On Belief, Žižek (seems) to come
clean:
Here enters the ‘good news’ of Christianity: the miracle of faith is that it
IS possible to traverse the fantasy, to undo this founding decision, to start
one’s life all over again, from the zero point – in short, to change Eternity itself
(what we ‘always-already’ are). Ultimately, the ‘rebirth’ of which Christianity
speaks (when one joins the community of believers, one is born again) is
the name for such a new beginning.98

This passage leans heavily towards theological rather than Lacanian terminology (a little earlier he invokes the term ‘miracle’, quoting Lenin’s ‘in
some respects, a revolution is a miracle’).99 In fact, the only relic of Lacan lies
in the notion of traversing the fantasy, crossing the gap that separates the
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mundane universe of meaning and its fantasmic support. Christianity dares
to bridge this gap, to stare down the horric and psychotic realm of the living
dead that would, under normal Lacanian terms, result from this collapse of
the Real (fantasy) and Symbolic (the universe of meaning): Christianity sends
this realm scuttling away into a dark corner. Other than that, in these last
pages Lacan has quietly slipped out the back. Instead, we nd Kierkegaard
(and I will need to return to this), Marx, Evelyn Waugh, Brecht, Schelling and
Lenin.
Out of these, I am really after Lenin. In order to get to him, I will need to
pass by Brecht. Brecht’s poem ‘The Interrogation of the Good’, is translated by
Žižek himself. The poem allows Žižek to stress the suspension of the ethical
as the absolute basis of any authentic ethical engagement. Now, of course, we
threaten to return here to the constitutive exception – the suspension of ethics
as the basis of ethics – until we get to this statement:
And what is the Christian notion of being ‘reborn in faith’ if not the rst
full-edged formulation of such an unconditional subjective engagement
on account of which we are ready to suspend the very ethical substance
of our being?100

This ‘unconditional subjective engagement’ is of a fundamentally different
order than ethics, so much so that it can hardly be called an ethical engagement, let alone ethics as such.
Instead, what we have here is the hard-headed and hard-hearted reality of
seizing the revolution and holding to it. In other words, Badiou’s militant declarations become, in Brecht’s poem, the need to execute the obnoxious ‘good
man’, although now with a good bullet from a good gun up against a good
wall. This is, of course, where Žižek’s increasing identication as a Leninist
begins to have some bite: over against the contemporary elevation of ethics
over politics, a return to Lenin rather than a de-politicised Marx places politics, or more directly a ‘politics of Truth’,101 at the centre. Further, like Paul
with Christianity and Lacan with psychoanalysis, Lenin is outside the initial
Marxist circle (he is Eastern, Russian, Tartar), but this externality allows him
to wrench Marxism out of its original context and thereby universalise it.102
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Thirdly, only through such a traumatic displacement can the theory become
effective in an explicitly political sense. This is where Lenin’s absolute commitment to the revolutionary cause is the key, the profound suspension of
ethics in the name of a revolutionary cause to which everything must contribute in order to change the ‘coordinates of the situation’.103 The coordinates
in question are those of the liberal-capitalist world order. The terminology
draws nigh to that which Žižek uses for Christianity at the close of On Belief
(see above) and to Badiou’s event in the midst of being.
A materialist notion of grace is beginning to emerge. But there is one more
step, and that comes with the discussion of formal and actual freedom. Quite
simply, actual freedom is the ability to step outside or transcend the particular context in question. It questions and overturns the cluster of presuppositions and determinations that constitute in normal circumstances the absolute
horizon of thought and action. Formal freedom is then the apparent freedom
whose boundaries are in fact set by a certain situation: given the coordinates,
the range of choice appears to be endless but is, in fact, limited. It operates
within the terms of the existing power relations. Actual freedom, by contrast,
is not the choice between two or more options within a given situation, but
the choice of changing the very situation itself. My ability to choose from
various products in a supermarket is therefore formal freedom: faced with a
bewildering array of choices, I fail to see that the political economic structure
that generates supermarkets has already set the boundaries of the range of
choice itself.
The distinction between actual and formal freedom is an openly Leninist
formulation of Badiou’s being and event, or Paul’s law and grace. Or, in
Žizek’s own terms, the ‘given coordinates’ of a situation (being, law or formal freedom) must be opposed to that which overthrows and fundamentally
rearranges those coordinates (event, actual freedom and grace). However,
Žižek will not let the opposition stand as it is, so he works his way through a
thicket of examples from Bill Clinton’s failed health-care reform through the
French TV show ‘It’s My Choice’ to the ‘collapse’ of Communism in Eastern
Europe in order to argue that in a situation of forced choice (Eastern Europe’s
option either for capitalism or to return to ‘actually existing socialism’) actual
freedom is the precisely the ability to act as though all options are available,

103

Žižek 2001, p. 3.

382 • Chapter Seven

that the choice is in fact not forced. Further, Lenin’s insistence on asking
whose interest is served by ‘freedom’ – ‘Freedom – yes, but for whom? To do
what?’104 – had the purpose of keeping open the possibility of a real choice,
of an actual freedom. Finally, Žižek is inescapably dialectical, and so he will
not rest, as does Badiou, with the utter divorce of actual and formal freedom.
Rather, actual freedom is what rearranges the coordinates of formal freedom,
or, in Badiouese, the event embodies within itself an inscription into the order
of being – hence the thoroughly new situation to which the followers remain
faithful, living both in terms of delity to the event (‘love’) and with the condence that they will win through (‘hope’).
In Lenin’s actual freedom, Žižek has nally tracked down that elusive materialist grace for which he set out in The Ticklish Subject. And this time, for all
of his criticism of Badiou’s anti-dialectical stand, he afrms against Badiou’s
theologically illiterate critics that the event is a laicised grace.105 Of course, as
I discussed in detail a little earlier, Badiou himself says as much more than
once.
Before moving on to some reservations concerning Žižek’s militant Protestantism, let me note what has happened in the argument of On Belief. On a
minor level, Žižek has collapsed Badiou’s sharp distinction between Paul and
Jesus, preferring to speak of Christianity as such. Far more important is the fact
that Lenin has replaced Lacan as the primary point of reference. To be sure,
there is plenty of Lacan in On Belief (can Žižek write in any other fashion?),
but, when he gets to the crucial politico-theological points, Christian theological terminology mixes it up with Lenin and Lacan is nowhere to be found.
Gone is the trap of ethics to which Lacan kept him tied in The Fragile Absolute,
gone is the desperate effort to nd political mileage in Lacan, or, indeed, to
interpret the main points of Christian theology by means of Lacanian categories. In their place, we nd a clear focus on grace, and it is Lenin who emerges
as the embodiment of a materialist and political grace.
Grace has, however, become a purely formal category, marking the unexpected break that overthrows the status quo. The term itself is then translated
into Lenin’s actual freedom, passing through Badiou’s event. But let me pick
up the features of grace that I identied a little earlier, especially the con-
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cern with salvation rather than good works or even election. In the Reformed
understanding, grace is that which comes from entirely outside human
agency, from God to be precise. Human beings neither deserve salvation, nor
can they in any way effect salvation for themselves: grace is the undeserved
and unearned gift of salvation from God. However, Žižek’s Leninist reading
hardly has room for God: actual freedom is nothing other than the revolutionary act itself. In other words, human agency returns with a vengeance, and
grace becomes an act of human intervention. I want to keep open the possibility that a materialist grace might in fact remove human beings as the agents
of change, however difcult such a possibility might be.
Kierkegaard’s snare
However, Žižek claims that his is a properly Christian reading, that this
Leninist position is one with the revolutionary core of Christianity. But this
is not something that Žižek brings about through the force of his own argument. Rather, he brings about the Leninist-Christian conjunction by means of
a gure who quietly peers around the corner of some of the major points of
his argument, namely Søren Kierkegaard. Now, Kierkegaard will come in for
a beating in my discussion of Adorno in the next chapter, but Žižek utters not
one word of criticism of Kierkegaard, citing him approvingly when he needs
to peg his argument rmly to the ground. Kierkegaard is, of course, the Protestant, or, rather, Lutheran philosopher par excellence, and it seems to me that
the moment of Žižek’s own Reformation relies heavily on Kierkegaard. But
Kierkegaard, at least on Žižek’s reading, is the one who skews his materialist
theology of grace in terms of human agency.
On crucial questions, such as the law and transgression, love, the religious
suspension of the ethical, the fundamental Christian break, but, above all,
redemption itself, Žižek defers to Kierkegaard. As far as transgression and
the law is concerned – the point of Žižek’s struggle with Badiou and psychoanalysis – Žižek brings in Kierkegaard to back up an argument he has
made before: the most dangerous and subversive act is to follow the law to the
letter, to immerse oneself without reservation in the society/institution/
relationship/ideological system in question.106 This assumes a certain distance
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between the subject and the system in question, a pause in total identication
that is fundamental to the functioning of that system. To close that distance
without pause is the act of the prisoner who identies completely with prison,
the soldier who obeys commands to the letter, the citizen of any former EastEuropean Communist country who actually believes that the state is the full
realisation of communism, Christ’s fullment of the law, and most tellingly,
the woman who identies entirely with her lot as a submissive household
chattel. Well, the last example is not quite Žižek’s, but he does argue that total
identication is in fact consonant with the feminine formulae for sexuation,
the Jewish form of uncoupling and the radical break of Christianity. And yet
the last example is that item in the series that Žižek cannot name, the point
at which, it seems to me, the argument itself breaks down (I have already
indicated my doubts about the constellation of love, ethics and Lacan in The
Fragile Absolute above).
The way in which Kierkegaard comes in here is telling. Žižek quotes from
Works of Love: ‘We do not laud the son who said “No”, but we endeavour to
learn from the gospel how dangerous it is to say, “Sir, I will” ’.107 Kierkegaard’s
comment applies to Matthew 21: 28–31108 in his own characteristic fashion. Yet
the issue is not obedience to the law, to obeying the father’s command: rather,
Kierkegaard reads this as the call of the gospel itself, the radical demand that
requires that one give up everything in order to follow Christ. Even so, there
is a catch with this reading, one that gives the human response great scope
and one to which I will return below.
At rst it will appear odd that Žižek misses the direction of Kierkegaard’s
reading, for is he not himself interested in the radical break that Christianity
provides? But this reference to Kierkegaard comes from The Fragile Absolute,
which I have already argued slips back into the whole question of the law,
in which Lacan and ethics nd themselves at home. So also on the question
of love: no matter how much Žižek or Kierkegaard emphasises the uniqueness of Christian love, agape, the prescriptions on love are inescapably ethical.
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On two other occasions, Žižek cites approvingly Kierkegaard’s Works on Love.
The rst comes in a commentary on one of Žižek’s favourite texts from Luke
14: 26 – the one concerning hatred of father, mother etc. – to suggest that
one should in fact ‘hate the beloved out of love and in love’.109 This is, in fact,
the work of love, comparable to Che Guevara’s or Lenin’s revolutionary violence.110 And, a little later, in a discussion wholly indebted to Kierkegaard on
love and deception, ‘love believes everything – and yet is never to be deceived’.111
Yet, for all his comments on love, sequestered away in his private apartment, Kierkegaard is not so silly as to be trapped in the realm of love. He is,
after all, a Protestant. And so Žižek will follow him, now in On Belief and The
Puppet and the Dwarf, in arguing for the religious suspension of the ethical.
Behind Kierkegaard’s comments, whose importance is in an inverse relationship to the all too brief citations, lie the three spheres of aesthetics, ethics and
religion. As we shall see in the next chapter, there is a distinct hierarchy in
which the religious is superior to both the ethical and the aesthetic. Religion,
or more particularly Lutheran Protestantism, will then override the other two
spheres, suspending them both in the name of the more fundamental category. For Kierkegaard, love may pass through all three spheres, but its truest
expression comes with the religious. Or, betrayal may be aesthetic (betrayal
of universality for a particular reason) or ethical (betrayal of the particular for
a universal such as truth), but the ultimate form is religious betrayal. This is
the betrayal out of love, the sacrice of the other, and thereby of oneself, in
order to uncover that element that could only be uncovered by such a betrayal
– Christ’s mission is of course the greatest example here.112
The religious suspension or rupture of ethics is but the rst element of
Žižek’s reliance on Kierkegaard for a formulation of the Christian break.113
Two other points are important: this fundamental shift in coordinates is one
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that we are called upon to repeat for ourselves in contrast to the Socratic process of recollection; and redemption is made possible by the break (Christ’s
death) but is not ensured. On the rst point, the new beginning of Christianity
is not, suggests Kierkegaard, like Socratic recollection (learning is therefore
the process of recovering what we already knew before birth but lost in the
trauma of birth itself). Rather, it is a repetition of that primordial choice that
was rst made in Christianity.114 The paradox here is that we can make a
new beginning yet again without endangering the uniqueness of that rst
beginning.
However, the most telling debt to Kierkegaard comes with the notion of
redemption. Let me quote Žižek in full:
By taking upon himself all the Sins and then, through his death, paying for
them, Christ opens up the way for the redemption of humanity – however,
by his death, people are not directly redeemed, but given the POSSIBILITY
of redemption, of getting of the excess. This distinction is crucial: Christ does
NOT do our work for us, he does not pay our debt, he ‘merely’ GIVES US A
CHANCE – with his death, he asserts OUR freedom and responsibility, for
us, to redeem ourselves through the ‘leap into faith’, i.e. by way of choosing
to ‘live in Christ’ – in imitatio Christi, we REPEAT Christ’s gesture of freely
assuming the excess of Life, instead of projecting/displacing it onto some
gure of the Other. (We put ‘merely’ in quotation marks, because, as was
clear to Kierkegaard, the denition of freedom is that possibility is higher
than actuality: by giving us a chance to redeem ourselves, Christ does
innitely more than if he were directly to redeem ourselves).115

Apart from the shouting capitals (but do not Slovenians always speak over
the top of each other?), the famous Kierkegaardian ‘leap into faith’ nally
appears here. Here again, Christianity overcomes the constitutive exception –
we appropriate through Christ the excess of life rather than leaving it with
another – but, in making this argument, a decisive breach opens up with
Reformed theology. In pursuing this break I want to return to a problem
with Žižek’s reading of Kierkegaard on the two sons. In response to the call of
the Gospel, one says ‘No’ and the other ‘I will’, but the catch is that it seems to
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leave the nal decision up to the human agents. God offers the call; we have
the option of refusing or accepting it, with all the consequences.
The problem, then, is free will and grace. In his famous and vital debates
with Erasmus, Luther argued rmly against any notion of free will, which, for
him, entailed salvation by merit.116 Grace was an overwhelmingly alien act of
God in Christ for the forgiveness of sins: there was no room for a natural or
gradual path to salvation, nor could human beings play any role in the process of redemption. Erasmus was too much of a humanist to give up entirely
on human agency or free will. For Luther, however, free will gave nal control back to human beings, who could then choose whether to accept salvation
or not. Žižek’s reading of Kierkegaard pushes him closer to Erasmus than
Luther, closer to traditional humanism than the decisive Protestant break.
Ultimately, I would suggest, it means that he is unwilling, at least in On Belief,
to take the step that sees at the heart of the doctrine of grace the removal of
human agency.
Revolutionary grace
If I had high hopes for Žižek’s resolute focus on grace in On Belief, I am nally
disappointed. What we nd is yet another effort to locate grace in the realm of
human effort – yet another form of salvation through works and not through
grace. However, just when I had given up hope, the curious mix of The Puppet
and the Dwarf provides that nal step. Here he discards the reliance on human
agency: rather than suggesting that any materialisation of grace shifts grace
rmly back into the realm of human decision and activity, he nally realises
the full implications of the doctrine of grace itself.117 A materialist grace is
nothing other than the unexpected, messianic moment of revolution.
Žižek’s debts at this point are a mix of Giorgio Agamben, Walter Benjamin
and a return to the central argument of Alain Badiou. From Agamben, he
draws the point that the reason why Paul is so readable now is because his
notion of the end of time only makes sense in light of the revolutionary state
of emergency. From Walter Benjamin comes the whole panoply of messianic
designation, although in a distinctly loose and Christian sense. And the return
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of almost pure Badiou is a belated surprise, since Badiou himself argued that
the truth-event, in its utter unexpectedness and contingency, is a materialist
form of the doctrine of grace.
Žižek’s text is saturated with the theological language of grace and predestination (Lacan has again disappeared), but he makes use of it in two
ways: one is the unexpected, unpredictable revolutionary moment that comes
entirely from outside; the second is the post-revolutionary task, the responsibility for building from the ground up. It seems to me that, for all his byways
and choppy arguments, Žižek has hit on something here, namely that one of
the most complex ways of speaking about revolution does, in fact, come from
theology.
As I have argued throughout this chapter, grace concerns salvation, and
this salvation cannot be earned, nor is it deserved. Theologically, of course,
the name for such pure externality and contingency is God. Žižek has a good
deal to say about God, but he also stresses the analogous impossibility of predicting revolution. We may assess the social and political situation in whatever way we choose in order to understand how a revolution may have taken
place, but, ultimately, we cannot answer the questions, why now? Why here?
Why these people? Objective analysis will not tell us the time, even in terms of
the Marxist crisis of contradictions. The value of speaking about this in theological terms is that it maintains the pure externality of the event.
The doctrine of grace also enables Žižek to wrench himself away from
human agency – the point at which he concluded On Belief. Grace inverts, or
rather undermines, the usual focus on human activity. Rather, the focus is on
God. God puts Himself on the line, opening up the New Beginning:
God took upon Himself the risk of putting everything at stake, of fully
‘existentially engaging Himself’ by, as it were, stepping into His own picture,
becoming part of creation, exposing Himself to the utter contingency of
existence.118

After such a moment, we must help God, who now stands for the radically
unexpected.
So, a materialist grace is external, unexpected and beyond human agency
(which is how we then need to understand ‘God’). However, the full Protestant
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turn in Žižek’s work comes only with his appropriation of deepest logic of predestination, without which grace could not be thought. It is not just that God
predestines things and they turn out so in a quiet, linear progression; rather,
predestination relies on the wholly contingent, unexpected role of grace. Once
we have had the entirely unexpected and undeserved experience of grace,
only then does it appear as fore-ordained. So also the revolution: only after
the contingent moment of revolution do the objective conditions show up as
leading to it. Further, with predestination, one cannot avoid showing signs of
the workings of grace, which will then become apparent in the work necessary for the new post-grace order. So also with revolution: the easy part is the
revolution itself; the hard labour comes the morning after when a new society
must be constructed from scratch. Or, in Badiouese, the event is pure empty
sign, and we have to work to generate its meaning. For Žižek, the truth of
predestination lies here, in the expectation and responsibility that follows the
event.

Conclusion
In contrast to the other characters I deal with in this book, in Žižek’s case I
have been on the trail of but one question, the materialist notion of grace: in
face of the disconcerting capacity of capitalism to generate and absorb any
effort for political emancipation, the only viable political option for the Left
– what has usually been termed ‘revolution’ – lies completely outside the system. As I have pointed out a number of times, the doctrine of grace assumes
both the utter futility of human efforts at salvation, usually understood as a
reward for good and hard work, and the complete externality of salvation
itself. For Badiou, this is the truth-event; for Žižek, it is Lenin’s actual freedom, the revolutionary uncoupling that is completely untimely.
On the way to this position, with its various glimpses here and there, Žižek
has followed with enthusiasm (does he operate in any other way?) the byways
and dead-ends of love-as-ethics and human agency, but he arrives there nonetheless. However, in order to locate that materialist idea of grace, he has had
to pass from Lacan to Lenin, via Paul. In other words, one of the most intriguing elements of Žižek’s development, particularly in light of his position as
the pre-eminent Lacanian cultural critic and philosopher, is that, in order to
make this Protestant turn, he must, in the end, step beyond psychoanalysis.
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Only then can he become a fully engaged political thinker, that is, a Leninist.
Finally, after much hesitation, Žižek faces the reality of this break with Lacan
himself. And he does so by raising the question I have raised earlier, namely
the end of psychoanalysis. For psychoanalysis,
the treatment is over when the patient accepts the nonexistence of the
big Other. The ideal addressee of our speech, the ideal listener, is the
psychoanalyst, the very opposite of the Master-figure that guarantees
meaning; what happens at the end of analysis, with the dissolution of
transference – that is to say, the fall of the ‘subject supposed to know’
– is that the patient accepts the absence of such a guarantee. No wonder
psychoanalysis subverts the very principle of reimbursement: the price the
patient pays for the treatment is, by denition, capricious, ‘unjust’, with no
possible equivalence between it and the services rendered for it.119

Contrary to what we might expect in light of the range of Žižek’s work, the
end of analysis is not the moment of the Christian breakthrough. Rather, the
whole logic is different: ‘Is not Christianity here, then, the very opposite of psychoanalysis? Does it not stand for this logic of reimbursement brought to its
extreme: God Himself pays the price for all our sins?’.120 This is an extraordinary admission from a critic who is now perhaps the greatest proponent of
psychoanalysis after Lacan. Christianity simply does not follow the logic of
psychoanalysis; it breaks all the rules and thereby enables the breakthrough
Žižek so desperately seeks across four books. For, even though Lacanian psychoanalysis is the best way of accounting for our situation within late capitalism, as I pointed out earlier, it cannot provide the means for stepping beyond
capitalism.

119
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Žižek 2003, pp. 169–170.
Žižek 2003, p. 170; italics mine.

Chapter Eight
Adorno’s Vacillation

Disillusionment at the false abolition of something, be it religion, philosophy or art, can
induce a reaction in someone that results in
vacillation, if not hesitation.1

So why would I close this book with Adorno? Partly
because these stark and dense texts continue to mesmerise me, the promise of an extraordinary sentence
that may well turn up on the next page or in the next
paragraph (which is often much longer than a page)
keeps me reading and rereading. Partly because he
provides the logical, rather than temporary, close to
the various positions I have explored in this book.
Partly because Adorno teases me, offering a hint, a
glimmer of hope in the midst of his perpetual ban
on saying anything positive about the future – the
occasional phrase or sentence where he drops his
guard but for a moment. The main reason, however,
is that he produces two of the most astounding arguments in his engagement with theology: the notion
of theological suspicion and his resolute criticism
of the secularisation of theology that he saw everywhere around him. Indeed, the latter has been the
staple of nearly every character I have encountered
in this book, along with the contemporary recovery
of Paul’s political philosophy on the Left. I must also

1

Habermas 1979, p. 43.
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admit to a perverse pleasure in reading Adorno’s rigorous texts. In fact, ‘rigorous’ would have to be the most common adjective used of his work, but it
is one that my own Calvinist tradition always insisted was the only way to
think and write. Sloppy thinking was to be shunned, the practice of intellectual slobs: if God gave you a reasonably well-oiled mind, then you had better
use it to the best of your ability.
However, in keeping with the nature of the rest of this book, I want also to
subject Adorno’s own engagement with theology and the Bible to critique. For
Adorno critics, this engagement is a little like a monolith whose upper reaches
are open to the elements and the endless cameras of onlookers, but whose
subterranean roots are perhaps known in some way, but best left to the denizens of the underground. Indeed, it is rarely recognised in critical assessments
of Adorno that his rigorous philosophical work began in the realm of theology. For it is his study of Kierkegaard, the Habilitationsschrift and rst philosophical work, that engages directly with one of the most inuential – albeit
posthumous – philosophical theologians of the early twentieth century. Yet,
despite all the work that has been done on Adorno in the areas of sociology,
philosophy, music, German, feminism, ecocriticism, literature and cultural
studies, few if any have ventured into Adorno’s engagement with theology,
especially the Kierkegaard book.2 This is both understandable, given Adorno’s
subsequent major works, and perplexing, for the absence in critical analysis of
this signicant dimension of Adorno’s work leaves that criticism halting; as
Robert Hullot-Kentor points out, ‘theology is always moving right under the
surface of all of Adorno’s writings’.3 Indeed, his key ideas and motifs were cut
and shaped in a profound interaction with theology, specically the Lutheran
theology of Northern Europe. Various deep motifs, especially those of suffer-

2
Hullot-Kentor is an exception, although his comments are too few, offering hints
when I want to read more (see his ‘Foreword’ to his translation of Adorno’s Kierkegaard,
Hullot-Kentor 1989a, and Hullot-Kentor 1992. As a sample of key works that barely
mention theology, see Jameson 1990, and Hohendahl 1995). Of lesser note are the
works of Jarvis 1998, and Jay 1984. Of the few critics who have considered the
Kierkegaard book, theology is not a major issue. I have beneted, however, from
consulting Buck-Morss 1977, pp. 114–21, and Max Pensky’s discussion in Pensky
1993, pp. 140–9, although both give up the task after only the rst part of the book
– the discussion of the intérieur. Buck-Morss admits that she will not follow the ‘full
intricacies of Adorno’s argument’ (Buck-Morss 1977, p. 121).
3
Hullot-Kentor 1989b, p. xxi.
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ing and disaster through which redemption comes, are central to the tradition
of the Lutheran ‘theology of the cross’.4 I would add his asceticism and iconoclasm of the ban on images, for here his Jewish and Lutheran strains run along
similar lines. But, above all, especially in light of my discussion of Žižek, we
nd an underlying insistence on the theology of grace, which cannot be dissipated in the hands of the secular theologians: hence his place here, after the
Protestant turn.
Not only is the ostensible content theological, but Adorno also wrote the
Kierkegaard book under the direction of the theologian Paul Tillich,5 who later,
in 1939, invited Adorno to give a seminar entitled ‘Kierkegaard’s Doctrine of
Love’6 at Union Theological Seminary in New York where Tillich was now
professor of systematic theology. That Adorno was to nd theology wanting
and seriously awed only makes the confrontation with Kierkegaard far more
interesting. In this case, I am less interested in the nature of Kierkegaard’s
writings than in the way Adorno’s own arguments move in the text, what
the implications might be for his work in light of this sustained treatment of
theology. I am therefore going to assume that the main concern of the book is
theology, to which aesthetics then becomes a secondary argument.
I have yet to nd someone who will argue that the Kierkegaard book is an
easy read, one that you would read to relax your mind in the last minutes of
the day before dropping off to sleep. One of his most formidable texts – and
in my own perverse way that is what I nd so attractive about it – it perpetually snares me in the labyrinth of Adorno’s dense style. It does not help that
the youthful Adorno was showing off his formidable philosophical skills. So,
quite deliberately, I will go against the spirit of the work and seek a key to the
labyrinth, or, if we are going to stay with the classical allusion, the thread that
will lead us out again. And that thread is threefold: I have, in fact, mentioned
two already – theological suspicion and the criticism of secularised theology.
But the third is a strong desire to stretch Adorno, to push past his self-imposed
road block and seek out what the possibilities of theology might be.

4
So Hullot-Kentor 1992, pp. 105–6, although to argue that the idea of history as
nature, or the critiques of reication and progress are also Lutheran is too facile.
5
Tillich also had close connections with Horkheimer and Scholem, and thought
very highly of Benjamin. See Scholem 1992, p. 214.
6
Adorno 1971, Volume 2, pp. 217–36.
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Let me say a little more on each before plunging into Adorno’s texts. As for
theological suspicion, I have, in fact, taken the liberty of coining the term –
you will not nd Adorno championing the idea. But it is, of course, intimately
entwined with that venerable Marxist notion of ideological suspicion, and
Adorno is one of its most accomplished practitioners. What is good enough
for ideology is good enough for theology, and so I trace the way Adorno carries out a double strategy in his critique of Kierkegaard: he will consistently
seek to demythologise Kierkegaard, identifying the mythological underlay of
his theology, and then make the move either to history or to the unbearable
paradoxes of that system. The particular strategy may change, but theological
suspicion must be one of the crucial dimensions of any materialist theology.
Theological suspicion will lead me on to the second element I want to draw
from Adorno – the criticism of secularised theology. This may come as a surprise to those who have read at least some of the critical appraisal of Adorno’s
work, for one of the commonplaces is that he too operates with secularised
theological terms such as the Fall, redemption and grace. However, a close
look at both Dialectic of Enlightenment and The Jargon of Authenticity makes
short work of such a position. Intimately related to criticism of secularised
theology is the Bilderverbot that he drew from the second commandment in
Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5. I have much to say on the ban on images in
this chapter, for it has a direct bearing on the question of the personality cult.
So we have a ban on secularised theology that has profound implications for
the work of the other Marxists I consider in this book. Apart from Lefebvre, all
of them seek to reappropriate theological, biblical and ecclesiological motifs
for Marxism, to move from the criticism of theology to the criticism of politics.
Adorno can see nothing but misfortune on this path.
Thirdly, for all his efforts to torch Kierkegaard’s thought, I track an ambivalence, a vacillation over the question of theology itself. At one level, such
an ambivalence appears in the desire for a thoroughly dialectical reading of
theology, a search for what he calls the ‘truth-content’ of theology that arises
from the act of theological suspicion. Indeed, his suspicion regarding the possibility of theology to provide any ostensible basis for philosophy generates
the motivation for a dialectics that seeks the truth-content of theology beyond
itself. This is where the tension between his point to Benjamin, that an immanent dialectical method is able to make the most of theology, comes face to
face with his devastating criticism of Kierkegaard. But, at another level, I am
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fascinated by the glimpses, the moments in which Adorno lets slip a comment
or two where theology has another, more positive role. And, here, I will take
Adorno where does not want to go, into the possibilities of theology: my foci
are the questions of love (especially from his essay ‘Kierkegaard’s Doctrine of
Love’) and grace.

Theological suspicion
Sorely tempted as I am to offer a detailed commentary, line by line, of Adorno’s
study of Kierkegaard, I nd myself taking to heart and applying to Adorno
himself the warning he issues against being enchanted with Kierkegaard’s
texts, producing strategies to avoid being mesmerised as I so often am with
these extraordinary arguments. For Adorno, fascination ‘is the most dangerous power in his work’,7 and that fascination comes from the assumption that
Kierkegaard appears just as much a poet and storywriter as a philosophical
theologian. Hence the poetic spell of his writings.
How does Adorno resist? Through two approaches – one preliminary, the
other forming the methodological underlay on his whole study. To begin
with, he sends to the margins Kierkegaard-as-poet: Kierkegaard’s own writing is not poetry, not aesthetic in itself, he is not a ‘writer’ or ‘literary aesthete’,
whether that claim is made somewhat ambivalently by Kierkegaard himself 8
or by others as the key to interpreting his work.9 Poetry itself becomes the
‘stage props’ and ‘ominous decorations’ of the private individual, the ‘determination of the poet’s comportment’.10
But, just when we think that Adorno wants to discard the fancy decorations as so much useless garbage, he brings to bear the second strategy. And
that is nothing other than sentence production: in nuce, Adorno wants to take
Kierkegaard literally, to read his images at face value in order to identify their
‘authentic reality’11 and prevent them, as he puts it, from volatilising into
metaphor. Various terms come in to characterise such a strategy – the search

7
8
9
10
11

Adorno 1989, p. 11; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, p. 19.
See Adorno 1989, pp. 5–6; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, pp. 11–12.
Adorno 1989, pp. 6–10; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, pp. 13–19.
Adorno 1989, pp. 8–9; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, p. 16.
Adorno 1989, p. 13; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, p. 22.
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for truth content or concretion12 – whose ultimate aim is both to uncover the
mythical underlay and resist its pull.
Let me take the most direct statement – if that is possible in Adorno – of his
method: ‘There is no way to meet up with him in the fox kennel of innitely
reected interiority than to take him at his word; he is to be caught in the traps
set by his own hand’.13 If I tease out this statement, then three elements emerge:
innitely reected interiority, taking him at his word, and catching him in
his own traps. The rst will, of course, become a fundamental argument in
the book as a whole, namely the radical retreat of the bourgeois private individual. I will return to this below, but, for now, the other two items urge my
attention. The second – taking Kierkegaard at his word – is none other than
holding his images and metaphors to account, allowing the naked bulb in the
ascetic interrogation room to do its work until the images nally divulge the
truth. But then I will want to direct the same question to Adorno, for do not
his images (they are in fact metaphors) have their own truth content? What
if I were to take him at his word? The fox kennel and its autonomous traps
would speak then not only of Kierkegaard – the radical interior of the bourgeois individual – but also of Adorno, who is inescapably also a bourgeois
individual, especially if we follow his line on the closed cage of capitalism.
But, much more importantly than this, I want to suggest that Adorno will not
let himself say anything positively about theology. This is the trap of his own
fox kennel, or, better still, his own fox tunnel: even though he will criticise
Kierkegaard over and over for the impossibility of basing a philosophical system in theology, even though he is resolutely opposed to the various patterns of
secularising theology, even though he wants to let theology have its head, and
even though he lets slip extraordinary glimpses of such a path, he stops short of
saying anything more on theology itself. We will see this in a host of theological
notions, such as redemption, reconciliation, faith, grace and love.
All we have left are the traps themselves, set by Kierkegaard’s own hand.
I am going to indulge myself a little here, for the astonishing model for
12
‘Whoever succumbs to it by taking up one of the imposing and inexible categories he inexhaustibly displays; whoever bows to its grandeur without comparing it
with concretion, without ever investigating if it is adequate to concretion, has fallen
under its dominion and become the servant of a mythical realm (mythischen Bereich)’
(Adorno 1989, p. 11; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, p. 19).
13
Adorno 1989, p. 12; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, p. 21.
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Adorno’s method is none other than biblical exegesis. He gets to this point by
stating that he will use Kierkegaard’s own method in order to read his work
(an immanent strategy he developed from Benjamin). And Kierkegaard’s
method is none other than theological exegesis. Here is Adorno:
The impulse for the literal examination of Kierkegaard’s language does not
have to be imported psychoanalytically into his work, although there is more
than enough occasion and temptation. It has its precedent in the work itself,
in the theological Christian exegesis (christlich-theologische Exegese). Like the
edifying writings, the pseudonymous Training in Christianity is exegetical;
and all the pseudonymous writings are interwoven with exegetical sections.
No meaningful exegesis can be conceived, however, that is not obligatorily
bound to the vocabulary of the text.14

Here, the attention to a ‘literal examination’, to ‘the vocabulary of the text’
– in short, the concern with sentence production, with language and terminology that is so characteristic of Adorno’s work after this rst text15 – is to be
found in Kierkegaard’s own perpetual recourse to biblical exegesis: ‘at every
point Kierkegaard’s statements refer to texts that he held to be holy’.16 For me,
steeped as I am in biblical interpretation and the long traditions of commentary, this is the bread and butter work of literary criticism. Given the emphases of Adorno criticism, especially English-speaking criticism, it is worth
emphasising this point, namely that the well-known immanent approach to
interpretation begins its long path in Adorno’s work with biblical interpretation. By the same token, we cannot dismiss this biblical touch as a temporary
phase in Adorno’s work, for not only is Adorno’s work peppered with biblical allusions that exhibit more than a passing knowledge of the biblical text,17

14

Adorno 1989, p. 12; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, p. 21.
See Adorno and Tiedemann 1991, Volume 1, pp. 110–13, 185–99, 263–4; Adorno
1971, Volume 2, pp. 129–31, 216–32, 307–8; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, pp. 193–210,
233–9; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, pp. 536–55, 583–90.
16
Adorno 1989, p. 12; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, p. 21.
17
I note, as a sample, the following: ‘Indeed, I feel that our theoretical disagreement is not really a discord between us, and that my own task is to hold your arm
steady until the Brechtian sun has nally sunk beneath its exotic waters’ (Adorno,
Lonitz and Benjamin 1999, p. 132; Adorno 1994, p. 175). ‘The hack journalist groaning under his editor’s demands for continuous brilliance, openly gives voice to the
law that lurks tacitly behind all the works on the Cosmogonic Eros and kindred
mysteries, the metamorphoses of the gods and the secret of the Gospel according
15
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but he was also to use very similar terms in his famous discussion of the
essay.18
Yet, in a loop that will bring my indulgence in biblical criticism back to the
task at hand, Adorno introduces a variation in his own exegesis of Kierkegaard’s texts: ‘In contrast to Kierkegaard’s exegesis, the exegetical method
[das exegetische Verfahren] must be concerned primarily with metaphor’.19 And
the reason for such a move is that it uncovers the ‘mythical contents [die mythischen Gehalte]’ of his philosophy, precisely that which the poetic seduction of
Kierkegaard’s texts seeks to glide over.
I must admit that I am much more willing to be seduced by poetry than
Adorno, but what has turned up here is one of the two great underlying
motifs of the Kierkegaard study, namely demythologisation. After all, it is
not merely the poetic pull of Kierkegaard that he resists at every struggling
step, but the fascination of myth itself. This will, in fact, be one of the motifs
around which I will gather my discussion of Adorno’s theological suspicion;
the other two are the recourse to history and paradox. They form, to dip into
the metaphor I used earlier, part of the thread that will help me negotiate the
forbidding turns of the labyrinth. Succinctly put, time and again, Adorno

to St John’ (Adorno 1978, pp. 66–7; Adorno 1971, Volume 4, p. 73). ‘The existence
of bread factories, turning the prayer that we be given our daily bread into a mere
metaphor and an avowal of desperation, argues more strongly against the possibility
of Christianity than all the enlightened critiques of the life of Jesus’ (Adorno 1978,
p. 110; Adorno 1971, Volume 4, pp. 122–31). ‘Today, when the abandonment of utopia
looks as much like its realisation as the Antichrist resembles the paraclete, toad has
become a term of abuse among those who are themselves in the depths’ (Adorno
1978, p. 114; Adorno 1971, Volume 4, p. 128). ‘The mote in his [Veblen’s] eye becomes
a means of perceiving the bloody traces of injustice even in images of happiness’
(Adorno 1981 [1967], p. 79; Adorno 1963, p. 74). ‘In jazz, the Philistines standing over
Samson are permanently transgured’ (Adorno 1981 [1967], p. 130; Adorno 1963,
p. 129). ‘Schoenberg’s pause in creation, of Biblical length, cannot be adequately
explained in terms of his private destiny in the war and ination’ (Adorno 1981 [1967],
p. 165; Adorno 1963, p. 167).
18
‘The essay cunningly anchors itself in texts as though they were simply there
and had authority. In this way, without the deception of a rst principle, the essay
gets a ground, however dubious, under its feet, comparable to theological exegeses
of sacred texts in earlier times. Its tendency, however, is the opposite, a critical one:
to shatter culture’s claims by confronting texts with their own emphatic concept, with
the truth that each one intends even if it does not want to intend it, and to move
culture to become mindful of its own untruth, of the ideological illusion in which
culture reveals its bondage to nature’ (Adorno and Tiedemann 1991, p. 20; Adorno
1971, Volume 2, p. 29; italics mine).
19
Adorno 1989, p. 12; Adorno 1971, Volume 2, p. 21.
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levels three charges at Kierkegaard: that his theology slips into the myth it
perpetually represses, that it cannot escape the history it perpetually ees,
and that the paradoxes of theology eventually break up the possibility of any
system based on theological categories. For Adorno, theology turns out to be
a treacherous backer, dissolving into mythology at almost every turn, and
then rendered nonsensical by internal paradoxes that fail to respond to the
dialectic.

Demythologisation
My own encounter with demythologisation is from the work of Rudolph
Bultmann,20 who will come in for a hammering in The Jargon of Authenticity.
For this New-Testament scholar and theologian, the mythical structure of the
New Testament, and thereby of Christianity itself, was hopelessly outdated.
Christianity had to wrench itself out of the Hellenistic world – with its threetiered universe in which Jesus descends from heaven to earth, defeats the
devil of the underworld and then returns to heaven above – and remythologise itself with a contemporary world-view.
My question, then, is demythologisation and Kierkegaard. Here, I step out
on a path few have trod (the Kierkegaard book), so let me put out front a couple of key issues. Firstly, why is Adorno so adamant that myth is a bane that
must be uncovered and countered in whatever way possible? Apart from the
obvious point that the Nazi appropriation of myth, in terms of the Blond Beast
and of blood and soil, was hardly going to endear myth to a Marxist of Jewish
background, there is more to this question. In many respects, we might read
demythologisation as an extension of the Marxist programme of ideological
suspicion, particularly of emancipatory projects and their unavoidable mythical justication. And then, in the correspondence with Benjamin, he explores
what myth that has been thoroughly demythologised might look like.21 I am
keenly interested in the whole problem of myth and, in fact, would like to
retrieve myth in some sense, especially in the form of political myth. So I will
watch Adorno’s strictures closely.

20
21

See Bultmann 1951; Bultmann 1984.
Adorno, Lonitz and Benjamin 1999, pp. 127–8; Adorno 1994, pp. 168–9.

400 • Chapter Eight

Secondly, Adorno is famous for refusing to dene a term, preferring to let
its multifarious senses appear as the discussion proceeds, so I am going to
outline the main senses of myth in the Kierkegaard book before I go on.22
Like a perpetual base riff, myth returns in ever more variations: Nordic
myths, propitiatory sacrice, fate, gnosticism, the Orphic myth of the harmony of the spheres, and, above all, chthonic myths of nature. All of these
vitiate Kierkegaard’s effort to break out of myth through theology, for theology is unavoidably mythical. Let me summarise: as for Nordic myth, Adorno
traces the myth of Odhinn-Wódhan behind Kierkegaard’s discussion of the
sacrice of Christ. The god who is consecrated and sacriced to himself in an
autonomous sacrice, can never be banished from Kierkegaard’s Christology.
Further, by xing on the notion of propitiatory atonement (Christ takes the
punishment which we deserve for our sins), Kierkegaard slips into a gnostic
myth of redemption in which fate dominates: since redemption must entail
transcending nature, especially fallen human nature, the only means of doing
so is a rescue by spirit (Christ) from a demonised nature. The catch is that the
mythical calculus of propitiatory atonement renders meaningless both grace
and reconciliation. Finally, Kierkegaard’s central notion of the spheres is vitiated by its reliance on Plato’s harmony of the spheres, an Orphic moment
within a philosophical system.
Nordic myth, propitiatory sacrice, fate, gnosticism and the myth of the
spheres – but I have left out the whole realm of chthonic myth. In fact, nature
is a crucial category on its own, zig-zagging its undened presence throughout this text on Kierkegaard. Again, let me call Adorno to order and list the
various senses ‘nature’ takes: the natural state of human beings, the result
of the Fall, that which is not God, the physical realm of nature which is also
fallen, and the timelessness and abstractness characteristic of nature. In the
Kierkegaard study, nature is primarily an anthropological term, using ‘anthropology’ in the traditional theological sense, and, in this sense, he can milk it

22
An explicit statement comes in his more relaxed lectures on metaphysics: ‘I
believe that while philosophy may well terminate in denitions, it cannot start out
from them; and that, in order to understand, to have knowledge of, the content of
philosophical concepts themselves – and not simply from the point of view of an
external history of ideas or of philosophy – it is necessary to know how concepts
have come into being, and what they mean in terms of their origins, their historical
dimension’ (Adorno 2000, p. 5).
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for all its worth. For the theological sense of ‘nature’ allows Adorno to speak
of certain crucial myths of Christianity: the Fall, the death and resurrection of
Christ, the two natures of Christ, the second coming. Yet even this does not
exhaust the senses Adorno attaches to nature, for not only is it a metaphysical
term deriving from Aristotle but also one that invokes the implications of the
natural sciences for the understanding of history. Let me turn for a moment
to Adorno’s essay ‘The Idea of Natural History’, where this sense of nature is
more explicit. In this respect, Benjamin’s inuence is profound, particularly
in terms of the ‘natural history’ that Benjamin found problematic: arguing
against the classical (an account of the inquiry into nature) and the Kantian
(nature itself as unending and innite creation) senses of the term, Adorno
proposes a dialectic between nature and history in which nature emerges at
the most historical moment and vice versa, a dialectic that comes from the
ambiguity of the term itself, whether the history of nature (nature as historical) or natural history (history as natural).23 Finally, Adorno later invokes
nature with a very different agenda in mind: in Aesthetic Theory, he attempts
to recover the category of natural beauty, over against Hegel, in the context
of his analysis of aesthetic modernism. Here, nature becomes the irreducible
Other – that which will not be subsumed under an anthropocentrism – within
Adorno’s non-identitarian theory of knowledge.
The central issues, then, are myth and nature, linked through the underlying rhythm of demythologisation. Adorno’s main point, to which he returns
repeatedly, is that for all Kierkegaard’s efforts to lock myth away in some
forgotten corner, it crouches at every doorway, ready to spring back into
his carefully structured theological philosophy. Three nodes characterise
Adorno’s demythologisation – inwardness, sacrice and the spheres – but,
rather than letting Adorno set the agenda, I want to ip these philosophical
categories over and take on the theological ideas that lie on the obverse. And
so, we have faith (inwardness and history), Christology (sacrice, redemption
and reconciliation) and cosmology (the spheres).

23

See Adorno 1984.
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Faith: inwardness and history
I want to suggest that Adorno’s major discussion of inwardness [Innerlichkeit]
in Kierkegaard’s thought24 is, in fact, a consistent demythologisation of the
theological category of faith. It is also one of his best arguments in the book,
albeit with two steps, the one concerned with uncovering the mythological
motifs that run through Kierkegaard’s radical inwardness, and the second
with the historical truth content of inwardness.
For Kierkegaard’s retreat to an inner intellectual sanctum has a dual
purpose – to outsmart the mythological dimensions of Christianity and to
nd an alternative way to deal with the problem of history and faith. Let
me begin with myth: in the pursuit of inwardness, Kierkegaard falls headlong into the realm of spiritualism. Is not spiritualism the favoured form of
religious expression of the private individual, especially in our post-secular
world where ‘spirituality’ is everywhere valorised? But spiritualism has an
older sense upon which Adorno plays – the realm of séances, communicating
with the dead, the occult and so on – and this enables him to point out that
the spiritual is also very much the demonic. The Devil is, after all, as much a
spirit as God, as indeed are the myriad demons and angels that populate the
supersensual world, but as soon as we allow this point we are immediately
in the realm of myth. Is not talk of God versus the Devil anything but myth,
Kierkegaard’s theological protestations notwithstanding?
The trap Kierkegaard has set with his own hand is about to be sprung.
But, rst, he must arrive breathlessly in the deepest recesses of the tunnel of
inwardness only to nd that myth awaits him there in the enticing shape of
the Devil, and then attempt to escape by making that famous leap to God,
ontology and then to other human beings. Now the trap closes: such a leap
can only be conjuration, the magician’s trick by which he attempts to escape
inwardness.25 Faith turns out to be nothing more than superstition; a reliance
on magic that can manipulate the universe through peculiar acts that, when
carried out correctly and in the right quantity, produce the desired result –
hence the ‘formulaic brevity’ and repetition of Kierkegaard’s writings, their
pattern of ‘entreaty’ and ‘conjuration’.
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For all his efforts to bar the door to myth in the inner room of his soul,
Kierkegaard nds, at least as far as Adorno is concerned, that myth is quietly
waiting for him after he has frantically secured the last lock and that myth
will be his only means of escape. But why should myth be such a problem?
Kierkegaard needs to be free from myth in order to be open to religiosity: in
other words, one can encounter God only when the last trappings of myth
have been discarded, whether these are inherent to Christianity or part of the
incessant pattern of appropriation of pagan elements into Christianity. So, at
this level, Adorno is, in fact, correct: should the inward realm be subject to
myth, then Kierkegaard’s system collapses, the core of existential faith turns
out to be empty. The deeper point of all this is that inwardness is itself mythical, a fundamental myth of bourgeois ideology, but I will have more to say
on this in a few moments. The question for Adorno is why, for all his relentless criticism of Kierkegaard, he should accept Kierkegaard’s abhorrence of
myth. Would not the step beyond Kierkegaard, beyond showing how his
philosophical theology breaks down at every point, be to ask what the implications might be of taking myth as potentially benevolent rather than baleful? Rather than seeking a reality that is either beyond myth (Kierkegaard)
or as the truth content of myth (Adorno), what happens if we take myth as a
necessary fable, and, to go beyond Badiou and back to Bloch, as a potentially
liberating fable?
Spiritualism, conjuration and superstition: thus far, three elements in the
mythical underlay of Kierkegaard’s radical inwardness. The last item before
I turn to the question of history is subjectivity: if we grant Kierkegaard his
inwardness, then the subject is its own ground. It cannot be established on
anything but itself, and the movement of subjectivity can only involve an
oscillation, out and back in again in what is a poor substitute for the dialectic. Or, rather, Kierkegaard’s inversion of Hegel’s dialectic is not materialist (Marx), but idealist, based on a radical interiority. The problem with all
of this is that Kierkegaard is forced to wipe out subjectivity despite himself,
and the reasons are as follows: according to his theoretical need for radical
inwardness, the subject can be constituted only by itself. However, such an
inwardness is inescapably mythical, and so, if Kierkegaard seeks to banish
myth from his philosophical theology, then the subject must go with it. Here,
we are simply at an irresolvable paradox: the subjectivity of radical inwardness relies on a myth that is unacceptable for the system in question. Adorno’s
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verdict is nal: any idealist system such as Kierkegaard’s cannot contain its
mythical core forever, for in ‘the nal products of the idealist spirit, the mythical content simply breaks through the cells of the systematically developed
concept, where philosophical criticism has banished it, and takes possession
of the old images’.26
And yet, all this snifng out of myth in every last corner of Kierkegaard’s
most inner sanctum, is but the rst logical step of demythologisation. I must
admit that I have actually inverted the sequence of Adorno’s argument, for
the whole question of history that follows, in fact, comes rst in Adorno’s
text, before undressing Kierkegaard and nding him decked out in mythical
underwear. Yet it seems to me that, logically, history comes second, for here
Adorno pushes demythologisation to its next step.
For one who has agonised over Adorno’s text, reading a page ten times in
English and ten more in German before hazarding an interpretation, the section on inwardness and history is one of the more lucid sections of the book.
And it is also thoroughly biblical, for it involves a sustained assessment of the
gure of Adam from the book of Genesis. But, at a deeper level, the whole
question of history is crucial for Kierkegaard precisely because of the Bible.
Kierkegaard’s problem is: if history is so central to Christianity – Christ’s life,
death and resurrection must constitute in some senses a historical event and
not fable or myth – then why is it so difcult to connect with a history that
continually eludes our grasp? For Kierkegaard, the answer lies with the processes of ‘objectless inwardness’ that provide a radically alternative contact
with history. That is, the history Kierkegaard seeks is an alternative history of
the inner self, an extraordinary retreat into the individual interior from where
contact with the lost and enciphered meaning of the archaic text of the Bible
may once again be made.
Yet, for Adorno, this is nothing other than a ight from history, but he
makes his point with the biblical gure of Adam and the theological problem
of original sin.27 Adorno is nothing if not persistent and patiently thorough.
His point, or at least his initial one, is that Kierkegaard cannot escape ‘external
history’, for his resolute focus on the ‘inner history’ of objectless inwardness
operates by means of the external category of ‘race’, specically the human
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race. Even though Kierkegaard tries to set up a dialectical opposition between
individual and race, he cannot help but absorb objective history into ‘the
enclaves of isolated inwardness’.28 How does this work with Adam? This rst
man’s wilful sin sets up the condition of sinfulness, which is then the cause
of sin for every other ‘man’; yet such an objective or constant history puts
Adam outside the human race, for he sins in a way different from other men.
The alternative – that each person begins to sin, enacts original sin yet again
like Adam, makes Adam one of the human race – denies any sense of history
as a continuous and constitutive feature of the race. But Kierkegaard cannot
escape external history, so his conclusion, albeit temporary, contradicts his
initial position: continuous renewal is not possible, so sinfulness does in fact
have a continuous history. The upshot? Adam must be out of history.
How does Kierkegaard avoid the trap? He wants to maintain the continuous history of the race and yet that forces Adam outside of that history. In
an effort to sidestep the problem, the question of Adam turns from his relationship to the human race to one of historical uniqueness. As we saw, for
Kierkegaard, history must be fundamentally continuous, must operate within
time. This would force him into the position that Adam is thereby a prototypical, extra-historical example that sets history on its path. And yet, Kierkegaard
simply cannot accept this, since uniqueness automatically excludes one from
history – thereby rejecting ‘the irreversible and irreducible uniqueness of
the historical fact’,29 which is, for Adorno, the key to authentic history. Now
that Kierkegaard has discarded historical uniqueness in one form, he tries
to recover it by means of his well-known notion of the leap or the beginning: Adam becomes the rst moment of a new beginning, not in the sense
of uniqueness but as an inauguration. The leap, in other words, constitutes a
beginning that is within continuous history and not outside it; for Adorno,
this position gives up on historical uniqueness and thereby signicance. And
if historical signicance disappears – is not Adam’s sin precisely such a signicant ‘event’? – then history itself threatens to fade away. At this point, the
two are at loggerheads – Kierkegaard will not give up on historical continuity
and seeks a place for uniqueness within continuity, whereas Adorno takes the
very uniqueness and signicance of events as the basis of history.
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A third time Adorno worries away at the tension between the singularity of
Adam’s sin and its place in history, now from the side of language. The problem with sin is that it is both ontologically prior and historically determined
through language: although there is an understanding of what sin itself means
as a word, although there is a concept of sin that carries through from generation to generation, each person must also enter sin through a ‘qualitative leap’
in order to maintain its ontological and qualitative singularity. Is not sin, after
all an ontological affront to God that is unique and primary? And yet, we
know what sin is, what thoughts and acts constitute sin. Kierkegaard wants
to hold onto both, although he tries to squirm out of the paradox by suggesting that the word ‘sin’ has no content on each new occasion, being lled
anew with the sense it has always carried. All of this is, of course, yet another
permutation on the tension between inwardness and history: Adorno’s point
is not merely that Kierkegaard attempts to produce an alternative history by
means of radical inwardness, one that connects us with Adam’s sin through
the qualitative leap that enables us to touch that inaccessible history; he is also
keen to point out that, for all Kierkegaard’s efforts to escape objective history,
he simply cannot do so. It returns through the objective history of language
(the meaning of the word ‘sin’), through the effort to incorporate Adam’s
uniqueness within history (by means of an inaugural leap), and through the
actual history of the sinfulness of the human race (which leaves Adam outside
history).
Those who venture into the Kierkegaard book stop, as I pointed out earlier,
with this section, and even then they rush to Adorno’s socio-economic point.
But Adorno is the last one to make rushed vulgar Marxist connections with
the base. He is the master of delayed satisfaction, holding off the pleasure of
the socio-economic point in a way that makes it all the more pleasurable when
it arrives. So he tarries long with the logical tensions of Kierkegaard’s efforts
to block out objective history and nd a new path through inwardness.
Even when he has explored as many problems within Kierkegaard’s argument as he can, still Adorno holds off, for what he wants to do rst is locate in
Kierkegaard’s writings an awareness, blocked before it becomes articulate, of
the historical conditioning of objectless inwardness itself. The traces of history
in Kierkegaard’s writing appear in various forms, whether in the act itself
whereby subjectivity recedes and closes in on itself even further in response
to the external world, or in the political opinions that are responses to the
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‘painful intrusions of reality into the objectless interior’.30 At this point, Adorno
grants Kierkegaard an insight, even if it is despite himself, for Kierkegaard’s
responses are not merely reactionary, but absorb and give expression to the
social situation of their production. And, in this process, particularly in his critique of the Church, Kierkegaard draws on the left Hegelians for a materialist
critique: Kierkegaard himself cannot avoid realising that the efcient cause of
the social situation that generates his life and writing, especially ideas such
inwardness itself, ‘is none other than the knowledge of the reication of social
life, the alienation of the individual from a world that comes into focus as a
mere commodity’.31 In the end, this is the ‘history’ of which Adorno has been
speaking, which is at the same time the truth-content of theology. It is precisely Kierkegaard’s response to such a process of reication that functions as
a signal of the history he perpetually seeks to reject. Of course, Kierkegaard’s
idealist response, namely that Christianity is the cure for reication, is entirely
inadequate, but at least he recognises the problem in the rst place.
For Adorno, Kierkegaard does therefore identify a certain existential and
ideological crisis of capitalism: the perceived inauthenticity of the capitalist
world, especially the anxiety and desolation of the individual burgher. For all
Kierkegaard’s solitary posturing, Adorno pushes his existential ‘pure inwardness’ until it yields its material and social content:
This ideology-critical examination of the traditional problems of bourgeois
thought thus redeems their truth content – that moment in them which
pertains to the antagonistic structure of reality itself (and not merely to the
structure of thought) – and annihilates the ideological veil of reconciliation
which aficts all merely conceptual solutions.32

Only now, after having worked through all of the internal problems of Kierkegaard’s thought – all of which hinge on showing that the logic of Kierkegaard’s
philosophical theology operates with a profound tension between the effort
at absolute retreat into inwardness and the inability to close history out
completely – may Adorno have the extraordinary pleasure of the Marxist
recourse to Kierkegaard’s social and economic situation. By this time – and
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this is the magic of Adorno’s analysis – Kierkegaard himself demands such
an analysis.33 Here, Adorno makes the famous point that Kierkegaard’s work
cannot be understood without the crucial role in his written and personal
life of the spacious and fortress-like ‘bourgeois intérieur of the nineteenth century’.34 This intérieur is both metaphor and physical location: Kierkegaard was
a rentier, an individual who lived off an inheritance, working on his own in a
room isolated from outside. Yet, this apparent rejection of capitalism, down
to the refusal to put his money out to interest, embodies the logic of capitalism itself: the autonomy of the isolated individual working to his own agenda
– for Kierkegaard in theoretical and personal retreat – expresses the deepest
logic of liberalism. For, in such a contradictory way, liberalism has its collective power: although each individual believes he or she is working entirely
independently, perhaps even polemically in opposition to the evils of capitalism, the very act of doing so makes them part of a larger whole.
To cap it off, Adorno’s moment of the truth-content of theology loops back
to suggest not only that space rather than time is the key to Kierkegaard’s philosophy and theology, but that the ‘situation’, Christianity, goes hand in hand
with the modern apartment; one cannot be thought, in Kierkegaard, without
the other. Kierkegaard’s Christianity in the context of a Christian Europe is
itself part of the ideology of liberalism, as is Kierkegaard’s own very liberal
response, namely the isolation and reication of the private individual. His
theoretical answer – radical inwardness – is now at one with historical situation, a situation saturated with the legacy of Christianity without which capitalism would not have been possible.
It is a brilliant argument in itself, but also because we see here that the
inner workings of his famous immanent critique were honed on the theological matter of Kierkegaard’s writings. Built into the critique of Kierkegaard’s
objectless inwardness is an effort to show how a dialectical reading of theology might work – something he so much hoped Benjamin would do. But we
should not forget that it is also the end run of a thorough process of demythologisation: the mythical underlay of Kierkegaard’s thought has its basis in
a distinct historical situation.
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Christology
Regrettably, Adorno makes the historical move only with the argument concerning radical inwardness. In fact, I found myself wanting it badly in the
other arguments of the book, especially those on sacrice (Christology) and
the spheres (cosmology). Instead, he adopts the dominant pattern in the book,
namely a dual critique that moves from myth to paradox: the moment of identifying the mythic patterns of various items in Kierkegaard’s thought gives
way to the irresolvable paradoxes of these same items. And, in Adorno’s eyes,
these paradoxes shake Kierkegaard’s system into crumbling ruins. This strategy is crucial for the notion of theological suspicion that is so important in
Adorno’s work.
In what follows, I pick up the two key moments, Christology and sacrice,
which will then allow me to focus on the key theological question of reconciliation. As for Christology, Adorno makes much of the mythical core of propitiatory atonement (Christ takes the punishment for our sins upon himself),
the key to Kierkegaard’s Christology. On the face of it, there is nothing earthshattering here, since many theologians and biblical critics have made and
continue to make the same point. Yet Adorno’s argument is more astute than
the banal point that Christology is inescapably mythical. Rather, his criticism
is that propitiatory atonement renders grace useless – and, here, Adorno is
a thoroughly Lutheran thinker. I will turn to grace below, save to pick up
Adorno’s point here that such a Christology operates according to a ‘graceless mythical calculus’,35 a calculus whereby Christ becomes a substitute for
human beings, a sacrice so that humans do not need to suffer the consequences of their acts. That this becomes the basis of the search for meaning,
the point at which transcendence touches individual lives, where Christ and
man meet, is the nub of the problem, for in the absence of grace the whole
notion of reconciliation makes a hasty exit from the theological scene. But
note what has happened here! Instead of uncovering yet another moment of
myth, Adorno has, in fact, resorted to theology itself to make his argument:
without grace reconciliation is meaningless. This is the Adorno that intrigues
me in these arguments, the moments he lets us glimpse the possibilities for
theology after theological suspicion has done its work.
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For now, I am more intrigued by Adorno’s further argument that Kierkegaard’s Christology suffers from a lethal dose of gnosticism, the mythical core
of propitiatory atonement. For Adorno, gnosis ‘erupts in late idealism when –
through spiritualism – mythical thought gains power over Christian thought,
and, in spite of all talk of grace, draws Christianity into the graceless immanence of the course of nature’.36 Let us stay with gnosis for a few moments.
As he outlines the various, albeit masked, gnostic doctrines of Kierkegaard,
Adorno characteristically denes gnosis indirectly, drawing it out by means
of his immanent criticism. And he prefers ‘gnosis’ to gnostic or gnosticism.
But this does not in the end avoid the problem of the sheer variety of gnosticisms that ourished in the early centuries of the Christian era and carried on
in a range of half-lives as the consistent underside of theology ever since.
By restricting his usage to ‘gnosis’, Adorno implies the dening feature of
gnosticism as saving knowledge, a secret knowing – code words, the truth
about existence, a radical dualism between evil matter and the spark of the soul
that has been trapped in nature and forgotten itself, the salvation of the spirit
through imparting a restricted knowledge – that enables the soul to escape
the realm of nature and matter. Christologically, this means that Christ’s soul
did not die; his material body or a substitute was left on the cross, thereby
fooling the evil hordes, or even the creating demiurge of the Old Testament,
who all believed they had killed God himself. The link for Adorno – although
this content is not made explicit – is with Kierkegaard’s abhorrence of nature
in all its senses: nature is that from which the follower escapes by means of
Christ’s propitiatory death, and yet this escape is doomed before it may begin.
Thus, the ‘real basis’ of Kierkegaard’s mythology lies in his gnostic doctrines,
which now connect with the questions of fate and propitiation: neither Christ
nor God can prevent the fate of Christ’s death, since this, precisely as propitiatory atonement, becomes a necessary step for redemption that simultaneously
robs it of any efcacy. Further, this death becomes an ‘offence’ not merely
because it is a propitiation for sinful human beings, but for what lies beyond
human sin itself, namely the realm of evil nature from which Christ promises
a futile rescue.
The point is very astute on Adorno’s part, for propitiatory atonement is
indeed a doctrine that trades on certain features of gnostic thought. Not only
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are human souls trapped within nature, but God himself is similarly imprisoned, particularly in his binding in human nature in the incarnation. Yet, this
is the ultimate expression of necessity, for God cannot help but succumb to
such a fate – God must be incarnated in Christ, in nature, so that the punishment due to human beings may be taken by Christ, so that, in other words,
redemption can take place. The sheer necessity of this particular schema of
redemption puts God at the mercy of fate, but the problem for Adorno is that
Kierkegaard’s evocation of God’s own fate sucks all the air out of the prison
of nature where he is caught. In this environment, where fate – a force outside
God – renders God helpless, such a God fades from existence: ‘Mythical dialectic consumes Kierkegaard’s god, as did Kronos his children’.37
Yet, identifying myth is but the rst step; Adorno will then move on, not to
history so much as to the problem of paradox. Here, Kierkegaard is inescapably a theologian, for theology deals with myriad paradoxes, such as the dual
nature of Christ (fully man and fully human), transcendence and immanence,
punctual time and eternity, and the bind of theodicy (the tension between evil,
God’s omnipotence and love). Indeed, for Adorno, this is precisely the problem with Kierkegaard and with theology more generally: while his understanding of dialectics must have paradox as the starting point, Kierkegaard
annoyingly insists that paradox is the answer, the end point of the argument
that loudly proclaims the limits of human thought.38 Adorno will worry away
at this assumption for most of the book: ‘The paradox is Kierkegaard’s fundamental, categorical form’39 and Adorno is not going to let Kierkegaard get
away with it.
Out of the density of Adorno’s text, I choose one instance of Christological
paradox – time and eternity. The point Adorno wants to make is that paradoxes like these are the fertile ground in which the dialectic may and should
take root. Except, for Kierkegaard, the dance of the dialectic falters – a misstep here, a falter there, one partner begins dancing to a different beat and
soon they give up altogether. The fatal problem with Kierkegaard’s discussion of time and eternity is the recurring problem of nature: nature, especially fallen nature, has for Kierkegaard no history, whereas time is that which
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distinguishes human existence from nature. The problem is that Kierkegaard
attributes timelessness, a feature of nature, to Christ, in direct contradiction
with his insistence on the historicity of God’s appearance in Christ.40 Adorno
picks up on Kierkegaard’s phrase ‘this nota bene on a page of universal history’ to argue that this is precisely a signal of the lack of historical specicity
in regard to Christ’s incarnation: he might have appeared at any moment in
time, interchangeable with any other. Thus, rather than marking in a unique
fashion the possibility of history itself – Adorno’s very denition of history
itself, as we saw a little earlier – the life of Christ becomes timeless, falling
back into nature. And this nature is specically ‘fallen nature’, the state of
human beings in the world after the Fall. Of course, this means that Christ
cannot effect any redemption: trapped in nature as timeless, he has no way of
extracting himself from nature, let alone anyone else who may be interested
in redemption. For Kierkegaard, this is a real problem, since he desperately
wants to get himself out of such a fallen nature; and, for the Adorno of this
early work, nature is not a particularly desirable state.
Sacrice
All of this is only a warm up before taking the central category of Kierkegaard’s thought – sacrice.41 And he will let Kierkegaard have it on both counts,
showing how sacrice is both mythical and paradoxical, so much so that it
leads to the sacrice of reason itself. As for myth, Adorno is beginning to
enjoy himself, exing his dialectical muscles: all Kierkegaard’s bans on myth,
he points out, are but screens for myth itself: ‘Blinded, however, it escapes
him that the image of sacrice is itself mythical and occupies the innermost
cell of his thought, accessible equally by way of his philosophy as by his theology’.42 Using Kierkegaard’s dialectic against him, Adorno argues that, in the
very effort to remove the mythical origin of sacrice, he makes use of sacrice.
However much he exploits the ambiguity of myth to extirpate myth, he cannot escape it.
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But what is the myth that riddles Kierkegaard’s notion of sacrice? None
other than the Nordic myth of Odhinn-Wódhan,43 the god who rules over all
things but sacrices himself for himself. Patron of the jarl [nobles], possessor
of the great spear Gungnir, a treacherous and untrustworthy god of war and
the brotherhoods of warriors, also of poetry, magic, wisdom (especially in
war) and runes, Odhinn’s creatures were the raven and the wolf that fed on
the bodies of the slain. Dweller of Valhalla, he welcomed warriors fallen in
battle, but also demanded human and animal sacrices which the jarl provided for him by raiding the villages of the karl (free-men, whose god was
Thorr). These sacrices were hung from trees and stabbed with spears, often
around temples, in memory of Odhinn’s own hanging: strung from the worldtree Yggdrasill for nine days, bearing a spear-wound, he sacrices himself for
the secret of the runes, for knowledge itself. In the Hávamál, Odhinn speaks
thus:
I know I hung
On the windswept Tree,
Through nine days and nights.
I was stuck with a spear
and given to Odhinn,
myself given to myself.44

For Adorno, this is the key – ‘myself given to myself’ – to Kierkegaard’s theory
of sacrice (although I have had to overcome Adorno’s obtuseness here with
a few details). The point is that the myth of Odhinn’s self-sacrice gives us
the essence of Kierkegaard’s idealism, the rash claim that thought itself, reason, is able to generate not only reality but redemption itself. Yet, does not
Kierkegaard seek to overcome idealism through sacrice? Ostensibly yes, but
the myth betrays him, for his use of Christ’s sacrice is saturated with the
myth of Odhinn’s sacrice. This means, for Adorno, that Kierkegaard seeks
both to transcend his idealist system and, by the same act, hold it together; he
negates all the claims of idealism and then grasps them.
Let me exegete for a moment a key quotation from Adorno, one that is typically overlaid with multiple levels. It reads:
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The model of this sacrice is paradoxy: a movement of thought, completed
in our thought, and negated as totality in this movement of thought, in
order, sacriced, to draw toward itself the ‘strictly different,’ its absolute
contrary.45

The ghost of Odhinn haunts this sentence, the paradox of the god who sacrices himself for knowledge (thought itself), but then idealism itself comes
to the fore: thought is both completed and negated in order to draw in the
contrary, the other that it believes it has constituted through the power of
thought alone. But such an idealist dialectic has about as much chance of connecting with the other (Hegel’s moment of the negative) as Odhinn has of
being reliable and trustworthy. Finally, reconciliation peers out from beneath
the words: any effort at reconciliation, the effort to reconcile oneself with any
other, can hardly proceed from and return to oneself, gathering the other in
the process. Idealism, staring at the onset of immanent collapse, has no access
to such reconciliation, cannot achieve the cathartic reconciliation promised by
sacrice, since reconciliation is precisely that category excluded by the realm
of pure thought that characterises idealism. Or, if we replace ‘thought’ with
‘nature’, redemption that comes from nature can never rise above nature; it
must fall back, exhausted, into nature: reconciliation thereby becomes ‘the
imperceptible gesture in which guilty nature renews itself historically as created nature’.46
The key paradox, then, is idealism, although all of Kierkegaard’s much
beloved paradoxes also come into play – revelation/mystery, happiness/
suffering, certainty/uncertainty, ease/difculty of religious truth/absurdity.
Kierkegaard’s problem is that he tries to overcome the primary paradox of
idealism by means of sacrice; unfortunately for him, this sacrice is caught
in the myth of Odhinn that replicates the idealist paradox. Hence, sacrice is
the ‘essence [Gehalt] of paradoxy’.47 And, with the incessant rattling of this
idealist paradox, Kierkegaard’s system falls apart: what appears to be a dialectic is one in name only. Or, rather, he is closer to Hegel than he cares to
think. In all his opposition, Kierkegaard replicates the idealism of Hegel, suffering an inverse fate:
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Reason, which in Hegel as innite reason produces actuality out of itself, is
in Kierkegaard, again as innite reason, the negation of all nite knowledge:
if the former is mythical by its claim to universal sovereignty, the latter
becomes mythical through universal annihilation.48

Odhinn’s nal battle at Ragnarok, when Loki and the wolf Fenrir are let loose,
marks the collapse of Kierkegaard’s system. This is the ‘sacrice of reason’
to which Adorno has been working, the sheer inability of reason to function
in any capacity in Kierkegaard’s thought. In the end, sacrice becomes not
merely a signal of the inability of reason to function in any capacity, but also
the very means by which reason is rendered incapable. The effort to hold his
system together through sacrice fails spectacularly, going every which way
in a shower of sparks.
Not a bad argument, it seems to me, particularly in the way the uncovering of myth and identication of paradox mesh with one another, but, again,
I am left wanting more, especially on the question of reconciliation. Adorno
refuses to say anything more on reconciliation, and even then I have had to
spell it out – the reconciliation of myself with the other, with what is ‘strictly
different’. Does he mean reconciliation between human beings and God – this
would, in fact, be the primary theological meaning of the word – or between
human beings themselves – the subsidiary theological point? If so, he does
not say so. My suspicion is that spelling out what he means by reconciliation
would draw him too far into theology, although he could always answer that
the ban on images comes into play here, that we cannot in fact know or say
what reconciliation is since we have not as yet experienced it, at least on a
political and social level.
Cosmology: the spheres
It is all beginning to read like a thorough demolition job; indeed, the subtitle
of the Kierkegaard study may well have read ‘all I leave are the memories’. I
do nd this somewhat troubling, not so much because I have a soft spot for
Kierkegaard but because it is, to be blunt, a betrayal of the dialectic. Would
not a more dialectical reading have been to draw Kierkegaard up into a wider
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problematic, to recast his questions and problems into another set of questions? At least Adorno should have asked: what are the implications for theology and philosophy, given the inadequacies of Kierkegaard’s thought?
But, for now, Adorno razes Kierkegaard to the ground one more time, on
the question of the spheres, or, as I have recast it, a demythologisation of cosmology. So let us see what he does here with a deep structure of Kierkegaard’s
works. Kierkegaard’s famous spheres – the aesthetic, ethical and religious –
are both hierarchically and dialectical related, mediated by irony and humour.
Again, two phases characterise Adorno’s argument, the one that they are ultimately theological and therefore mythical, and the other that the dialectic of
the spheres fails to achieve the desired unity, becoming a ‘totality of ruins’49
due to the inherent idealism of Kierkegaard’s dialectic in which they become
ruling ‘ideas’.
Theologically, the spheres operate within a vertical world between heaven
and hell, eternity and damnation, with the aesthetic at the lowest point, moving between despair and objective damnation. Irony mediates, as a connien,
between it and the ethical, the middle realm, which then moves to the religious via humour, at which point the holy or apostolic life may be found. But
the relationship is also dialectical, with all three spheres rubbing up against
one another.
As for myth, Adorno’s dialectical reading moves from the spheres as distinct entities, through their status as concepts to their magical and hypostatised forms. The initial signal of myth’s presence in the dialectic of the spheres
is language itself, for the nomenclature of the spheres is astral. The spheres,
apart from assuring Kant’s notion of the moral law beneath the stars in heaven,
both echo and derive from the Pythagorean/Orphic music of the spheres that
Plato found so appealing. Here, the mythical element takes astrological form
and Adorno argues that Kierkegaard’s formulations themselves betray such a
linguistic debt. Echoing Kierkegaard, Adorno writes:
The most universal concepts, posited by consciousness to order its
multifarious contents, appear to consciousness as alien, meaning conferring
powers that dene their own course. They direct the individual’s fate the
more completely the stranger they become to him; the more hidden their
human origins; the more, that is, that abstraction progresses in them.50
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Like astrology, in which inanimate pieces of rock affect one’s individual characteristics and personal decisions and events, the spheres become alien bodies,
dictating one’s life according to the logic of fate. Although Kierkegaard would
hardly believe this, for Adorno he does in fact hold that universal concepts fall
under the sway of astrology.
By now, Adorno has become a little impatient with stripping Kierkegaard
down to his mythological underwear: with the spheres he is far more interested in the logical paradoxes they pose for the dialectic. To begin with, Kierkegaard’s own model of the spheres is riven, somewhat ironically, with a tension
between ‘a dialectic immanent to the spheres and one between the spheres’.51
This tension produces its own contradiction between a Hegelian immanent
dialectic and one of the leap across the abyss between the spheres that transforms one into the other – from the lowest, the aesthetic, through ethics to the
highest, the religious, mediated by the uid boundaries [connien] of irony
and humour and occasionally the ‘interesting’ or even the ethical itself. In
order to explicate the contradiction, Adorno resorts yet again to a theological
problem that highlights the problem, namely, ‘miracle’.52
At rst, this might seem like a strange way to open up the contradictions in
Kierkegaard’s dialectic of the spheres. But let us see what Adorno does with
them: miracles are caught in Kierkegaard’s system between believer and nonbeliever, for in neither case do they ‘work’, despite Kierkegaard’s claims. For
the non-believer, miracles can make him ‘attentive’, but not compel belief. In
fact, he may equally decide to accept or reject the faith towards which miracles
point. This means that miracles can be only for believers, but this falls away
from the paradox of belief, xing it as an eternal proof of faith. Yet they cannot
be, for Kierkegaard, proofs of faith, since faith can happen only through the
leap. In either case, the categories are mutually exclusive, but Kierkegaard’s
point is that the tension can be resolved through a qualitative dialectic that
scorns Hegelian Vermittlung, mediation, as nothing more than ‘interposition
[Mediation]’. Now Adorno pounces, for it is not possible to operate a dialectical argument without mediation [Vermittlung]. There are two possible outcomes in this situation: without mediation, the paradox of miracle becomes
a pure negation, absolute difference, and then the dialectic freezes, closing
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down into a ‘simple limiting condition’.53 Alternatively, the paradox of the
miracles is in fact mediated and miracles work for both believer as signs of
the life of faith and for the non-believer as signs of how one might enter this
life. But let us pause for a moment and backtrack to the leap, to the means of
avoiding mediation: if the leap, as the only entry into faith, overcomes the
paradox of miracles, how does one enter faith via the leap? Here, the ambivalence and difculty of the whole dialectic of the spheres emerges:
Where the conception of this dialectic is dened by the categories of the
leap, the absolutely different and the paradox, there can be no room for the
authentic dialectic. As a movement, the ‘leap’ is not commensurable with
any dialectical movement immanent to the sphere; it is not demonstrable
in any act of consciousness. Paradoxical in itself and otherworldly, the leap
reveals itself to be an act of election: the consummation of an irrational
doctrine of predestination that is perhaps the foundation of Kierkegaard’s
‘Baroque’.54

Kierkegaard has merely replaced one paradox with another, this time between
the leap of faith and the election of believers, or, between free will and grace.
It is, in other words, the old theological paradox whereby what seems to be
an act of pure choice, above all a decision for God rather than against, turns
out, in hindsight, to be a manifestation of election. And theological paradox
is the death of the dialectic, as far as Adorno is concerned, for such paradoxes are the end of the run rather than its inaugural moment. In its stronger
terms, the issue is predestination, to which Luther and the Lutheran tradition
were bound; in the light of the extraordinarily rich doctrine of predestination,
Kierkegaard’s notion of the leap becomes nonsensical, for there is no longer
any risk or uncertainty, the key to the leap itself.
As the spheres begin to break up in Adorno’s hands, he extricates the
unbearable tension between dialectics and hierarchy. For the spheres themselves run in descending order, from the religious through the ethical to the
aesthetic, which, for Kierkegaard, implies a certain unintelligibility between
the spheres: the lower spheres cannot make intelligible that which appears in
higher spheres. But Adorno is after something more: on these terms, any dia-
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lectic will break down, whether through the leap or through intrigue. By the
leap one may pass from one sphere to the other, but only by intrigue, argues
Kierkegaard, may the hierarchy of the spheres relate to each other. The effort
to overcome this paradox by means of the notion of ‘projection’, in which the
higher spheres seek to project themselves into the lower spheres, only generates further problems. In fact, these efforts at the projection of one sphere
into another fail abysmally, for it is not possible to move downwards in the
hierarchy, since higher spheres cannot be understood by lower ones except by
intrigue, and so the hierarchy itself fails to be ordered. Any religious item cannot be understood in the ethical or the aesthetic, nor can the ethical be comprehended in the aesthetic. But where is Adorno going with this argument?
In Kierkegaard ‘higher’ spheres may not be arbitrarily depicted in ‘lower’
spheres; the ‘leap’ precludes adequate projection, and in the necessity
of dissimulations the system of the spheres shows itself as a totality in
fragments. The projection of the phenomena of a higher sphere into a lower
means falsication and, therefore, every statement of the ‘religious’ sphere
remains incomprehensible for the aesthetic sphere because it is already
falsied by mere depiction.55

Not only does the dialectic of the spheres collapse, but Kierkegaard’s own
thought precludes any effort to base aesthetics or ethics in theology – both
spheres lower than the religious – for all that results is the falsication, by
intrigue and deception, of the theological categories in the effort to produce
an aesthetics or ethics.
What of the reverse process, from the lower spheres to the higher? Over
against intrigue and dissimulation for the step downward, transcendence
refers to the reverse, the way the spheres move out of themselves. Here,
Kierkegaard concentrates on the way the aesthetic may move into the religious and Adorno follows through the various modes by which this happens:
the extreme moment of decisiveness for the aesthetic (in contrast to the everpresent leap for the religious), and the ‘exception’ as the moment of that transcendence (the poet, marriage, feminine romanticism, or human being as such).
Decisiveness and the exception then mark such a movement upwards, but it
is Kierkegaard’s characterisation of this movement towards transcendence
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that is most intriguing. He seeks this transcendence in incommensurable
moments or situations in which aesthetics points beyond itself, where there is
no ostensible reason for its expression. This is Kierkegaard’s ‘concretion’, the
inward and simple expression of a value that can speak incommensurably of
transcendence, such as poetry or love. Who has not felt that moment of transcendence in a lover’s eyes, or perhaps in a stunning piece of literature?
Enigmatic as ever, Adorno mentions the ‘concrete’ or ‘concretion’ a few
times before passing on to his next point, but I want to grab Adorno by the collar and hold him in his tracks for a few moments. By concrete, Adorno refers
not only to Kierkegaard’s notion (and, remember, Adorno will not be seduced
by Kierkegaard’s poetry) but also to a more Marxist sense where the concrete
indicates the specicity of political economics and historical location. And it
is this concrete that Kierkegaard cannot avoid and yet seeks to negate through
his alternative sense of ‘concrete’ as the transcendent exception. For the rst
sense of concrete appears all the more insistently the more Kierkegaard tries
to escape it, particularly with the escape into radical inwardness. Here lies the
irresolvable paradox of Kierkegaard’s notion of concretion: the very possibility of his alternative notion of concretion as exception relies upon the historical sense of the term, a sense he deeply wants to banish.
But Adorno is not content to rest, and so he turns the contradiction of concretion and Kierkegaard’s resistance to it into a mark of the system itself, namely
the ‘ultimate contradiction’ of the whole dialectic that Kierkegaard tries to
establish. Why does Kierkegaard’s effort at a dialectics fail? In the end, paradox begs for an adequate dialectic, something that Adorno himself is keen to
establish. Although paradox lies at the heart of Kierkegaard’s philosophy, the
problem is that, rather than taking paradox as a dialectical category par excellence, as the object that allows the dialectic to begin its work, Kierkegaard
falls victim to the theological treatment of paradox. That is, the mere arrival at
paradox – doctrine of the Trinity, the nature of Christ, time and eternity, transcendence and immanence, free will and grace, miracle, etc. – is the signal of
the end of inquiry rather than its beginning. The problem with Kierkegaard is
that the paradoxes of theology are themselves not open to dialectical analysis,
however much he may protest otherwise. The theological propositions with
which Kierkegaard works are external, revealed ‘truth contents’ which appear
in the highest sphere, the religious. This means that the various phenomena
of the spheres – religious, ethical and aesthetic – do not arise from within the
system itself, but externally. With the externally revealed truths of theology,
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Kierkegaard’s system fails as a dialectical one because there is no mediation
– a category that will remain central to Adorno’s exercise of the dialectic.56
Even the use of the ethical sphere itself as a mediation between the religious
and the aesthetic fails, for these two crush the ethical between them as a mode
of passing from one to the other: ‘Theological truth crashes down to human
level as aesthetic truth and reveals itself to man as a sign of hope’,57 except that
such a ‘hope’ becomes feeble due to the abruptness of the crash.
Even though I have voiced my doubts about the need for stamping Kierkegaard’s system to dust and then scattering it in the brook nearby, the critique
of theological paradox is a pertinent one. Kierkegaard gives precedence to
theology – and theological readings, as Adorno points out, are entirely correct to focus on paradox as the key to Kierkegaard’s work – at the expense
of an adequate or workable philosophy or aesthetics. And yet, despite his
profound suspicion of Kierkegaard’s theology as entirely false within itself,
Adorno only just hints at a way in which theology would have a legitimate
place: when the paradoxes of theology become the beginning of dialectics,
rather than the nal answer of a system of thought, then the ‘truth content’ of
theology may begin to appear, however different it may be from its ostensible
content.
I have, by and large, done with the Kierkegaard book. Apart from carefully
sinking into the text itself, with its tight and unrelenting sentences, I have also
been on the lookout for the workings of what I have called Adorno’s theological suspicion. If I have found the study wanting at certain points – too concerned with undertaking a complete demolition job on Kierkegaard, unwilling
to pursue guarded hints, and assuming a little too much from Kierkegaard,
especially concerning myth and nature – then I also want to hold to the necessity of theological suspicion, especially where paradox is the nal word, the
terminus of any theological argument rather than the beginning of a far more
interesting dialectic. Yet, such a theological suspicion does not mean that we
can turn our backs on theology, brushing the dust from our sandals before we
set out on the road.
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Secularised theology
I feel as though I have circumnavigated a vast continent of thought and then
traversed its tough and rugged interior. But, before I can get too carried away
with my sense of achievement, all I need to do is remind myself is that this is
only the rst philosophical book. And so I turn to that other central engagement with theology, namely the criticism of secularised theology. This will
come as a contested surprise to those who work on Adorno: does he not, after
all, make use of terms such as reconciliation, redemption and above all the
ban on images? Indeed, Adorno is often credited with the suggestion that
theology must undergo a radical purge of its bowels so that its language and
ways of thinking may be invested with a clean, new and thoroughly secularised content.58 Less an observation about a process that had already been
underway from the Enlightenment, it is read as prescription of dialectics
itself, a radical ushing out and remoulding for the purpose of contemporary
radical thought. If this is the case – that Adorno is a secular theologian – then
he is hardly alone, as the various critics I have discussed in this book or the
new wave of political theology at the beginning of the new millennium makes
abundantly clear.
Now, I could argue that Adorno never makes use of a secularised theological concept, but let me take the more modest position that, although he has
a propensity to slip into such a mode at times, he also develops an extraordinary criticism of such secularised theology (what Marx would call the passage from the criticism of theology to the criticism of politics). So, let me track
that critique of secularised theology rather closely. The catch is that the criticism of secularised theology is inseparable from the famous ban on images or
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Bilderverbot: while the ban itself is, in many respects, the basis for the criticism,
the criticism of secularised theology raises the question as to what the ban is
if it is not a secularised theological category. So, I begin with the criticism of
secularised theology itself, before passing on to consider the ban on images.
In doing so, I am going to trawl through another of Adorno’s less read books
– The Jargon of Authenticity, originally intended to be part of Negative Dialectics,
as well as the more recently unearthed lectures on metaphysics translated
as Metaphysics: Concept and Problems.59 Out of these texts, three moments of
the criticism of secularised theology emerge, two from the jargon book and
one from the metaphysics lectures: the attack on existentialism and especially
Adorno’s favourite punching bag, Heidegger; the danger of a metaphysics
that seeks to base its authority in thought alone; and the partial secularisation
of liberal theology.
As for the Jargon of Authenticity, Adorno wants to do the same to existentialism as he tried to do to Kierkegaard – raze it to the ground, and, this time
like the Romans in Carthage, sow it liberally with salt for good measure.
That the existentialism of the early twentieth century was, in many respects,
Kierkegaard’s legacy did not help Adorno’s appreciation, but, at another level,
the rejection of Hegelian reason and Marxist political solutions represented
everything about liberal ideology to which the Frankfurt school was opposed.
I am, however, listening with different ears to this text, attuned to the theological cadences that run side by side with those of existentialism: so, even though
Adorno takes on Jaspers and Heidegger in the book, I am after the theological
questions, references to gures such as Martin Buber and Paul Tillich, but,
above all, the argument that the early Heidegger’s use of secularised theological concepts leaves the foundations of existentialism termite-ridden.
I am going to give Adorno his head for a few moments, since we need to
let him give the early Heidegger’s existentialism a good shove before we can
pick up the problem of secularised theology. The argument of The Jargon of
Authenticity is that, in the name of a critique of alienation and the ways hitherto used to overcome it, existentialism in fact became a mystication of that

59
The hand of Rolf Tiedemann is heavy on these lectures. As he openly admits
in the ‘Editor’s Afterword’ (Adorno 2000, pp. 191–8) the quality of the tapes is poor
and the transcriber seemed to have little sense of the lectures, let alone the many
Greek terms. Thus, Tiedemann often needed to reconstruct sentences and the meaning itself of the text.

424 • Chapter Eight

very process of domination and oppression, and it did so through its inherent
idealism, the self-experience and self-production of subjectivity that loses or
negates the crucial relationship between the existential subject and its objective historical content and context. Nothing that had not been argued earlier,
except that, in The Jargon of Authenticity, the argument runs a different course.
It passes through the terminology of existentialism, a particular language
that became a widespread jargon – in theology, paedagogy, youth organisations, business and administration – which closes down the possibility that
language will relate in some way to truth. By ‘truth’, Adorno quite explicitly
refers to the reality not so much of the political and economic situation to
which language relates as to the dialectical and mediated relation between
language and political economics, all of which can then reveal the function of
ideology. Adorno’s own argument is then a model for such an identication
of truth in the very act of criticising existentialism’s inability to do so. Thus,
the ‘truth’ of the jargon is that it is a form of ideology, in this case a specic
mode of language and thinking that serves, by positing its message through
its own nature, to oppress rather than liberate.
The thickest sections of The Jargon of Authenticity are given over to Jaspers
and Heidegger, the latter especially appearing time and again for another
punishing bout. But it is the earlier pages that register on my mental radar,
given the central role of theologians within existentialism. Indeed, the rst
pages of The Jargon of Authenticity deal with the twist given to the theological
legacy of Kierkegaard. For ‘a number of people active in philosophy, sociology, and theology’60 had decided that it was not so much the content of religion, or more specically theology, but the act of conviction itself that was
the key. Although named on only one or two occasions, the letters between
Adorno and Tillich indicate that Adorno had Tillich primarily in mind.
Proposed as a way to move beyond the specicity of Christianity so as to
incorporate any form of religious belief, Adorno saw it as a renewed form of
mystication, the exacerbation of all the vilest enchantments of Kierkegaard’s
thought. The problem for Adorno was not the loss of an external referent for
theology but the turn inward, the legitimacy rendered to the act of believing
by an autonomous subject. For only this act could be ‘authentic’ in the jargon
of existentialism.
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The religious streams of existentialism were not restricted to Christianity,
especially the liberal theology of which Tillich was the most distinctive representative. For Martin Buber, whose work – along with that of Kierkegaard
and Tillich – continues to be inuential, brings a Jewish bent to existentialism. Buber’s appeal lay in providing a greater metaphysical and theological
depth to the act rather that the object of belief. The I-Thou relationship supersedes the I-It relationship – although it constantly threatens to fall back into
reication – not by emphasis on the object of the relationship but on the relationship itself in all its intimacy. It matters not whether the relationship is
with God, another human being, or indeed any other animate being. For
Buber, while the prime relationship is with God, such transcendence comes
from below, from the relationship between ‘man and man’.
Adorno nds the appropriation of Buber into Christian theology and
then existentialism a warmed-up irrationalism, a founding of metaphysics on stupidity, the result of removing Kierkegaard’s Christology from his
theory of existence and universalising it. Theology breaks down its crucial
demarcations between natural and supernatural, immanence and transcendence, life and death, losing any viable position. Adorno’s criticism bites, for
Buber’s warm and fuzzy irrationalism becomes central to the jargon in which
Heidegger took up Buber. In fact, it is Heidegger who, with his ‘diminished
theological tone’,61 provides the theoretical and systematic depth to the more
vague aspirations of existentialism. Had he not existed he would have had to
be invented in any case, at least in his earlier incarnation, for his appeal and
popularity lay in the clear articulation of the hazy thoughts of ‘the dark drives
of the intelligentsia before 1933’.62
Heidegger’s effort in Being and Time to develop a metaphysics by appropriating theological notions of experience without theology – for Heidegger, the
structures of the experience of death become the structures of Dasein – is, for
Adorno, the most ideological part of Heidegger’s work. His sleight-of-hand
lies in the effort to develop a non-theological concept of death: in explicit recognition of the decline of positive religion, this effort ends up being a subtle
manoeuvre to reintroduce theological concepts. The problem is that the experience that theology posited – in this case, death – is no longer possible without
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theology. But, in order to develop a concept of death, Heidegger must then
smuggle theology back in.63 Heidegger tries to rell the empty theological
pots with a non-theological mix – in short, to espouse a secularised theology.
A further feature of such a fateful secularisation is the shift to religion as religion, to the act of belief itself. For ‘the jargon secularises the German readiness
to view men’s positive relation to religion as something immediately positive, even when the religion has disintegrated and been exposed as something
untrue’.64 For Adorno – and I cannot emphasise this enough – any notion of
a secularised theology is an ‘insult not only to thought but also to religion’.65
The insult to thought we can readily understand, but what intrigues me to no
end is the insult to religion: I assume he is talking about theology here, but
this means that theology itself is badly done by with such a secularised theology. Indeed, it is precisely the assumed pervasiveness of secularised theology
that Adorno nds such a bane to theology itself.
Apart from the criticism of the transformation of progress into a secular
concept, a process already implicit in Augustine’s Civitas Dei, as one of idolisation,66 we can see also a critique of Marxist efforts to secularise the Bible or
theology, as most of the characters I have discussed in this book try to do. In
the end, this will mean, for Adorno, not merely a slippage into the alienating
patterns embedded in the language of such a secularised theology, but the
amplication of the worst of such systems while anything that might have
acted as a check is jettisoned.
In part due to the centrality of Kierkegaard in existentialism, Adorno nds
the theological residue poisonous: its ‘addictions’ have ‘seeped into the language’, a language which ‘molds thought’.67 And this is the problem: it is
not as though the content oats free of its container, language, but that language itself has its own shaping, content-producing function. The language
of theology, appropriated by the early Heidegger and existentialism, has the
distinct ideological role of producing patterns of subordination to an absolute authority, which is now fascism rather than God and the Church. The
theological language of existentialism – which drew its sacredness from the
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cult of authenticity rather than Christianity – becomes an ideological schema
particularly suited to fascism. In the case of fascism, existentialism functioned
not so much as an explicit statement, but as a ‘refuge’, a mystication that
gave voice to an ostensible salvation from alienation that functioned as a virulent justication of oppression. In short, here we have the ‘smoldering evil’ of
fascism.68
At around the same time Adorno was working on The Jargon of Authenticity
and Negative Dialectics, he was also delivering his lectures on metaphysics. So,
here, I want to take a break and switch to the lectures, especially since a somewhat similar criticism as the one I have just traced emerges against metaphysics. An intricate path weaves its way through the lectures, one that accounts
for both the long-standing love affair between theology and metaphysics and
yet their inability to live together. But what interests me is the deeper source
of this tension, apart from the tactical alliances and the points where they
touch, especially on the question of the absolute.
The difference between the two is as follows: what theology posits by revelation, metaphysics does by concepts, through reason. Metaphysics ‘no longer
does so in a belief in the direct experience of the sensible perceptibility or the
substantial existence of the divinities or divinity, but on the basis of conceptual
thought’.69 But this is the beginning of a problem and not merely a statement of
the status quo. Let me dig out the problem further by exegeting a sentence and
a half from Negative Dialectics: metaphysics is ‘not only theology secularised
into a concept. It preserves theology in its critique, by uncovering the possibility of what theology may force upon men and thus desecrate’.70 The very
problem with the notion of a secularised theology is contained in this statement, for such a move by metaphysics merely replicates the authority structures of theology, or, to put in the terms of Negative Dialectics, the return to
rst principles that theology took up with gusto.71 Instead of revealed dogma,
ensured by the institution of the Church, conceptual thought becomes the
authority, the legal basis for metaphysics. The result is that the structure of
being is nothing other than the structure of thought: the elevation of thought
to the key elements of the universe, so to speak. In order to avoid such a
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move of theology’s claims to authority into philosophy, particularly in the
transition from theology to metaphysics, where thought becomes the justication and jurisdiction over metaphysics, where it claims that thought is in fact
metaphysics, Adorno suggests that ‘metaphysics can no longer be anything
other than a thinking about metaphysics’,72 a critical self-reection that perpetually questions the fundamental assumption of the whole metaphysical
tradition, that ‘thought and its constitutive forms are in fact the absolute’.73 In
this perpetually self-reective mode of metaphysics – as the thinking about
metaphysics – Adorno tries to squeeze past the ‘no road’ sign over metaphysics usurping the position of theology in an even more insidious fashion. If
metaphysics has any chance whatsoever, it is not as secularised theology, not
as a rescue of theology in another register, but as a perpetual criticism that is
wary of its own ground.
Adorno will not offer so much in the third moment of his criticism of secularised theology, namely the damning assessment of liberal theology. Long
the way in which Christian theology made itself palatable to the ‘modern
world’, its role was to give space to those who found the pious claptrap of the
Church unbearable and yet could see no way to live outside the institution.
So it became possible to dispense, one after another, with the virgin birth of
Christ, the Resurrection, the notion that Christ is God’s Son, the parousia, hell,
and so on, and yet remain a card-carrying member. Hardly one to support a
conservative opposition to liberal theology – the conict that continues to set
the boundaries of institutional and ideological life in the Church – Adorno
argues that the ‘theological freeing of the numinous from ossied dogma has,
ever since Kierkegaard, involuntarily come to mean its partial secularisation’.74 The key to such liberal theology is its peculiar brand of mysticism, the
emphasis shifting to the relationship itself rather than any ostensible content
or denition, which can only result in reication. It is, therefore, ‘commitment’ – a central term in the jargon – that counts, with no need to commit to
any person or thing, or, indeed, speculation about such content. The terms
of the jargon have become ‘sacred without sacred content, as frozen emanations’:75 in this way, the refusal of reication becomes reied itself.
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This theological move, the partial secularisation characteristic of liberal
theology, provides one of the main avenues into the jargon of authenticity,
which may be summed up in terms of the role of language as ideology and
the positing power of the subject. The key terms themselves bear a theological
residue – ‘existential’, ‘in the decision’, ‘commission’, ‘appeal’, ‘encounter’,
‘genuine dialogue’, ‘statement’, ‘concern’ – although in the end, ‘what remains
after the removal of existential bombast are religious customs cut off from
their religious context’.76 For instance, ‘commitment’, removed from any subordination to revelation or the law, becomes a category of mental hygiene, a
‘medicine against nihilism’77 that obscures precisely the element of subordination that is so objectionable in religion itself. Or, the ‘doctrine of Man’, derived
from the theological notion of human beings created in the image of God:
secularised, closed off from its theological origin, the notion of ‘man’ becomes
a persuasive and unassailable term. The transcendence that separated man
and God collapses, and man becomes divine, full of wonder, incapable of sin
or evil, the image of itself for which the jargon acts as the language of worship
and reverence. The subtlety of the jargon is that it worships not greatness but
a universalised nothingness and powerlessness, precisely the means of ensuring acquiescence to, rather than criticism and rebellion against, the historical
and political conditions of oppression. Thus, suffering, evil and death should
be accepted, not in the hope of eternal life (itself highly problematic), but as
part of the current state of affairs, with no hope of change, no challenge to
authority. In this respect, the secularised theology of existentialism is a more
potent ideology than theology. It vitiates any critique, any notion of the division of labour, and any protest.
Does Adorno want a return to theology untainted by such secularisation?
Not quite, for theology hardly needs to be recovered, nor do its claims to
transcendence, the transformation of death, or the desire to speak about God
have anything inherently benecial about them. The warm and irrational feeling about religion per se, functions not only as an ideology that masks the
oppression and alienation of capitalism, but it also obfuscates, by appearing
to discard the embarrassing and virulent content, the alienation of religion.
Such irrationalism, inherited by the jargon of authenticity, is like ‘the childish
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manner of Latin primers which praise the love of fatherland in-itself – which
praise the viri patriae amantes, even when the fatherland in question covers up
the most atrocious deeds’.78 The jargon transposes into capitalism, now raised
to a new exponential level, the ideological effect of theology, both of which
make attractive something unbearable and disgusting: ‘dead cells of religiosity in the midst of the secular, however, become poisonous’.79
Adorno’s critique of secularised theology leaves wide open the question as
to what he wants, what role he sees for theology. If it is not to be secularised,
should it be restored to its former glory, or should it undergo a thoroughly
dialectical treatment that will take it to places it hardly imagined nor perhaps
really wants to go? I will leave that question unanswered for the time being,
since what I want to do now is explore what has been lurking beneath my
discussion of secularised theology, namely the criticism of idolatry, or the ban
on images.

Judaism and the ban on images
Surely the Bilderverbot is immediately susceptible to the charge that it is a form
of secularised theology, drawing a motif from the Hebrew Bible and raising it
to a philosophical leitmotiv? The catch is, as I suggested earlier, that the criticism of secularised theology is part of the whole Bilderverbot package, for, in a
sense, it relies upon the ban itself. And the ban is a more slippery notion than
at rst appears, offering a self-criticism of the very process of its emergence.
For, at the moment we suspect that what we have here is a secularised theological notion, the ban comes into place, negating such a possibility before it
comes into being.
I want to come back to this problem, but rst the ban on images: a prohibition on making [’sh] any hewn or cut image [pesel], it forms the second commandment in Exodus 20: 4 and then Deuteronomy 5: 8. Just to ensure that
the ban is comprehensive, the commandment species that the image should
not be in the form [temunah] of anything in the heavens, on earth or in the
seas beneath the earth. More importantly, however, it follows the rst commandment, ‘you shall not have other gods before my face’ (Exodus 20: 3; my
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translation): neither gods in the rst nor their images in the second commandment, not even an image of Yahweh. But, in the very proximity of the rst and
second commandments, a slippage takes place between god and image that
will become extremely important in Adorno’s own discussion.
But what interests me for now is what Adorno makes of this (and, again, I
have supplied some of the background). Well known from Negative Dialectics
and his thinking on aesthetics, it emerges most clearly in the anti-Semitism
section of Dialectic of Enlightenment. Thus, in opposition to Enlightenment
nominalism:
In Jewish religion, in which the idea of the patriarchate culminates in the
destruction of myth, the bond between name and being is still recognized in the
ban on pronouncing the name of God. The disenchanted world of Judaism
conciliates magic by negating it in the idea of God. Jewish religion allows
no word that would alleviate the despair of all that is mortal. It associates
hope only with the prohibition against calling on what is false as God, against
invoking the nite as innite, lies as truth. The guarantee of salvation lies in
the rejection of any belief that would replace it: it is knowledge obtained
in the denunciation of illusion.80

The echo of Benjamin’s argument concerning the language of naming should
not be missed here (although Adorno is more interested in the criticism of
contemporary linguistic theories of communication),81 but the implications
run into the philosophy of language, theory of knowledge, the nature of myth,
and the nature of religion.
But let me exegete the passage a little further, especially the sections I have
placed in italics. As for the ‘ban on pronouncing the name of God’, he picks
up the obvious point that the name of God is of course itself an image, especially a graven image, even when one has no other images of wood or stone
or metal. Behind this comment lies the point that, in orthodox Jewish practice,
one avoids mentioning even the name of God, YHWH (the ‘Tetragrammaton’),
replacing it with Hashem, ‘the name’. All in order to ensure that the commandment on banning images is observed.
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But Adorno is hardly one to leave it at that, and so he will push the ban
until it becomes ‘the prohibition against calling on what is false as God,
against invoking the nite as innite, lies as truth’.82 Here, the rst and second
commandments enfold each other, the prohibition on making any hewn or
cut image blending into the ban on other gods. At this point, we are clearly
in the realm of idolatry: as the image that represents God becomes God (the
signifying link having been broken), it then becomes possible to raise up any
nite thing – in the heavens or on earth or in the waters beneath the earth – to
become a deity. The catch with all of this is that it is a distinct idea of idolatry
that emerges only from the Hebrew Bible, especially with its imposition by
late scribes of monotheism on earlier texts. Let me take the example of the
polemic against idols in Isaiah (40: 19–20; 41: 6–7; 42: 17; 44: 9–20; 45: 16–17
and 46: 1–2, 5–7): here, the political satire operates on the basis that these
images could not represent some deity, since that deity or those deities does
not or do not exist; therefore, the one who worships his or her god through
the image is actually worshipping the image, for there is nothing beyond the
image. Thus he or she is a fool. Once this logic is in place, we can then move
to the notion that the making of graven images is, in fact, the raising of what
is contingent and not God into the place of God. This is what Adorno will not
have – nite replacing the innite, lies instead of truth, falsehood in the place
of God, and, as he goes on to write, illusion instead of knowledge and belief
in lieu of salvation. It is an extraordinary extension of the second commandment into a philosophical principle, in which a consistent demystication is a
given, where one always hesitates to name utopia and hope itself, searching
instead for shards in the negative: one must adhere to the ‘the commandment
not to “depict” utopia or the commandment not to conceive certain utopias in
detail’.83 This is the deepest level at which Jewish thought provides Adorno
with a lever outside the tradition of Western philosophy. But what catches
my eye is the penultimate point in the list: ‘the guarantee of salvation lies in
the rejection of any belief that would replace it’.84 We are back in the realm of
grace, but more of that later.
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Out of myriad possibilities in Adorno’s work, let me focus on two instances
of the ban on images, both of them drawing upon the criticism of idolatry that
lies at its heart: the criticism of Christology and the personality cult, and then
the relationship between metaphysics and theology.
As for the criticism of Christology, I have rehearsed this with my criticism
of Eagleton earlier in this book, but, here, I can nally lay out the theoretical
background. Boldly put, the dialectic of Christology enables the personality
cult: only through the logic of the God-human, that is Christ, does it become
possible to raise another human being to divine status. In other words, precisely because God becomes a human being in Jesus Christ (if we push the
divinity far enough, we end up with the very human Christ and vice versa),
can a human being become God – not just Christ, but any human being. I will
need to spin this out somewhat, especially in the context of the anti-Semitism
section of Dialectic of Enlightenment.
The role of Judaism would have to be one of the most enigmatic dimensions
of Adorno’s work, closely tied up with the ethical, metaphysical and even
autobiographical absolute of Auschwitz in his later texts. Of course, the Jews,
along with women and nature, are the necessary underside of a Christian
Europe, and it is the anti-Semitism chapter in Dialectic of Enlightenment that
indicates the central place of the Jews in Adorno’s thought. The chapter itself
runs through a number of angles in a search for the reasons and nature of
anti-Semitism: class analysis, a ritual outlet of hatred, an economic argument,
a psychoanalytic analysis, and the nal argument that, under the modern
capitalist state in which the individual is absorbed into the machinery of production, anti-Semitism becomes not an individual position but a plank in the
platform of bourgeois politics.
Out of all of these items, I am, of course, most interested in the theological
analysis. Despite the waning of religious zeal in persecuting the Jews – the
motive for almost two millennia – and the consequent playing down of religious dimensions for fascist anti-Semitism, Adorno and Horkheimer argue
that the vehemence of the denial of religious tradition is one protest too many.
Here, they make use of a very similar argument to the one Adorno elaborates
in his criticism of secularised theology: anti-Semitism sublates theological factors in favour of cultural ones, but this renders those ideas and positions even
more pernicious than when they were more overt. With only the external
forms of religion left, with the old authority structures of theology discarded
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and the truth of religious claims now forlorn, the longing for a better life is
transformed into nationalistic fervour, religious fanaticism nds expression
in blood, soil and patriotism, and the hatred of unbelievers is unabated: ‘AntiSemitism is all that the German Christians have retained of the religion of
love’.85
In the very differences between Christianity and Judaism – one that breeds
hatred of the Father by the followers of the Son – lie the theological roots of
anti-Semitism. The paradox is that, although Christianity, in New-Testament
and Reformation terms that were so inuential in Lutheran Germany, marks
a shift from the law to a grace that was inherent in the Hebrew covenant,
replacing a religion of sin and guilt, of abstract horror and duty, with one
of love, it is precisely in Christianity that idolatry comes back with renewed
force. And this is where Christology becomes the culprit, particularly in its
early formulation at the intersection of Hebrew and Greek thought.
To begin with, Christology is the ‘pretense on the part of the nite’,86 the
elevation of the tangible, eshly human Christ to divine status. In Christ, the
worship of a human gure receives religious sanction. But this is only the surface of the problem, the rst and most obvious step, for the more dialectical
point is one that comes straight out of Christology itself: to the same degree
that the absolute is humanised, so other human gures may be deied like
Christ. What we have here is an inverse ratio: only through the humanisation
of the divine in Christ does it become possible to divinise other human beings
– dictators, despots, pop-stars and sundry megalomaniacs. The deep dialectic
of Christology gives us the logic of the personality cult, for only when Christ
is most completely God – as one of the trinity, dwelling in heaven, an allpowerful creator, omniscient, the source of love and so on – only then does
his humanity push its way through all the theological categories and claim its
presence. So also with his divinity: when the humanity of Christ is dragged to
the remotest and most inaccessible point, when it can travel no further and is
nature in all of its senses, then the divinity of Christ begins to show up, way
past its last deadline. The rst step enables the second, which is where the
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personality cult picks up the dialectical swing, for only as a human being can
Christ become God, which then sets up the possibility for anyone else. The
nite stands in for the innite, the lie for truth, the illusion for knowledge.
The immediate context of this argument is the section on anti-Semitism,
particularly the Nazi proclivity for the personality cult of Hitler, but it extends
well beyond that analysis to the personality cult that bedevils politics on the
Left and Right. But, for now, my criticism moves in a different direction,
namely the curious mix of insight and blindness, the exclusions generated by
the ban itself of women and nature.
For it is exactly at the points where Adorno can retrieve something, however paradoxically negative it may be, from the Bible and from Judaism, that
he closes down other possibilities. As far as women are concerned, he and
Horkheimer are the rst to argue that women, like the Jews, have been systematically locked out of Western culture and society. In fact, they give as
much space to how misogyny is constitutive of this status quo as they do to
the Jews:
As with the oppressed aboriginal inhabitants in early national states, or the
colonial natives whose organisation and weapons are primitive compared
with those of their conquerors, or the Jews among the ‘Aryans,’ women’s
defencelessness is the legal title of their oppression.87

Notice here the extraordinary conjunction of colonialism, anti-Semitism and
misogyny, well before any postcolonial criticism. But – and this why Adorno
is so good – theological issues are by no means secondary: such a matrix of
oppression nds its ideological justication in the Lutheran emphasis on the
Word as the essence of the Gospel that ‘equates spiritual freedom with actual
oppression’.88 Deviously, Christianity oppresses women through reverence
(Mary), conceals a lurking and compulsive hatred for women through the
notion of love for one’s neighbour, venerates the Madonna while burning
witches, hides a withering scorn in the admiration of beauty.
Adorno and Horheimer trace the bourgeois modes of control through
chastity and propriety, cleanliness and appearance, puritan domesticity – all
of which generates images of the demure housewife, the prostitute and the
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shrew who enacts her revenge in the tradition of the Fury. If they are uncomfortably sympathetic to Bachofen’s untenable thesis of a long-lost and almost
forgotten matriarchate, they also look forward to debates that would emerge
later, especially in a remarkable passage:
Women have no personal part in the efciency on which this civilization
is based. It is man has to go out into an unfriendly world, who has to
struggle and produce. Woman is not a being in her own right, a subject
[Die Frau ist nicht Subjekt]. She produces nothing but looks after those who
do; she is a living monument to a long-vanished era when the domestic
economy was self-contained. The division of labor imposed on her by man
brought her little that was worthwhile. She became the embodiment of the
biological function, the image of nature, the subjugation of which constituted
civilization’s title to fame.89

If Dialectic of Enlightenment has become a central text in German feminism,
albeit debated, criticised and developed further,90 it has also had a profound
effect on the Greens, especially in a nation-state where die Grünen were one
of the rst viable environmental political parties. Thus, in the anti-Semitism
section, they link anti-Semitism itself with the domination of nature, for one
of the contradictions of anti-Semitism is that the Jew is both the agent of the
alienation from nature and abject nature itself – as vermin they threaten to
undo civilisation itself 91 (witness Nazi propaganda lms in which Jews are
depicted as rats overrunning Europe in a direct evocation of the black plague).
And then, in another rst, Adorno and Horkheimer show how women were
equated with nature, the realm of animals, and that in the rst division of
labour along lines of sexual difference women and nature became the objects
of domination: the mastery of nature, of the irrational, of the weaker, was
realised in conjunction with the domination of women, which is consistent
from Plato to the Church. Now the last sentence of my quotation above takes
a whole new resonance: ‘She became the embodiment of the biological function, the image of nature, the subjugation of which constituted civilization’s
title to fame’.92
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And yet, despite the extraordinary promise of the conjunction of antiSemitism, misogyny and the destruction of nature, Adorno and Horkheimer
cannot take it any further. Unlike Adorno’s dialectical recovery of the ban
on images, they cannot work the dialectic so that there is something positive
to say about either women or nature, or, indeed, their connection, as both
Sigrid Weigel and Andrew Hewitt have suggested, among others.93 For Kate
Rigby, ‘their analysis still leaves women (and nature) in the position of the
imaginary Other of enlightenment’.94 And this is contrary to the logic of their
own argument: the foundational exclusions of Western thought and society
provide another angle, a distinct critique that is both part of the system and
yet outside it.
But let me stretch Adorno here, precisely on the question of the ban on
images, for it seems to me that the ban itself dialectically includes nature and
women as much as the Jews. And this takes place, very much in the spirit of
Dialectic of Enlightenment, in the process of reworking the question of reication in light of ban on images – something that I suggested earlier is begging
for an analysis in the book. Reication is, of course, the mutual transfer of
living relations to things and the rendering of such living relations between
human beings and nature as lifeless and objectied. The next step is to connect
reication with the ban on images by going back to the root of the ban itself
in the critique of idolatry, and, here, I draw in some other biblical texts from
Isaiah (40: 19–20; 41: 6–7; 42: 17; 44: 9–20; 45: 16–17 and 46: 1–2, 5–7) where we
nd a dual critique of idolatry: on a more obvious level, the lifeless object is
given a life of its own, while the maker and worshipper transform themselves
into lifeless things. For the worshipper can gain life only by submission to the
idol which now imparts life. But the critique runs deeper than this, since the
idol, at least in the eyes of its makers and worshippers, is meant to represent
a god; it is a sensory form that mediates God to the believer. The problem is
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that, when the shaped image gains a life that is not its own, when the symbol becomes an idol, then God becomes xed as a static, lifeless object in the
very form of the idol. Now – and it is a big now – ‘God’ is, in many respects,
shorthand for the other-than-human, conventionally understood as the suprasensory, supernatural domain beyond human knowledge. But must it not also
include all else that is other-than-human, namely the natural world of which
human beings are a part and yet engage in a profound process of transformation? This is where the criticism of idolatry gains a whole new dimension, for it
applies not only to the conventional senses of ‘God’ – indelibly stamped with a
Greek ontological heritage – but to the whole other-than-human realm as well
which very much includes nature and indeed the heavens beyond this particular globe, this third rock from the sun. Thus, in the idol nature itself, the source
of the materials from which the idol is made, becomes a static form at the
moment the idol takes on a life of its own, that is, nature becomes reied. Let
me now go back to the ban on images in Exodus 20/Deuteronomy 5 and recall
the phrase that follows the prohibition on graven images: ‘whether in the form
of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in
the water under the earth’ (Exodus 20: 4). From here the images are drawn, the
idols constructed, dead objects given life while all that is in the heavens, earth
and sea become lifeless things. Idolatry then is also the process of reifying the
natural world, of producing an item that becomes an object of worship, of
containing, controlling and objectifying that which cannot be contained, controlled and objectied – in short, cannot be rendered a lifeless thing.
Nature has begun to make its way, albeit briey, into the extraordinarily
fruitful notion of the ban on images, but what about women? This is where
the work of Christina von Braun95 whose Nicht Ich is one of the most innovative and inuential developments of the dialectic of enlightenment, becomes
pertinent.96 Von Braun argues that the domination and displacement of nature
through an ever-increasing abstraction (in the simulacrum) began with writing and then by the twentieth century had generated a second-order reality
that has completely obliterated material reality. Nature, body and woman no
longer ‘exist’ as such, except as projections of that abstract logos that has now
become ‘esh’. For von Braun, bodily and eshly resistance to such a process
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has shown up historically in hysteria, the female disease that marks a historical resistance to abstraction, and then anorexia nervosa as the denial of the
fake/false/phallic body. What we have here, especially in light of my argument in the preceding paragraph, is a raising of the critique of idolatry and
the theory of reication to yet another level. For now the ban becomes both
an expression of such a narrative of abstraction and a necessary strategy for
dealing with it, for what is banned is precisely such an abstraction, such a
process of reication and therefore of idolatry. One therefore refuses, bans,
the abstract, idolatrous images of nature, woman or body precisely because
they no longer have any material reality.

The possibilities of theology
But is there a more positive Adorno? I have already suggested that he exists
in various strategies of reading and smaller pieces of written text. In any scan
of his pessimistic brilliance, the hints of promise shine all the more brightly
in the gloom. I want to return, then, to my concerns of the chapter on Žižek,
especially the questions of love and grace, but now with Adorno’s own
particular cadence. Before I do, however, let me pick up the extraordinary
wavering in the Kierkegaard book, the moments when the demolition
machinery wavers before theology.
By now, the overall argument of the Kierkegaard study should be clear: theology, in this case the theology of Kierkegaard, is saturated with mythology
and paradoxes and therefore constitutes a shaky basis upon which to build
a philosophical system. Yet, even in his relentless criticism of Kierkegaard,
Adorno vacillates, letting slip occasional hints that have the potential to run
elsewhere. These occur at moments of terminological slippage, of alternate
modes of expression in which he distinguishes between Christian doctrines
and Kierkegaard’s transformations:97 Kierkegaard ‘transforms [wandelt] the
Christian doctrine of reconciliation into the mythical’;98 ‘Christ’s death is for
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Kierkegaard not so much an act of reconciliation as a propitiatory sacrice’;99
‘Thus the story is mythically reduced [schrumpft] to a sacrice’;100 ‘A borderguard mentality, unchallengeable discipline, the power of fascination – these
the deluded Kierkegaard owes not, as he claims, to the purity of his Christian
doctrine, but to its mythical reinterpretation [mythischer Umdeutung] in the
paradox’.101
The terms here suggest an alternate path – transform [abwandeln], reduce
[schrumpfen], reinterpretation [Umdeutung] – in which Kierkegaard systematically warps theology, producing something that is at best a caricature. Passing
comments that they are, they are close to his criticism of secularised theology,
particularly the half-baked efforts of liberal theology to render theology relevant. He would rather have theology stand on its own rich tradition, but not
for its own sake; rather, he espies another side to theology, for he wishes to
submit theology to the same dialectical moves that he applies to everything
else, namely that the ‘truth-content’ of theology must be sought in its dialectical other without which it cannot exist or operate. Yet this truth content
can be located only through theology and not be imported from outside; this
entails an intense immersion in theology that locates its contradictions and
then works through them.
Love
Let me strengthen the ow of these various hints and glimpses, now by revisiting Kierkegaard, or, rather, following Adorno back to Kierkegaard. For some
reason, Kierkegaard continues to weigh on Adorno’s mind, returning in a
little known paper simply called ‘Kierkegaard’s Doctrine of Love’, presented
at the invitation of Paul Tillich at Union Theological Seminary while Adorno
was in exile in the USA.102 Here, the tension lies between the doctrine of love –
and its outcome in reconciliation – and Kierkegaard’s radical inwardness. As
a profoundly inward category in Kierkegaard’s hands, such a notion of love
– an inner and universal agape that transcends carnal eros – could only ground
itself on itself. And yet, the catch is that inwardness vitiates any notion of love,
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for the reications of capitalism – an insight Adorno credits to Kierkegaard
– that Kierkegaard sought to overcome through the radical inwardness of the
doctrine of love could only become much more vicious the more Kierkegaard
withdraws. In other words, the radical retreat from the reication of social
relations under capitalism in fact expresses the deepest logic of capitalism
itself: the pursuit of one’s own personal agenda, the priority of the individual
subject over all others, and the subsequent treatment of other human beings
as objects of use and exchange, are fundamental if contradictory features of
capitalism. Love becomes then a concern for oneself at the expense of others.
This forms the rst tension of Kirkegaard’s doctrine of love: if Kierkegaard
attempts to escape reication by retreating inward, desperately attempting to
produce an abstract and universal doctrine of love that overcomes reication
through reconciliation, then such a doctrine runs up against a subject that is
reied in its very act of escape from reication. Further, the doctrine itself is
reied, let alone the subject to whom it pertains, based as it is on a reifying
and abstracting process.
The second tension is closely related: reication begins with the transference
between human social relations and relation between things, namely commodities. According to this logic of transference, the solutions to the problems
of capitalism may apparently be found in the living, social relations of commodities rather than in human interaction – market forces, rather than human
intervention, provide the resolution. In this respect, Kierkegaard’s doctrine of
love – in its universalising attempt at reconciliation that is far removed from
natural and physical eros – is itself a similar ideological mystication characteristic of the process of reication. It produces its own mask, its own ideology
that seeks to provide a solution to the depredations of capitalism that can only
be a further justication and exacerbation of those same problems. In other
words, the ideological effort to overcome the reication produced by capitalism is precisely the means by which reication becomes more pernicious.
Thus, the extreme abstract inwardness of Kierkegaard’s doctrine disables love’s ability to reconcile both natural tendencies and social relations.
Happiness and its historical conditions become impossible: secular injustice
remains untouched in a classic pattern that calls for the ideology critique that
Adorno saw as one of the abiding strengths of Marxism. In the end, as I noted
earlier, Adorno grants Kierkegaard a limited insight into the alienating effects
of capitalism and bourgeois society, but his attempted solution only provides
an ideology that pre-empted a more advanced form of capitalism.
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Adorno’s solution, however, is to construct an alternative theory of subjectivity that will lead into the argument of The Jargon of Authenticity. And, for
Adorno, such a theory requires a properly mediated dialectic between subject
and object, between human subjectivity and the historical context in which
subjectivity is formed. This avoids the traps of positivist objectivism (subjectivity depends on the facts themselves) and idealist objectivism (innate principles of the mind) that characterises Kierkegaard’s system. But I am not sure
that this is enough. Adorno refuses to take up the implications of his argument, and, here again, I want to squeeze them out: if Kierkegaard’s effort to
hold onto the reconciliation at the heart of the doctrine of love fails precisely
at the point where he attempts to save it – in the retreat to absolute inwardness – then what does a reconciling love look like? If inwardness is the end of
love, then love must be radically collective: only here may reconciliation take
place, in a collective love of which we as yet have only shards.
Grace
But love is meaningless, as I suggested in my discussion of Žižek, before grace.
If we expect Adorno, like Žižek and Badiou, to seek a thoroughly materialist
and political sense of grace, then we will be disappointed, for he has already
foreclosed such a possibility with the criticism of secularised theology. Not
that Adorno writes all that much about grace, except obliquely, but it bides its
time, ready to break the door from its hinges.
So let me pick up, nally, the briefest hint, a single phrase in fact, as a lead
into grace. This remarkable moment comes in the anti-Semitism section of
Dialectic of Enlightenment, where grace as ‘undeserved salvation’ shows its
face. Here is the sentence:
For Christian anti-Semites, truth is the stumbling-block, truth which resists
evil without rationalizing it, and clings to the idea of undeserved salvation
against all the rules of life and salvation which are supposed to ensure that
blessed state.103
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and persuaded themselves with a heavy conscience that Christianity was their own
sure possession’ and thereby ended up afrming ‘their eternal salvation as against
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In other words, only by denying the truth of Christianity can anti-Semitism
exist, but what catches my eye in this sentence is the phrase ‘undeserved salvation’. In two words, Adorno and Horkheimer capture the essence of grace
– something that took Žižek almost three books to identify. As I emphasised
in the last chapter, grace concerns what is undeserved, unexpected and comes
from completely outside the system – there is nothing that we can do to earn
it or bring it about. And this, for Adorno and Horkheimer, runs against what
Badiou would call the order of being – the effort to provide some kind of
human assurance of salvation through commandments and statutes, earning
salvation through good works (the law and ethics), a denial of truth that is
the sad story of the institutional claim that salvation comes through doctrinal
adherence and correct ritual. What is stunning about this argument is not
merely the positive space given to Karl Barth among others but also the equivocation regarding the Christian roots of anti-Semitism. Although Christianity
can provide the logic of the personality cult, lead to totalitarian dictatorship
and the valorisation of self-denial, it also has within it a truth that denies antiSemitism. And that truth is the notion of grace.

Conclusion
I hardly need to repeat what I wish to draw from Adorno – theological suspicion and the criticism of secularised theology – and there is little more that I
want to write about them here. I have tended to treat them separately, theological suspicion maintaining its vigilance in the arena of theology itself and
the criticism of secularised theology ready to cut down any foray outside,
any effort to draw theology out of its cosy, re-lit lounge room full of the
memorabilia of millennia. But the two do not always observe the imaginary
line that separates them, for theological suspicion may of course also be the
suspicion of secularised theology. The swell of yet another wave of political theology today, now concerned with the legacy and possibilities of Paul’s
epistles in the New Testament, suggests to me that we dispense with both
elements of Adorno’s approach at our own peril. Indeed, this resurrection of
political theology renders both items extremely relevant today. One response

the worldly damnation of all those who did not make the dull sacrice of reason’
(Adorno and Horkheimer 1997, p. 179; Adorno 1971, Volume 3, p. 203).
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is to dive in to the debates, searching for a viable political direction when
all other possibilities seem to have withered, absorbed yet again by capitalism. Badiou may want a militant Paul of materialist grace, Žižek may desire
a Paul of political love, and then nally of grace as well, and Agamben may
wish for the remnant in Paul’s work, the continual process of dividing across
accepted divisions. Or we may take a stand against all of this and search for
a thoroughly de-theologised politics, a call that Moreiras makes in response
to Badiou and Žižek,104 or that Albrecht Wellmer makes in seeking to root out
the last theological residue in Adorno’s work.105
It seems to me, however, that another possibility emerges from Adorno’s
criticism, but, before I comment on that, let me return for a moment to the
unrelenting negative side of what I have described as his vacillation, his thorough demolition job on Kierkegaard. Recall for a moment the double move,
from demythologising to history and then alternatively paradox. At this point,
Adorno felt that he had Kierkegaard’s system disintegrating under its unbearable tensions, the result of a failed dialectic. Somewhat later, in the lectures on
metaphysics, Adorno points out that such a strategy has its aws:
in general, one does not understand philosophy by eliminating contradictions,
or by chalking up contradictions against authors – there is no signicant
philosophical author who could not be convicted of this or that contradiction.
One understands a philosophy by seeking its truth content precisely at the
point where it becomes entangled in so-called contradictions.106

What are the implications of this quotation for my reading of Adorno? To
begin with, I have explored that other side of his own work, the perpetual
fascination with theology that would lead to some extraordinary glimpses
of another dimension he himself refused to explore. And so, drawing out the
logic of his arguments, I dared to make a run with such items as faith and love
(a collective reading that takes off from the criticism of Kierkegaard’s radical
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inwardness), and particularly with grace in relation to nature and myth. Of
course, now I may appear to have transgressed, to have returned to theology
and left myself wide open for Adorno’s theological suspicion.
However, like Adorno, I do not want to hold, however surreptitiously, onto
an impossible pristine theology, nor, indeed, to search for some new mode
of secularised theology that will rescue us from our political predicaments.
Rather, I want to ask what Adorno in fact means by stating that theology, and
indeed philosophy, must seek ‘its truth content precisely at the point where it
becomes entangled in so-called contradictions’.107 My suggestion, or answer,
to this problem, is that theology must be allowed, or perhaps encouraged, to
run its dialectical course. And this path is one that has been overwhelming in
nearly all of the critics I have discussed in this book, namely from theology
to politics. But what if we take this dialectical track to its logical end, moving
all the way through the political to see what theology looks like at the other
end?
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Conclusion

I will keep my conclusion brief, since this book has
been primarily a work of commentary. I set out
with the modest task of investigating and subjecting to critique the role of theology and the Bible in
the thought of some of the key Western Marxists
of the twentieth century. In some cases, this work
was more known than others – Benjamin and, more
recently, Žižek have generated signicant debate in
this respect – but, in others, it has lain quietly in a corner. To my surprise in many cases, the engagements
with theology and the Bible are long and deep in this
material, often structuring some of the central elements of their thought. Thus Bloch’s theory of myth
and hermeneutics of utopia are impossible without
the Bible and theology, as is Benjamin’s fragmentary
theory of history, Adorno’s Bilderverbot, Althusser’s
theory of ideology, Gramsci’s universalism and the
organic intellectual, Lefebvre’s passion, Eagleton’s
liking for intrinsic categories and the possibility of
Žižek being a political writer at all, and the permeating presence of Roman Catholicism in the catholicity
of Althusser, Lefebvre, Gramsci and Eagleton.
In each case, I have had some problems, such as
Bloch and Benjamin’s tendency to allow theology to
dominate their readings of the Bible, the suppression
of Roman-Catholic backgrounds in Althusser and
Lefebvre, Eagleton’s troubled christology, Žižek’s
blending of grace and love, and Adorno’s role as
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gatekeeper of utopia. But I am, in the end, far more interested in the crucial
ideas and categories that emerged from my commentary. Bloch’s strategy of
the discernment of myth, when it works well, has been far too neglected and
needs to be oiled and put to use once again. His political exegesis of sacred
texts also has much to offer. Benjamin’s unwitting insight into the role of
myth in speaking about utopia is something to which I want to return.1 The
opening up of the possibility of a materialist philosophy of religion in terms
of ideology, myth, everyday life, space and ecumenical political organisation emerges most strongly in the work of Althusser, Lefebvre and Gramsci.
Although I was less enthusiastic about Eagleton’s contribution, his emphasis
on political forgiveness should not be forgotten. Žižek’s belated discovery,
via Badiou, of the inherently political nature of grace is vital for left politics,
it seems to me. But, above all, Adorno’s theological suspicion and criticism of
secularised theology have taken my fancy.
Indeed, theological suspicion poses some urgent questions to the others I
have discussed in this book, and with that I would like to close this discussion. Apart from Adorno, they all make the move from theology to politics,
or, as it is sometimes put, they seek to secularise theology (for Adorno’s theological suspicion cannot, in the end, be separated from his criticism of secularised theology). Adorno directed his criticism at Heidegger and existentialism,
as well as liberal theology, but it applies just as well to most of the characters
that have turned up in this book. Gramsci is, by and large, beyond this criticism, for he seeks insights from the Church, especially its politics and history,
for the Left. Only his enthusiasm for the Protestant Reformation falls under
Adorno’s criticism, for he valorises it too uncritically as a model for moral and
political reform. As for the rest, we may distinguish between those who, like
Eagleton, Žižek and Bloch, make an explicit effort to secularise theology, and
others for whom theology turns up as unexpected guest, precisely because
they reject it. Here we nd Althusser, Lefebvre and Benjamin.
The rst three are quite explicit: their agenda is to use theological terms in
a materialist register. Eagleton thinks the Left should learn some valuable lessons from theology and the Church, whether these are christology, Christian
virtues or forgiveness. Žižek at various points argues for the viability of love,
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ethics and grace. And Bloch attempts a wholesale recovery of a spate of theological ideas. In each case, the question that hangs low over their work is
whether it is indeed possible to empty such terms entirely of their theological
content and reload them in a political sense. More importantly, however, is
the question of assumed authority structures for such terms. At least with the
Church, this is somewhat out in the open – they serve the Church’s agenda of
preservation at least, if not expansion. Secularised Christology, however, falls
prey to the logic of the personality cult, while the virtues Eagleton espouses
– he lists variously humility, modesty, meekness, vision, courage, dedication,
loyalty, selessness and endurance – fall prey to the question, humility, loyalty
etc. for whom? And for what purpose? Indeed, the very same question
applies to Žižek’s wayward emphasis on love. For when those in positions
of authority and power – traditionally the apparatchiks of the Church – urge
the faithful to love one another irrespective of class, creed, gender or race, is
this actually a strategy for obscuring the differences of class and gender and
so on? As long as we love one another with Christian love, everything will
be ne. Bloch’s effort to appropriate theological terms is even more comprehensive that that of Eagleton. By the time we get to the close of The Principle
of Hope, we nd that teleology, transcendence, faith, hope, evil, sin and death
all make an appearance. Except for his openness on the question of death, I
found this part of Bloch’s work less than appealing. It was really his biblical criticism, especially the discernment of myth and political exegesis that
worked much better. The advantage, of course, is that biblical studies is by
no means a theological discipline, that biblical studies is inherently secular, as
Bloch himself argued so well.
In the cases of Althusser, Lefebvre and Benjamin, secularised theology has
a more pernicious presence. It is, in many respects, an absent cause of their
thought. For Althusser and Lefebvre, the dismissal of and polemic against
theology and the Church indicates a far more pervasive presence than they
would care to admit. I would rather that Althusser had openly admitted that
his theory of ideology rests heavily on theology, for then he would have been
able to deal with it face-on rather than nd it had crept into the closing pages
of his ideological state apparatus essay. In the end, his theory shares a little
too much with the theology he sought to banish. Lefebvre, for his part, has just
too much a liking for heresies for it not to derive from his time in the Church.
Heterodox Marxism is not all that different from heterodox Christianity. It is
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not for nothing that, in both cases, I found unwitting insights and developed
both the possibility of and categories for a materialist theory of religion. In
Althusser’s case, it was the logical possibility itself along with the categories
of ideology and myth, whereas, with Lefebvre, I traced the possibilities in
terms of space, everyday life and women. And I did this by reading against
their own explicit agendas. The difference is that I sought to speak of religion
directly by means of some of their key categories rather than banishing it from
the discussion. Finally, Benjamin makes use of a theory of history derived from
theology and the Bible to counter tendencies in both liberalism and Marxism
that he saw as baleful. Here, the problems are a little different, for Benjamin
was both explicit and coy about his use of biblical and theological categories.
So it is not for nothing that I found, in the midst of his failed effort to break
out of the mythic hell of capitalism, a way of using myth to do precisely that.
But we also need to ask, in respect to Benjamin’s appropriation of an anagogic
theory of history, whose history this is and why the Church developed such
a history. It is, of course, a narrative of the Church triumphant at the close of
history. But who takes the place of the Church, or indeed of God, when the
concept is secularised?
But what, then, of the ideas I have gleaned from their work? Do they not
too fall under a theological suspicion? Some of them are by now less suspect
– the discernment of myth since it comes from Bloch’s study of the Bible, the
unwitting contributions of Benjamin, Althusser and Lefebvre because they
are applied directly to religion and not only politics, and, of course, the notion
of theological suspicion itself. But what of a materialist grace or political forgiveness, or indeed a materialist theory of evil – precisely those I found valuable? These must face the full glare of theological suspicion, for the agenda is
quite explicitly an effort to rework theology for politics, to empty the terms of
their theological content and rework them as the basis of political reection.
Theological suspicion also touches directly on the new wave of contemporary debate over neo-Paulinism or the political theology of Paul with which my
chapter on Žižek is something of an engagement. Into the urry of this debate,
which has no signs of abating or being resolved, come Giorgio Agamben,
Eagleton in his own way, Jacob Taubes’s posthumously published seminar
on Paul’s political theology, and most recently the essay by Alberto Moreiras.2
At the heart of this debate lies the famous assertion by Carl Schmitt that ‘all
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signicant concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularised theological concepts’.3 That the conservative Schmitt would go on to elaborate the idea
of the exception in jurisprudence as ‘analogous to the miracle in theology’4 is
also well known, but Schmitt did, well before the current wave, identify the
problem of secularised theology, albeit with a very different agenda.
Let me suggest, then, that we need to take up another element of Adorno
here, and that is none other that the dialectic. Adorno, of course, argued that
we ought to let the dialectic have its head and seek the truth content of theology by this means. This would mean that the move from theology to politics is
but the rst step of such a dialectic. It succeeds in showing the deeply political
nature of many of the categories discussed in this book. But it is only the rst
step. Rather, we take the move from theology to politics all the way, push it
through to its dialectical extreme. And, in doing so, we would end with theology: not a going back to theology as Schmitt argued, but a theology beyond
the initial opposition, one that is the next step, thoroughly politicised and
materialised.
What we will end up with then is not merely a political theology, as Eagleton
once sought in his days with Slant, or as the liberation theologians continue to
do. Their agenda has been to bring together Christian theology and Marxism,
whether the metaphor is one of dialogue, mutual insight, antagonism or the
demarcation of spheres of competence (the one is better for analysing social
and political systems, the other more adept with questions of transcendence
and salvation). Instead, as Žižek has suggested, but has not, to my mind, carried through, it is only through a thorough materialisation, through the full
materialist move, that the possibility of theology begins to emerge.
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Preface

When I finished Criticism of Heaven after too many years, I hardly imagined
there would be another book that would follow a similar path. Yet, the more I
read and wrote and thought, the more I came across Marxists who have written on religion. Before I knew it, another volume came together and, as it did,
the comment from Marx’s Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of
Law played with me once again. Marx writes:
Thus the criticism of heaven turns into the criticism of earth, the criticism of
religion into the criticism of law and the criticism of theology into the criticism
of politics.1

So the idea of a Criticism of Religion took shape, one that would join Criticism
of Heaven. Together they form the first two volumes of a five-volume series
called Criticism of Heaven and Earth. For all the desire for a criticism of earth,
law and politics, Marxists have a knack of devoting a good deal of attention to
matters of heaven, religion and theology. I must admit that I am one of them.
However, as this book attests, I am by no means alone.
A word on texts and translations: whereas most of the material I have used
came from those conglomerations of glue, old rags, trees and recycled paper
known as books, I have also made use of the wonderful resource at <www
.marxists.org>. There you will find most of the older Marxist classics online,
especially those for which the copyright has now lapsed. In the chapters on
Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Kautsky, I used this resource extensively, for it
provides access to most of their texts, especially in English translation. In most
cases, typographic errors in the original publications have been corrected.

1

Marx 1975a, p. 176.
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However, the problem then becomes one of how to provide a reference for a
citation. I decided to copy these texts into one continuous document and then
give the page numbers as they appeared on my computer screen. Although
this approach gives a reasonably accurate sense of where those situations may
be found, the fact that the texts are available online makes it much easier to
search for the quotation should anyone wish to read further.
As for the translations, I have checked all the English translations against
their original versions, occasionally offering a modified translation of my
own. Since most of these works are easily available in English, I cite the English first and then the German or French version. The exception to this practice
is Agamben, for I do not read Italian. As I know from biblical criticism, translation is a tricky business affected by all manner of factors that range from
personal temperament through pressures to finish (since it is usually paid as
piece work) to the methodological fashions of translation. However, for the
texts I use in this book, the translations are reasonably good, especially those
of Kautsky and Lukács. One or two are less competent. With the translation
of Lucien Goldmann’s Le Dieu caché by Philip Thody, we find that the drive
for sense at the expense of form is carried to an extreme, cutting sentences,
thoroughly rearranging the syntax, paragraph breaks and even rearranging
the sentences within paragraphs. I assume this was for clarity, or perhaps
frustration at Goldmann’s verbosity or some such reason, but it has made me
even more wary than usual. The translation of Rosa Luxemburg’s Socialism
and the Churches by Juan Punto also calls for a comment: it is a translation of
the French edition from 1937, which was published by the French Socialist
Party. The English text is therefore at two removes from the German, and,
during this transition, the English and German have at times drifted a good
distance from one another. Needless to say, I have checked the German text
closely and often made modifications to the translation.
Apart from the characters who populate these pages, a number of others
have played a role in this book, whether they know it or not. Through discussions, responses to papers, suggestions after reading a slab here or there, or
even a passing comment that clicked only much later, I owe much to Andrew
Milner, Peter Hallward, Bruno Bosteels, Alain Badiou, Fred Jameson, Ken
Surin, Ken-Pa Chin, Philip Chia, David Roberts, Erin Runions, Peter Thomas,
Alison Caddick, Sebastian Budgen and Ibrahim Abraham. However, by far
the greatest contribution came from Matthew Chrulew, a research assistant
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who tirelessly read through the manuscript, chased down references, made
numerous suggestions and corrected my style more often than I care to
remember. Of course, Christina Petterson heard more about this book than
she probably wanted to as I launched into yet another discussion of the latest
section I had written. To all these people, a profound thanks.
A few chapters have appeared in earlier, barer and somewhat different
forms. This is the case with the chapters on Agamben (Sino-Christian Studies,
3 in 2007), Badiou (Angelaki, 11.2 in 2006) and Williams (Arena Journal, 22 in
2004). In each case, I have developed the arguments well beyond these earlier
appearances.
The Hill, New South Wales
December 2007

Introduction

This book is both a commentary and an engagement. It is a critical commentary on what some leading Marxist critics have written about religion, especially Christianity in some form or other. It is also an engagement with their
work, showing where it falls short, but, above all, seeking out what might be
drawn from their work for the continuation and reassessment of the Marxist
project itself. In other words, I explicitly seek to develop a position of my own
in the midst of my close interaction with their work. I have long since ceased
to be surprised at how often and how extensively these Marxists reflect upon
and write about religion. More often than not, I assume that they have done so
and invariably track down the texts in question. Often, they turn out to be the
more neglected or forgotten elements of their work, a volume quietly shelved
in the obscure section of a second-hand bookshop, or perhaps a section or
chapter in a larger work that is passed over in silence. Yet they are there, and
often far more extensive than most have imagined.
In Criticism of Heaven, the first volume in what is now a five-volume series,
I imagined a gathering of the sundry Marxists who had become my conversation partners and friends through the very intimate process of thinking about
their writing and their thoughts. Out in the midday sun, rather than the dark
and dank early hours of the morning, they gathered to talk with me about
their work. On chairs, stools and even on the grass they sat on a grassy knoll
overlooking the string of coal ships waiting their turn to load up in the harbour where I live. Joining that initial gathering of eight (Ernst Bloch, Walter
Benjamin, Louis Althusser, Henri Lefebvre, Antonio Gramsci, Terry Eagleton,
various shades who are the concern of this book, Criticism of Religion.
One by one they turn up, by whatever means possible – train, ship, bus, or
even aeroplane. And the prerequisite for joining the group is that they must
bring with them the various tomes, essays and pamphlets in which they have
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discussed and criticised religion. The shuffling bulk of Lucien Goldmann
slowly climbs the long path up the hill. Puffing on a cigarette, Goldmann
regales the others with yet another long story. Eventually he pulls his book
on Jansenism, The Hidden God, from his coat pocket and places it on the foldup table with drinks. After some time, Fredric Jameson ambles up the hill,
decked out in his favourite writing cardigan. Nodding his greetings to many
of those present whom he knows rather well, Jameson digs out of large bag
Archaeologies of the Future, his consummate assessment of utopian literature
and science fiction. He is not quite sure why he has brought it, but I have
insisted. Energetic as ever, Rosa Luxemburg is next. Like Engels, she loves a
long walk and her well-worn boots have covered a good deal of territory to get
here. From her small rucksack, she proffers a pamphlet and an essay, Socialism
and the Churches and ‘An Anti-Clerical Policy of Socialism’. Karl Kautsky follows soon afterwards, turning up in a comfortable taxi. Horrified to hear how
far Rosa and Lucien and Fred have walked, Kautsky politely and urbanely
greets everyone and then draws from a fine leather briefcase his Foundations
of Christianity, his book on Thomas More and multi-volume Forerunners of
Socialism. Both Rosa and Karl’s works are blends of Marxist reconstructions
of early Israel and the early Church, biblical interpretation, brief histories of
the Christian Church and efforts to find longer currents of socialist thought
and action before Marx and Engels. A moment later, Julia Kristeva arrives, to
the surprise of many. It is not just that she has ridden a bicycle up the long
hill, but many wonder what she is doing there in the first place. She ties her
hair in a loose ponytail, catches her breath and reaches into the basket on the
front of her bicycle. From there she produces a pile of essays on biblical and
theological subjects that she stacks on the grass before her, along with an early
essay on Marx, ‘Semiotics: A Critical Science and/or a Critique of Science’. A
towering Alain Badiou turns up next, his thick white hair as tousled as ever.
Joking about the gathering of saints, he slips not merely the slender Saint Paul:
The Foundation of Universalism from his battered satchel, but also his dense
and polemical Being and Event and the more recent Logiques des Mondes. Fred
offers him a glass of wine, but he refuses, commenting that he must seem a
strange Frenchman, for he does not drink wine. Following Badiou is Giorgio
Agamben, balding and intense. He has come by ship through the Suez Canal
and across the Indian Ocean, since he hates flying. Next to Alain’s book on
Paul he places his response, The Time That Remains: A Commentary on the Letter
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to the Romans. The last two turn up together – a Hungarian and a Welshman.
They have taken their time walking up from the train, although a pillar of
smoke announces their arrival. Fat cigar in hand and pursing his lips, Georg
Lukács is not so impressed at being there, since he feels that he has long since
excised any last trace of romanticism, idealism or religion from his work. Yet,
after various persuasions, I managed to get him there and to bring The Theory
of the Novel, The Young Hegel and History and Class Consciousness – the last book
in particular raising a cheer from the crowd. Lastly, a gentle and friendly Raymond Williams pulls a massive pipe out of his mouth, greets the others and
pretends not to have anything with him on religion. Again, under pressure
from me and the rest of the crowd, he peers into his leather satchel and manages to locate a sundry collection of works, especially the interviews in Politics
and Letters, as well as his influential Culture and Society, The Long Revolution
and a few of his lesser-known novels.2
These, then, are the texts on which I will set my critical commentary to
work. Some are easier, at least to begin with, for they have written substantial pieces on religion and theology. This is particularly the case with Luxemburg, Kautsky, Kristeva, Badiou, Agamben and Goldmann. With the rest
– Jameson, Lukács and Williams – the initial task is a little more difficult, for I
need to track more scattered interactions with religion. This task becomes all
the more intriguing when these last three critics also profess a distinct lack of
interest in matters of religion. All the same, they are interested and they do
engage. Indeed, I find more often than not that what they say ends up being
full of promising angles on religion.
One might be forgiven for thinking that Marxists – to borrow a comment
from Raymond Williams – are somewhat tone-deaf when it comes to matters

2
Why not Régis Debray? Surely he should be part of our ever-increasing group?
Not a few in the crowd feel the same way. After all, he has written all sorts of works
on religion and Marxism, like God: An Itinerary and The Critique of Political Reason.
The problem is that the book on God is not very original: it traces the development
of belief in a monotheistic God (mainly Judaism and Christianity) in line with major
developments in writing, from the alphabet through to the internet. And I hesitate over
someone who writes things like ‘“Ologies” are explained by “urgies.” An “ideology”
is a sociurgy gone cold. . . . Our theoretical task relates to the “urgy” . . . ’ (Debray 1983,
p. 169). Or, ‘If you want to know what something consists of, ask yourself what
it resists. Organize a biscuit. A sweater. A cigarette. A bout of hypochondria. A
commando’ (Debray 1983, p. 267).
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of religion and theology. Are there not, after all, more important matters to
consider in the analysis of texts, or economics, or historical epochs, or even the
works of other Marxists than religion? The fact that I have been able to gather
nine Marxists in this volume and eight more in my earlier Criticism of Heaven
should put the lie to that assumption. So also should the fact that Engels had
more than a passing interest in religion. I merely need mention his The Peasant War in Germany (1850) and On the History of Early Christianity (1894–5), but
there is also the early religious commitment to Calvinist Christianity, a commitment he gave up with some difficulty. That he was more than competent
in reading New-Testament Greek is less well-known than it should be, as is
his continued interest in biblical scholarship.3 It is, quite simply, a long and
rich tradition, one that Marxism needs to tackle in a robust fashion.
A synopsis of a work is always useful, not least because it enables the reader
to map the work as a whole, decide where to dip in or how to read the whole
thing in the first place. This book falls rather naturally into three groups: dialectics; biblical engagements; and the passing moment of religion. To begin
with, Lucien Goldmann and Fredric Jameson occupy the opening chapters on
dialectics. Goldmann may be more interested in the interaction of the Elect
and the Reprobate within Jansenism and Pascal, while Jameson’s concern is
with the possibilities of utopia, but they both engage in some sustained dialectical thinking. The second group all engage with the Bible in some way. Rosa
Luxemburg and Karl Kautsky made some of the first forays, after Engels, into
reconstructing the histories of early Israel and/or the early Christian Church
from a Marxist perspective. Luxemburg is concerned with early Christian
communism and its dissolution in the later history of the Church. Kautsky
tracks similar ground, although he extends his discussion to include early
Israel and the figure of Jesus. Both projects are initial and very incomplete forays, so they entice me to critique, build on and take their reconstructions further. Julia Kristeva also belongs to this group, although her readings are not
so much historical reconstructions as efforts to identify what makes a range
of biblical texts tick. One feature of Kristeva’s work is that she has a distinct
liking for Paul’s (I dispense with the quaint ‘St.’) letters in the New Testa-

3
Volume three of this series, called Criticism of Earth, deals with Marx and Engels.
See Boer in press-a.
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ment. So also does Alain Badiou, at least in part. He also draws upon Pascal
and Kierkegaard in the relentless task of outlining his theory of the event. The
last figure in this biblical section is Giorgio Agamben, whose book on Paul is
a direct response to Badiou. Yet Agamben also marks a transition to the final
section, which is concerned with what I call the passing moment of theology. This theme strengthens with the two I have gathered in the final section,
Georg Lukács and Raymond Williams. Both of them sought to excise religion
from their thought, but, in the process, they reveal an important strategy. The
effect is to show that theology is not the ultimate source of some central Marxist and indeed political concepts; rather, it is but a moment in the longer history of these concepts. In other words, they indicate ways in which the claims
of theology may be relativised.
The book begins with Lucien Goldmann. My concern is his Le Dieu caché,
a study of Jansenism, Pascal and Racine which first appeared in 1959. What
intrigues me about this book is the deep insight into Pascal and Jansenism,
particularly in terms of what I call the dialectic of grace. For Goldmann, that
dialectic shows up in two contradictions, namely the tensions between the
Elect and the Reprobate and between refusing the world and yet living within
it. In the first contradiction, Goldmann argues that the opposition of the Elect
and the Damned is not one that operates between two distinct groups, but,
rather, one that creates a tension within each group and individual. As for
the second contradiction, the profound tension comes from the fact that both
sides of the contradiction are true, for we live in the world and are yet not
part of it. The celebrated argument of the wager is then a way of dealing with
these paradoxes. Rather than being caught up in the theological niceties of
these contradictions, what I see are their ramifications for political thought
and action. While I am not taken with Goldmann’s method of homology or
‘genetic structuralism’ (it is too mechanical and crude) I do engage with Goldmann’s efforts to link Pascal with Marx, with one significant difference: I seek
the link at an entirely different level to Goldmann, namely in the tension of
Marxism as both a secular and an anti-secular project. I will pick up this crucial feature in my conclusion.
In Chapter Two, I turn to Fredric Jameson, whose engagements with religion
have been more extensive than one might at first think, especially in the zone
of utopian thought. Although my focus is Jameson’s most extensive work on
the subject, Archaeologies of the Future, I actually begin with some of his earlier
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reflections on the dialectic of ideology and utopia, which then becomes a useful way to assess Jameson’s thoughts in the utopia book. I move on to track
the way Jameson continually skirts the long and deep role of religion in relation to utopian thought and practice, seeking to sidestep the question of religion time and again. In the end, he does face up to religion in the context of
his discussion of the tensions between fantasy and science-fiction literature.
Here, he makes a dialectical move, drawn from Ludwig Feuerbach, that turns
the regressive concern with magic in fantasy into its most utopian feature.
While I am critical of such an argument, not least because it is a regressive
move back to Feuerbach that does not help fantasy all that much, I also want
to push Jameson further. So I seek out other dialectical possibilities in his various hints concerning religion and utopia, especially in relation to apocalyptic,
the valorisation of medieval theology as a form of thinking, and his ‘transcoding’ Thomas More’s Reformed and ascetic proclivities as revolutionary in
their time.
With the third chapter on Rosa Luxemburg, I turn to those who engage
with the Bible. In this chapter, I focus on two neglected works written more
than a century ago, Socialism and the Churches and ‘An Anti-Clerical Policy
of Socialism’. Here, I find some of the more surprising elements of Marxist
thought on religion. Two stand out: Luxemburg’s positive appropriation of
Christian communism as an earlier phase of what later became Marxist communism; her argument that communism today should follow a policy of freedom of conscience, including the matter of religious belief. In order to dig
out these two moments, I pass through a number of steps. To begin with, I
am interested in her call for a politics of alliance between the socialist and the
Catholic workers, since socialist and Catholic are so often embodied in the
one person. As always, Luxemburg’s texts have an immediate political relevance, and, in the case of these texts, it was the need to provide some ready
education regarding the positions of Marxism for the large number of new
recruits to her party. Further, there is in Luxemburg a zeal that comes close to
the Protestant Reformers. This zeal shows up in her scathing criticisms of the
venality of the Catholic Church, the argument that the Church has betrayed
the communist spirit of early Christianity, and her historical narrative that
seeks to show how the Church became, from its beginnings as a communist
movement, part of the ruling class. Then I come to Luxemburg’s enthusiastic valorisation of Christian communism, where she points out that socialism
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is closer to early Christianity than the Church, that socialism will complete
what was begun then, and that what was a limited communism of consumption must be transformed and completed by a communism of production.
Although she understands early Christian communism as a historical given,
I argue that it remains a powerful and motivating story since it has become
a political myth. Finally, there is her startling argument that socialism is not
opposed to religious belief and practice, since they are matters of freedom
of conscience. By avoiding the potential (liberal) traps of such a position, it
seems to me that this argument is worth reconsidering for socialism today.
The fourth chapter picks up Karl Kautsky’s search for the origins and sustained strength of that ‘colossal phenomenon’ called Christianity. In that
quest, Kautsky delves back to produce a far more extensive study than Luxemburg, seeking nothing less than a comprehensive Marxist reconstruction
of the social and economic context in which the Bible arose. His Foundations
of Christianity is, in other words, a reconstruction of the history of ancient
Israel, the ancient Near East and the early Church. For all its flaws, the great
value of the book is that it begins what is still an unfinished project. For me,
the enticement is to take that project further. In doing so, I focus not on the
errors in his reconstruction, but, rather, the questions that are still important
now. So, I begin with the problem of using ancient texts like the Bible for
the sake of historical reconstruction, an issue that remains a basic problem in
biblical scholarship. Given that these texts are highly unreliable as sources of
historical information, then how do we use them? Second, I engage critically
with Kautsky’s reconstruction, especially the following issues: the function
and validity of the narrative of differentiation which moves from a simple
undifferentiated state to one that is complex and differentiated; his argument
for a slave mode of production in both the ancient Near East and the Hellenistic world; the need for a new reconstruction in Kautsky’s spirit; the perennial
question of transitions between modes of production, especially in order to
understand the economic and social turmoil to which the New Testament and
early Christianity respond. Third, I pick up an argument he shares with his
sometime comrade, Rosa Luxemburg: if early Christianity was a communist
movement, then what sort of communism was it? At this point, I develop
further the argument that early Christian communism was and remains a
powerful political myth: it probably never existed, but that only enhances
its mythical status. Indeed, it turns out that Kautsky’s discussion of early
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Christian communism is part of a larger programme to recover a longer tradition of communist thought and action that predates Marx and Engels.
Julia Kristeva, the focus of the fifth chapter, needs an extra word of introduction. She has kept Marxism at arm’s length, so I begin by identifying moments
in her thought where she resorts to Marxist arguments, as well as drawing
attention to a dense early essay called ‘Semiotics: A Critical Science and/or
a Critique of Science’. Here, she identifies some inescapable discoveries by
Marx, above all the immanent method, without which our work founders. So,
in this chapter, I propose to recover this hidden Marx from within Kristeva’s
dominant psychoanalysis. Having done so, I turn to some of her better readings of biblical texts to see what a Marxist Kristeva might make of them. The
structure of the chapter is as follows. I begin by tracking the strategies by
which Kristeva conceals Marx, arguing that she can never quite rid herself of
him. From there I focus on two of her better readings of biblical texts, namely
the taboos in Leviticus 11–14 and her interpretation of Paul in the New Testament. As for the Leviticus texts on taboos, I argue that, while her identification
of the taboo of the mother is a real insight, it stops far too short. What it needs
is to be placed within the wider workings of what I call the sacred economy.
As far as her interpretation of Paul is concerned, once again I bring a much
more Marxist angle. Thus, her argument that Paul provides a mechanism for
dealing with most of the psychological pathologies – by means of a mythical
narrative of death and resurrection and by means of an unstable collective, the
‘church’ – must be understood within the context of a brutal transition from
a sacred economy to the ancient mode of production of the Hellenistic world.
Further, in order to bring out the distinctly political nature of the old Pauline slogans, I bring her into conversation with the current interest in Paul by
Badiou, Agamben and others. In sum, while the psychoanalytic Kristeva can
offer some genuine insights into these biblical texts, a more Marxist Kristeva
is able to offer a more comprehensive assessment of what is of value in her
interpretation regarding both the Levitical taboos in the Hebrew Bible and
Paul in the New Testament. Thus, Kristeva’s (often frustrating) shortcomings
incite me to look further, to seek out Marx and then to see how her incomplete
readings of biblical texts might be enhanced.
From Kristeva I move to Alain Badiou, who shares with her an interest in
matters biblical, especially the letters of Paul. In this sixth chapter, I explore
Badiou’s simultaneous banishment of theology and its ghostly presence in
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his thought, as well as the play between truth and fable in the work of Alain
Badiou. As is well-known by now, a crucial feature of Badiou’s philosophy is
the truth-event: an inexplicable and unexpected break in the ‘Order of Being’
that completely re-orients those who experience it. For Badiou, this event sets
in train a series of truth procedures that must be identified and acted upon in
order to be a truth. Although the four modalities of the truth-event are love,
politics, art and science, there is also the half-presence of what may be called a
theological mode of the procedures of truth. For all his efforts to banish theology as an instance of the ‘one’, theology turns up again and again, especially
in his meditations on Pascal, Kierkegaard and Paul. In each case the central
event – the basis of the claim to a truth – is the resurrection of Jesus. Yet, as
Badiou points out in his discussion of Paul, this event is a fabrication and the
truth associated with it is a ‘fable’. The problem is that both fable and truth
exhibit the exemplary features of the procedures of truth. This chapter takes
such an anomaly in Badiou’s thought to argue not that it destabilises his system of thought, but that what Badiou calls truth cannot avoid the fabulous.
Indeed, any event also deals in what I call the necessary fable.
Giorgio Agamben, the subject of the seventh chapter, has offered an arresting interpretation of the messianic – as the ‘time that is left’ – in Paul’s Epistles in the New Testament, one that is deeply indebted to Walter Benjamin.
However, I am not so enamoured with Agamben’s argument, for it contains
profound problems. To begin with, he relies on the pseudo-Pauline epistles in
an effort to outline Paul’s thought on messianism, a move that creates some
problems if one is seeking to uncover the ‘authentic’ thought of Paul. Second, his discussion of messianism entails an inevitable slide into Christology,
which brings with it a thicket of difficulties surrounding saviour figures and
the logic of Christology itself. Further, he sets up the prime opposition in Paul
between faith and law, which is both a response to Badiou’s emphasis on
grace and a spectacular sidelining of Paul’s concern with grace. I argue that
despite himself, Agamben actually wants a theory of grace in order to overcome the trap of the law. However, the centre of Agamben’s argument is that
he identifies the category of ‘pre-law’ as crucial to understanding Paul, an
undifferentiated moment in which all of Paul’s oppositions can be seen side
by side. In order to find this pre-law, Agamben reconstructs a hypothetical
history of law that relies on both the shaky ground of etymology and a version of the narrative of differentiation. Yet, despite the problems with such a
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reconstruction, I do pick up one idea from the form of Agamben’s argument,
and that is his effort to relativise the absolute claims of theology. His effort to
find a pre-law may be flawed, but the athletic act of leaping back over theology provides an instance of this relativising attempt.
From this point, Agamben opens up the last group, Lukács and Williams,
who both enact such a relativising move in their own ways. So, in Chapter
Eight, my concern is Georg Lukács, for he is one of the best examples of an
effort to exorcise every last trace of romanticist, idealist or religious categories from thought. My question is whether Lukács’s premise is not mistaken:
instead of assuming that religious ways of thinking comprise the source
that must be overcome, I argue that they may better be understood as one
moment or mode of much richer and deeper traditions of thought and action.
The chapter begins by contrasting Lukács’s The Theory of the Novel with The
Young Hegel. What we find here is that, in the second work, he attacks a position he held in the first. Thus, in the Theory of the Novel, he argues that the
way to overcome a world ‘abandoned by God’ (the context of the rise of the
novel) is to search for a revival of the lost and integrated classical world, such
as he finds in Dostoevsky. In his later The Young Hegel, he attacks Hegel for
a very similar argument: the alienating ‘positivity’ of Christianity must be
overcome by means of the recovered republican freedom of ancient Greece
and Rome. However, it seems to me that, in attempting to excise the content
of his older argument, he has missed something in the form – the awareness
of a longer tradition that includes a religious moment within it. The second
part of the chapter engages with some of Lukács’s many autobiographical
sketches, for here too we find a more intimate effort at exorcising the spirits
of theology from his thought and life. Again I ask whether this is the best
strategy, especially in light of a certain nostalgia in the later preface of History
and Class Consciousness for his ‘messianic utopianism’. In bringing the critical
and autobiographical efforts at self-exorcism together, I close by asking what
it might mean to see religion and theology as passing moments in the longer
trajectories of thought and action. What is needed, then, is a way of dealing
with such moments without banishing them.
Finally, I turn to Raymond Williams, who in Politics and Letters comments
that the only books in his parents’ house in the small town of Pandy in Wales
were the Bible and the Beekeeper’s Manual. This chapter focuses on the rather
neglected Bible and its associated religion. In contrast to the general percep-
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tion (fostered at times by his own comments) that Raymond Williams showed
little interest in religion, this chapter begins by tracing the references to religion in some of his major texts, such as Culture and Society and The Long Revolution. These references mostly seek to historicise religion as an initial moment
in areas such as drama, education, and literacy. More striking, however, is
the far greater presence of religion in his novels, where the tension between
the Baptist chapel and established Church of England appears quite often.
Indeed, it turns out that the values Williams was keen to espouse, such as
neighbourliness, community, humanity, working-class solidarity, trust, faith,
and even socialism were values that centred on the chapel, which is as much
a religious as a social and political focus of the Welsh towns in his novels.
However, when he espouses these values in what may be called his ‘warm
Marxism’ he refers to his autobiography, the innate tendencies associated
with Welshness and the working class. In other words, the fourth source of
these values, the chapel, disappears. I suggest that chapel functions like a vanishing mediator, enabling Williams to espouse such values and then, when its
task is done, it is ushered off the scene. Religion, it seems, has a greater presence in Williams’s work than might appear at first sight. However, there is
one final question that Williams’s work raises: is religion, or more specifically
Christianity, the undeniable source of the values and institutions that are so
important to Williams, a source he seeks to historicise and leave behind, or is
their religious content but a passing phase in a much longer history? At this
point, I pick up the argument at the close of my chapters on Agamben and
Lukács concerning the passing moment of religion and suggest that it applies
just as much to Williams.
The conclusion brings together and rearranges the various elements I have
drawn from each of these critics, namely: the enticements for Marxist reconstructions of the economic and social conditions of religions such as Christianity, particularly those that endure and remain global forces; the necessary
fables or myths of religion that continue to have political valence, such as
Christian communism, the narrative that responds to psychological pathologies, and the very nature of apocalyptic scenarii; revolutionary possibilities,
particularly where some elements of religion may be relativised as the passing moment of longer and deeper revolutionary themes, and where religion
itself may be ‘transcoded’ as a revolutionary impulse (in terms of the time
that remains, unstable collectives, monasticism, Reformation etc.); finally,
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dialectics, especially the tension between living in the world and yet not,
which I recast as a way to understand Marxism as both a secular and antisecular project.

Chapter One
The Paradoxes of Lucien Goldmann

We should never forget that, for Pascal, man is
on every level a paradoxical being, a union of
opposites, and that to seek God is to find him,
but to find him is still to seek after him.1

Lucien Goldmann’s Le Dieu caché is as much ignored
these days as it was discussed when it first came out
in 1959.2 An allusion to Port-Royal, the noblesse de
robe and Blaise Pascal is all that seems to be needed
to evoke a whole argument by Goldmann concerning
Jansenism and its historical context in the struggle
over royal absolutism in seventeenth-century France,
an argument whose problems are now all too apparent. There is more than enough to criticise in Goldmann, so I prefer to focus on what is still valuable,
namely, the insight into the heart of Pascal’s thought
in terms of the dialectic of grace and the political consequences that flow from it. This dialectic shows up
most brightly in two closely related contradictions:
that between the two great poles of the Elect and
the Reprobate, and that between refusing the world
and yet living within it. In the first contradiction, we
find ourselves in the impossible intermediate state
of being in between the Elect and the Damned; in the
second, the profound tension comes from the fact

1
2

Goldmann 1964a, p. 295; 1959, p. 327; translation modified.
However, see the useful effort to rehabilitate Goldmann by Cohen 1994.
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that both sides of the contradiction are true, for we live in the world and are
yet not part of it.
These are the gems of Goldmann’s book. I seek not merely to chip those
bright stones from his text, but also to see what ramifications they have for
political thought and action. Before I proceed, however, a few preliminary
comments. Written in that curious in-between space of the 1950s as Europe
was recovering from the Second World War, The Hidden God is one of the few
book-length engagements with theology by a Marxist. However, unlike Theodor Adorno and Ernst Bloch,3 who have also written books on theological
matters, this book is really Goldmann’s summa. Along with Jansenism, French
history at the time of the rise of absolute monarchy, Pascal and Racine, he also
has a good deal to say about Marx, Engels, Lukács, Kant, Descartes, Augustine
and so on. The problem is that it goes on far too long. Not only is the Racine
section tacked onto the end, but one can go on for page after page through a
rather droll and repetitive text until a spark flies and insight suddenly bursts
into flame. Needless to say, I focus mostly on those sparks, the brightest two
of which are the contradictions to which I direct most of my attention.
Pascal really is Goldmann’s hero and the text is strewn with appreciation of
Pascal as ‘the first exemplary realisation of the modern man [l’homme moderne]’.4
Yet, for all these supposed achievements, why is the Marxist Goldmann so
interested in one who was an arch-conservative, defending the fixed ordering
of society on the basis of privilege and the rights of the king? This question
comes to a head when Goldmann notes but plays down Pascal’s consistent
criticisms of social injustice.5 He notes that Pascal points to the impossibility of any human law achieving full justice, to the perpetual abuse of power
and wealth in sinful human society.6 Goldmann even recognises that these
Adorno 1989; 2003a, Volume 2; Bloch 1972; 1985, Volume 14.
Goldmann 1964a, p. 171; 1959, p. 192, translation modified. Goldmann cannot
help himself. Pascal becomes a precursor, if not the first philosopher of dialectical
thought and tragedy (Goldmann 1964a, p. 55; 1959, p. 65), the creator of a new moral
attitude (Goldmann 1964a, p. 171; 1959, p. 192), a biologist before his time (Goldmann
1964a, p. 227; 1959, pp. 254–5), the great precursor of modern aesthetics (Goldmann
1964a, p. 270; 1959, p. 302), and the first man to bring the questions of risk with its
possibilities of failure or success into philosophical thought (Goldmann 1964a, p. 302;
1959, p. 337). In short, it is Pascal who opens a new chapter in philosophy (Goldmann
1964a, p. 234; 1959, p. 263). Needless to say, I find these hero-worshipping sections
a little over the top.
5
Goldmann 1964a, pp. 272–82; 1959, pp. 304–14.
6
Pascal 1950, pp. 112–24.
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criticisms are radical and anarchic. And yet he is nonplussed, missing the
point that intelligent conservatives are often the best to heed, for they see the
problems all too well, raising all the right questions. As Fredric Jameson has
commented more than once, intelligent conservatives repay careful attention.
One might not like their answers, but the questions are usually spot on. This,
I suspect, is the reason Goldmann likes Pascal so much: as a very intelligent
conservative he asks all the right questions.
In what follows, my main concern is The Hidden God, drawing in other
texts where needed.7 I begin with the central issue of the dialectic of grace,
especially the questions of living in between the two states of the Elect and
the Damned, the mediation of the wager and then the tension between withdrawing from the world and yet living within it. While my agenda in the
discussion of the dialectic of grace is to draw out the political implications
of Goldmann’s text, for the remainder I find Goldmann wanting. One of the
strange and frustrating things about Goldmann’s book is that his insights rely
upon a problematic method. The main features of that method are homology or ‘genetic structuralism’ (the contradictions of Jansenism are a direct
reflection of the political tensions between the legal officers and the absolute
monarchy), a banal dialectic of the part and the whole, and a theory of world
vision that is nothing more than the idea of a cultural dominant for a specific economic base. Rather than repeating the criticisms that have been made
of this rather vulgar Marxism (although I am quite fond of a good bout of
Marxist vulgarity), the more important question is how Goldmann is able to
generate his insights with such a method. Is there something to be said for it,
or is it more like scaffolding that one removes once the building is complete?
My suspicion is that the secret lies with Goldmann’s curious dependence on
Lukács, especially the pre-Marxist Soul and Form.8 While Goldmann claims
that he draws his genetic structuralism from Lukács, it seems to me that this
is really a sleight of hand: while it appears that he develops his method from
Lukács, what he really does is use specific texts from Lukács to illuminate
his interpretation of Pascal and Jansenism. The difference between method

7
At least I am most interested in the discussion of Pascal and Jansenism in The
Hidden God, rather than the strange section on Racine tacked onto the end of the book.
In contrast to this section, the small book on Racine (Goldmann 1981) is much better,
but then it repeats many of the points made in The Hidden God.
8
Lukács 1974, 1971a.
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and content is important: the content of the quotes from Lukács are far more
useful than the method he apparently draws from Lukács. The problem is
that the method – homology – hardly does justice to the sophisticated and
complex dialectic that Lukács employs. Given the value of Goldmann’s take
on the dialectic of grace in Pascal and Jansenism, and given the inadequacy of
his method, I propose a more useful method for understanding the economic
and social context of Jansenism. Finally, I take up Goldmann’s efforts to link
Pascal with Marx, with one significant difference: I seek the link at an entirely
different level to Goldmann, namely in the tension of Marxism as both a secular and an anti-secular project.

The dialectic of grace
The issue is grace, especially the ‘high’ view of grace championed by the Jansenists. Since grace is so central, it led the Jansenists to the doctrinal position
of Predestination. They took their cue from Paul’s texts in the New Testament,
especially Romans 8:29, where we find the path that leads from foreknowledge, through predestination to glorification:
For those whom he foreknew (προέγνω) he also predestined (προώρισεν) to
be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brethren. And those whom he predestined he also called;
and those whom he called he also justified; and those whom he justified
he also glorified.

But how did terms such as foreknowing [proginōskō] and predestining [proorizō]
find themselves in the same boat as grace? The short answer is that the predestination of some to salvation and others to damnation is the exercise of
God’s inscrutable but perfectly just will. The long answer is that a number
of key assumptions underlie the idea that grace manifests itself in the predestination of some to salvation. The first is the utter unknowability of God,
and that applies also to his exercise of grace, which is equally inscrutable.9
The second is the utter sinfulness and depravity of human beings (one of my
favourite doctrines): we can do no good work on our own, and so we must

9
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rely entirely on God for any such good work.10 The third is the irresistibility
or inamissibility of grace. The argument goes something as follows: we can do
nothing good on our own, let alone anything that gets us a millimetre closer
to salvation. Thus, the only way to salvation, or indeed to do anything good,
is through God’s grace.11 However, if God offers to give us a hand, if he offers
us grace, how do we receive it? Well, we can hardly say ‘yes thank you’ or
‘no thanks’, since that would put us utterly depraved creatures in the unacceptable position of controlling whether God can get through to us or not.
So grace comes to us whether we want it or not: it is completely undeserved,
unexpected and irresistible. However, not all are saved, for some are damned.
Being saved or damned has nothing to do with us, for we can neither accept
nor reject grace – it all lies in God’s nimble and inscrutable hands. Thus, the
decision whereby some are saved and others are damned is God’s alone. To
put it slightly differently: given that we are all fallen and sinful creatures,
the default position is that we are all damned. The fact that God actually has
decided in his grace to save some of us is a cause for wonder and thanks.
This longer answer appeared in the posthumously published manifesto of
Jansenism, the Augustinus of Cornelius Otto Jansenius (1640). As the title suggests, it was a reappropriation of Augustine’s work, asserting the absolute
priority of grace and a predestination in which some are elected to salvation
and the rest condemned to damnation irrespective of their own acts or volition. Indeed, it was Augustine who first articulated predestination before
Calvin took it up with his admirable rigour. For Augustine, the inaccessibility
of the reasons for God’s choice between the elect and the damned did not
make that choice any less just, for God’s justice is perfect. Augustine put in a
little contradiction of his own, namely that although God does not override
free will, grace does not depend on human acceptance but on the infallible
and eternal decree of God.
The problem for the Roman Catholics in the seventeenth century – for it
was a movement within Roman Catholicism – was that Jansenism came far
too close to the positions of Luther and especially Calvin. There were differences, of course, and they fascinate me, but Jansenism came at a time when
the Counter-Reformation was well under way. And one of its ideological
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centre-pieces was the work of Luis de Molina (1535–1600), especially his
Concordia liberi arbitrii cum gratiae donis of 1588. Over against the Reformers,
Molina gave as much room as possible to human works and obedience to the
divine commandments. Basically, Molina argued that freely chosen human
co-operation with the gift of grace was the ultimate cause of the efficacy of
grace. This effectiveness, which boils down to the ability of human beings
genuinely to obey God, comes not from grace itself, but from the human decision to obey. Thus, in opposition to the Calvinist and Jansenist position on the
total depravity of human beings, who can do no good on their own, Molinism
(as it came to be known) gives human beings as much involvement as possible in ensuring their own salvation. Molinism just escapes espousing selfearned salvation by arguing that the free act of human beings to co-operate
with God is itself foreknown by God. In short, we can get to the line, but we
need a helping hand to get over it. Jansenism was anathema to such a position, and watered down the stark opposition to the Reformers that Molinism
represented. It is hardly a surprise, then, that the Jansenists were harassed,
hounded and condemned.
If we grant the argument for predestination, then a number of contradictions
arise. Of these, Goldmann identifies two that were central for the Jansenists,
especially Pascal. The first is the age-old problem: how do we know who is of
the elect and who not? Or, to put it slightly differently, if God’s grace is available to all, then why are only some chosen? The second contradiction arises
from the utter sinfulness and depravity of the world: do we attempt to make
our troubled peace with the world, or do we reject it and withdraw?
The Elect and the Damned
In a few enthralling pages,12 Goldmann goes to the heart of the tension
between the Elect and the Damned. This opposition, he argues, is not so much
a great divide between two groups of people, between the sheep and the goats,
between those who are saved and those who are not. On the contrary, it is a
division that we bear within ourselves:
From the point of view of God there are the Elect who cannot be damned
and the Reprobate who cannot be saved. On the other hand, from the point
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Goldmann 1964a, pp. 290–5; 1959, pp. 322–7.
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of view of man, who ignores every divine decree, the categories of ‘Elect’
and ‘Reprobate’ are in each individual case merely permanent possibilities.
He thinks of himself as an intermediate being who brings them together,
but who has not yet chosen and who can never make a definitive choice
in this life.13

As one who has always been intrigued, and even at times affirmed the idea of
predestination, primarily on a political and economic level, this is an extraordinarily intriguing argument. But what are the implications of asserting that
the unbearable tension between the Elect and the Damned lies within? To
begin with, it means that one is caught in between the two extremes: ‘one does
not show his greatness by being at one extreme, but by touching both extremes
at once and by filling in the whole space between them’.14 Further, the one
who must fashion a life between the permanent possibilities of the Elect and
the Reprobate is an ‘intermediate being [être intermédiaire]. What this does,
in effect, is introduce a third category between the Elect and the Damned, a
third category that then breaks the hold of the binary opposition. And this is
precisely what Pascal does, according to Goldmann: he introduces a tripartite
division into human existence. Along with the Elect and the Damned, there
are also the Called who do not persevere in their calling. The trick with the
third category is that it assumes the perspective of human beings. God may
have two categories, but what God is up to is well beyond human knowledge
since His ways are inscrutable. So we are left with what we know as human
beings (the Bible notwithstanding).
Once we take such a perspective, once we assume that all human beings
are in fact intermediate beings, then the only possible approach to others is
to assume that all people are of the Elect. The reason: since we cannot know
God’s mind and thereby whether anyone is or is not of the Elect, and since we
should not pretend to act like God, we must assume that all have been chosen
under pain of making the wrong call. If some do not seem to be of the Elect

13
Goldmann 1964a, p. 293; 1959, pp. 325–6, translation modified. See also: ‘The
two extreme categories of the Elect and the Reprobate are, in this respect, the two
permanent possibilities between which man must choose. They express, on the plane
of the individual the two possibilities represented by the wager, in so far as to fear
to wager that Nothing exists is to fear damnation, and to wager that God exists is to
hope for salvation’ (Goldmann 1964a, pp. 294–5; 1959, p. 327).
14
Pascal 1961, p. 113; 1950, p. 127; translation modified.
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through the way they live and act that must mean that they have been called
but have given up seeking. In short, Pascal’s position means that we must act
as though there were no distinction between people.
This is a real insight by Goldmann, it seems to me, one that goes far beyond
an exposition of Pascal’s thought. On a more personal level, I have often
quipped that I have never met anyone who believes in predestination and yet
claims to be one of the Damned. After reading Goldmann, I became aware
that my quip has a grain of truth in it. For Goldmann’s discussion of Pascal
brings to the surface certain aspects of the theology of grace all too carefully
concealed in the cobwebbed back rooms of Calvinism. For one who imbibed
the paradoxes of Calvinism as part of daily life – from Bible readings uttered
by a stern but inconsistent father after every evening meal to the ban on studying, working or buying anything on a Sunday – the questions with which I
still deal in the capillaries of my existence turn around the question of grace.15
For this reason, Goldmann’s argument fascinates me. What he manages to do
is bring out what might be called the universal or democratic nature of the
high view of grace.
Extreme, stark, rationalist and brutal – these are the epithets one more often
finds attached to Calvinism and Jansenism. Certainly not democratic. Yet, as
Goldmann traces out the dialectical logic of Pascal’s argument, this is where
we end up. The bottom line is that we should assume that everyone is of the
Elect and treat them accordingly. The trick lies with attributing to God all of
the less desirable features: God is not such a good dialectician, nor indeed
is He much of a democrat. Omniscience, it would seem, has its down side
too. As far as the dialectic is concerned, God may have already decided who
is of the Elect and who of the Damned without too much fuss, but then the
dialectic is really the domain of mere mortals like Pascal. It is not that we
forever oscillate between salvation and damnation, between heaven and hell,
for that would be a frozen dialectic. Rather, by introducing the third term of
the intermediate being, Pascal effectively sublates the opposition. It can then
conveniently be shunted off to the side (it is only for God to know) and the
real issue is allowed to come to the fore, namely that we should act as though
everyone is of the Elect.

15

See further Boer in press-b.

The Paradoxes of Lucien Goldmann • 9

As for democracy, the issue now concerns the universal, or more specifically the tension between the particular and the universal. In Pascal’s case,
it becomes a tension between the universality of grace and the particularity
of salvation. Again the solution of this old conundrum lies in distinguishing
between divine and human perspectives. Thus, what from God’s perspective
seems to be the particularity of grace (only the Elect will be saved) is, from the
human perspective – the only one we in fact know – universal (act as though
all are of the Elect and treat them accordingly).
The result is the same: an inherent democratic push within Pascal’s thought,
although I must admit to disliking the word ‘democracy’ in light of its tired
and battered use in our era. All the same, I would like to think such a democratic logic unveiled by Goldmann may provide one of the reasons for the
unexpected tolerance of Calvinism in the home of my parents, The Netherlands. To all appearances, one would have assumed that Calvinism, with its
stark doctrine of predestination, would have been among the least tolerant
of all forms of Christianity. Yet, in practice, it was not so, for The Netherlands provided safe haven for all manner of religious refugees – Jews, Mennonites and other disparate arms of Radical Reformation, and, of course, the
Jansenists when they fled the final persecution in eighteenth-century France.
Yet it turns out to be Pascal (in Goldmann’s reading) and not Calvin who provides the theoretical reason as to why the Calvinists in The Netherlands may
have been so tolerant: the need to treat all as of the Elect.
One more political implication emerges from Goldmann’s treatment,
namely a distinct political allegory. The strange thing is that it is not the political implication Goldmann himself draws out. He is (far) too keen on the role
of faith and the wager within Marxism (on these see more below), but, for
some perverse reason, is not interested in the Elect and the Damned. Yet, that
is precisely where I would like to locate such an allegory. All too quickly, I can
lump people in political versions of the Elect and the Damned: depending on
one’s political persuasions it may be the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, the
ruling élite and the ignorant masses, intelligent and stupid voters who must
be bought and so on. All too quickly they become reified groups, what may
be hated or loved, passionately supported or opposed, the source of all evil or
of good. The next step in the allegory is then a timely warning. The political
versions of the Elect and the Damned are in fact not two groups embracing
one another in a futile and fatal dance; rather, the two political categories are
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embodied within ourselves, within our own groups. What appears at first as
the Elect turns out to be caught between the two possibilities of the Elect and
the Damned. And if that is the case, then our mortal opponents, the Damned,
are also caught in between, just like us. Now, there are two options at this
point. One is to undertake a process of weeding out, of finding the Quislings
and informers, of witch-hunting in a brutal search to purify the Elect from
the taint of the Damned. Of course, this process never ends until the group
destroys itself, for the possibility of the Elect cannot exist without the possibility of the Damned. So the other option is to follow Pascal and treat all as
though they are of the Elect. No matter how far away they appear to be, no
matter how Reprobate they are, they may well be of the Elect. At this point –
dare I say it? – the possibility of a full democracy emerges.
Wagering it all
If the tension between the Elect and the Damned lies deep within, and if we
are to treat everyone as though they are of the Elect, then there is one further
implication: according to Pascal, we must do all in our power to persuade
them to seek God. Hence the need for apologiae, for arguments for the existence of God – in short, for the use of reason to persuade people to search for
God. As Goldmann indicates,16 the contradiction between the Jansenist position on predestination, especially with the emphasis on the utter helplessness
of human beings, and the writing of apologies is one that has been pointed
out time and again. Even Pascal’s colleagues at Port-Royal would have found
it strange indeed to appeal to reason. However, Pascal takes the logic of the
utter sinfulness of human beings to its logical conclusion and points out that
we simply cannot know God’s mind on the matter. So we must assume that
all people are intermediate beings, that everyone is potentially of the Elect,
and so we must do all we can to persuade them to seek God – hence the argument of the wager.
Let me pause at a quiet spot and look at that argument a little more closely.
It appears in fragment 233 of the Pensées17 and takes the form of a dialogue

Goldmann 1964a, p. 290; 1959, p. 323.
Pascal 1950, pp. 93–7; 1961, pp. 155–9. The arrangement and numbering of the
fragments differs from editor to editor. In the text I follow the standard French edition
(Pascal 1950), which was first established by Léon Brunschvicq in the mid-nineteenth
16
17
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between Pascal and an imaginary interlocutor, about whom we learn that he is
so made that he ‘cannot believe’.18 Pascal begins the relevant section by pointing out that since God is infinitely unknowable [infiniment incomprehensible],
we cannot know who he is or indeed whether he exists. How then to proceed?
To a series of objections from his imaginary interlocutor, Pascal pushes one
reason after another to argue that you cannot not wager on God’s existence.
If it is a question of reason, then either choice is reasonable enough. If it is a
question of happiness, then ‘if you win, you win everything; if you lose, you
lose nothing’.19 To the objection that one may lose too much by betting at all,
Pascal points out that you lose nothing at all by making the wager: to win is
to gain infinite life and happiness; to lose is to be as you are now. But still the
interlocutor objects, saying he just cannot believe, for that is the way he has
been constituted. At this point comes the reply that Goldmann quotes:
You wish to come to faith, but you do not know the way; you wish to cure
yourself of unbelief, and you ask for the remedy: learn from those who
have been tied like you, and who now wager all they have; they are the
people who know the way that you wish to follow and have been cured of
a sickness for which you want a cure.20

Goldmann is keen to establish that the argument of the wager is not window
dressing for someone who actually has faith; rather, it is central to Pascal’s
thought. More important is his question as to who the interlocutor might be:
a free thinker perhaps, a sceptic whom Pascal seeks to persuade. Goldmann
takes a different line and argues that the interlocutor is Pascal himself, indeed
that the two voices are internal to Pascal. He both believes and does not
believe. He is the one who now wagers all he has. In other words, the wager is
between the voice that doubts and resists and the one who sees that the wager
is an exceedingly good bet.

century. The English translation by J.M. Cohen (1961) follows the arrangement of the
fragments by Jacques Chevalier (Pascal 1954). The catch is that Cohen’s numbering
of the fragments does not refer to any other numbering system, of which there are
many.
18
Pascal 1950, p. 96; 1961, p. 158.
19
Pascal 1950, p. 95; 1961, p. 157.
20
Pascal 1950, p. 96; 1961, p. 158, translation modified; see Goldmann 1964a,
p. 286; Goldmann 1959, p. 318.
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All the same, Goldmann’s argument that the wager is internal is not the
only element of Pascal’s wager. Another (and, here, I go beyond Goldmann)
is the introduction of the element of doubt. Here is truly an element of the dialectic of grace that is almost entirely lacking in Calvinism. All of the elements
I have discussed so far – the internalisation of the tension between the Elect
and the Damned, the intermediate being caught between these possibilities,
the uncertainty of determining who is of the Elect and the wager itself – all
of these are unthinkable without doubt. If we never know who is of the Elect
(thereby treating everyone as though they are), then we too must fall into that
universal group. We too can never be certain, and so we must wager, no matter how good the odds may seem to be.
At this point, Jansenism differs from Calvinism, for in that version of the
high doctrine of grace, there is no uncertainty: you are either in or you are
not. That means there is no such thing as apostasy. Someone may backslide,
may show all the signs of the Damned and yet because they are of the Elect,
they will come back. God has decided and there is nothing we can do about it.
However, before we can charge Calvin with a certain arrogance, with having
been able to climb into God’s mind and gain a few morsels of precious knowledge about eternity, he also made sure to insist that we should be slow to
judge. Not that he always lived up to such a precept, burning the odd heretic
or two at the Genevan stake.
All these fine distinctions are not merely ‘metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties’,21 for they have a number of profound political implications.
I am, however, underwhelmed by Goldmann’s championing of the wager
as the key to the philosophy of Kant and the sciences.22 To be fair, he does
give this argument a twist: Pascal, the sciences, Marxism and even Augustine
all share common ground, not merely because they all have the trappings of
‘scientific’ rigour (and Goldmann does use the epithet as often as he can for
Marxism), but above all because they are all based in an act of ‘faith’. The content of that ‘faith’ may differ,23 but it is the act itself that counts. For all its ingenuity – Marxism and indeed Pascal’s theology are scientific but only because
they are based on acts of faith – this is hardly a new argument. I find myself
Marx 1996, p. 81.
Goldmann 1964a, pp. 91–5; 1959, pp. 100–5.
23
‘(Evidence of the transcendent, wager on the transcendent, wager on an immanent
meaning)’ (Goldmann 1959, p. 104, translation mine).
21
22
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wanting to say, ‘but of course, so let’s move on’. But Goldmann is writing in
the 1950s, and it may have been a breakthrough argument to make then, especially in a Europe where attaching the word ‘scientific’ to the study of society
or literature or indeed the study of sacred texts such as the Bible allows one
to lay claim to a host of associations – rigour, empirical evidence, the absence
of extraneous items such as theology, revelation or faith. Half a century later,
the point is hardly stunning.
More intriguing is his argument that Marxism as a political movement
might do well to see itself in terms of the wager, although not quite in the
way he sees it. Like Jansenism with its wager on individual salvation, or Pascal’s wager on God’s existence, for Goldmann Marxism also operates with
a wager: ‘in the alternative facing humanity of a choice between socialism
and barbarity, socialism will triumph’.24 Rather than ‘triumph’, might not
doubt be a greater political insight, especially for Marxism? Of course, there
is nothing like a little historical hindsight, for the element of doubt is crucial
to the wager; no matter how good the odds might be, the risk can never be
dismissed. In the current context of rampant and troubled global capitalism,
even in China, one would have to say that the wager of Marxism is at best still
open and that the odds are not necessarily stacked in its favour. Marxism may
have its own wager, but it is a far more doubtful wager than when Goldmann
penned this book.
In the world and yet not
One contradiction remains, and that is the one between living in the world
and yet not being of the world, between the hermit and the one who continues
to live among people in the world. In many respects, Goldmann makes this
tension the determining feature of Jansenism as a theological and political
movement, with regard to its internal debates, the attitudes to politics, education and so on. But I have a more personal interest as well, for I too constantly
feel this tension. On the one hand, I know well the attraction of the ascetic life
of a hermit. I longingly seek out my own company, cycle and walk and camp
on my own, celebrate pure silence or talk to myself, dodge any responsibility
that forces me to deal with people, to organise, engage and talk. Asceticism

24
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is, after all, a deeply pleasurable way to live. And yet, I revel in the bursts of
intense interaction with other people, with the to and fro of rapid conversation over a beer or three, with the passion of collective political engagement,
with the thrill of flirting and seduction, the tenseness of an argument or a
fight. But I could certainly not live in the world in such a way all the time, and
all too soon I hanker for the life of a hermit once again.
At this personal level, then, I am interested in how Goldmann’s reading
of Pascal and Jansenism might explain these two contrary attractions. As
before, this personal concern does not exclude a distinctly political angle in
my reading of Goldmann, something in which I am also vitally interested. Of
course, given the tension itself between living in the world and yet not, the
two domains – usually designated by the old but inadequate opposition of the
personal and the political – are intimately connected.
To his credit, Goldmann emphasises again and again (perhaps too often)
that the tension between the refusal and affirmation of the world is the lived
contradiction of Jansenism. We can approach such a contradiction in two
ways: either the doctrines of grace and predestination were the ideological
articulations of such a tension, or this tension between living in and out of the
world was the outcome of those theological positions. Both are true, it seems
to me, in the fashion of that old Marxist point of the interplay between theory
and practice. Goldmann also points out that at its most creative points (Pascal and, to a lesser extent, Racine), this tension became not an either/or but
a both/and: it entailed a simultaneous affirmation of knowledge of both the
world and of God. In short it was a refusal of the world from within the world –
le divertissement.25
This lived tension raises a crucial question for politics, one that Goldmann
touches upon obliquely in his rush to show how close Marx is to Pascal, or
rather, how Pascal lays the groundwork for Marx. And that question is what
I will call the contradiction of a secular political programme like Marxism.
Here, we face a deep contradiction: in eschewing any religious or transcendent reference point, Marxism seems to draw all its insights and ammunition
from this world. The economic, political and social realities of existence on
this globe are the grist for the Marxist mill. And, yet, Marxism is not bound by

25
Pascal 1950, pp. 64–70; Goldmann 1964a, pp. 50–2, 215–18; 1959, pp. 60–2, 241–4;
1981, pp. 6–7.
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this world. It sets its sights on the end of capitalism, on the expectations for a
world that is qualitatively different and, we hope, better, whatever its name
and shape might be. On this score, Marxism rejects the world, this world of
capitalism, in favour of another. To my mind, this is a contradiction, indeed
a paradox, that may be expressed in terms of the paradox of Jansenism: a
refusal of the world from within the world.
With this question in mind, let us see what Goldmann does with the lived
contradiction of Jansenism. To begin with, it enables him to make sense of
the theological, social and philosophical differences within Jansenism. The
two main streams may be characterised as centrist and extremist, or, in Goldmann’s overblown terms, ‘dramatic centrism [centrisme que nous appellerons
dramatique]’ and ‘tragic extremism [l’extrémisme tragique]’.26 Both were based
on the belief that the world is irredeemable; in no way can it be changed
through one’s actions within it. Where they differed was on the level of one’s
involvement: the centrists sought to stand up for truth and goodness within
the world, where they actually had a small place; the extremists also wished
to speak out for truth and goodness, but they believed their words would fall
on deaf and hostile ears. In other words, the centrists saw a role for Christians
within the world, within which they could stand as lights on the hill, whereas
the extremists tended all too readily to retreat from the world in disgust
and despair. The name that attaches to the moderates or centrists is Antoine
Arnauld (1612–94), the theologian who effectively became leader of the Jansenists after the death of Saint-Cyran in 1643, eventually fleeing to the Netherlands in 1679 to escape persecution. The main proponent of the extremists
was Martin de Barcos (1600–78), who succeeded Saint-Cyran as abbot in 1643,
corresponding furiously with the other Jansenists,27 until he condemned PortRoyal’s acceptance of the ‘Peace of Clement IX’ in 1669 and thereby broke
with the Jansenists as hopeless compromisers.
Goldmann is careful to point out that both embodied the tension between
refusing the world and living within it. Their differences were matters of
26
Goldmann 1964a, p. 148; 1959, p. 164; see also Goldmann 1981, pp. 31–6. Goldmann
also espies two positions at the further ends of moderation and extremism: the one
sought to comes to terms with the lies and evil of the world, and the other retreated
into complete silence before the absolute sinfulness of the world. Neither was a real
option, although Pascal’s sister, Jacqueline, belonged to the most extreme wing; see
Goldmann 1964a, pp. 143, 148; 1959, pp. 158, 164.
27
See Goldmann 1956.
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emphasis, the one more prepared to make a fist of it in the world and the
other less so. But these differences had profound consequences.28 For Arnauld
and the moderates, the task of Christians was to struggle within the world
and within the Church, albeit with little hope of success. Thus, on social and
political matters, the moderates devoted a good deal of attention to the role
of the Christians in relation to the powers that be. They ought to be involved
and stand up for truth whenever they found it, for there could in fact be good
kings and ministers of the government. Similarly, with regard to philosophy,
one should give it due attention as another means for locating the truth, for it
may have its own value apart from any religious concerns.
By contrast, Barcos and the extremists saw human beings as thoroughly
corrupted by original sin, including Christians; since it was therefore impossible to achieve any significant reform, all one could do was proclaim the
truth and retire from the world. The extremists were far more concerned over
theological issues such as grace, predestination and original sin, but had little
interest in questions of a social, political or philosophical nature. These matters were far too much of the world, having no value in themselves since they
are irredeemable.
A difference or two in emphasis can go a long way, it seems. What are the
implications for my preliminary comments concerning the analogous tension
within a Marxism that is of the world and yet refuses it? Its more secular tendencies begin to sound distinctly like the centrists or moderates: capitalism is
a fundamentally unjust system, but we had better make the best of it all the
same and use what we can. For example, the parliamentary system is one that
can indeed be worked in a Marxist direction, whether through a broad left
front, or through coalitions with other parties in order to bring some pressure to bear on the exercise of power. And a moderate position would also
argue that capitalism may have its good moments along with the bad, and
then search for what might be salvaged in a Marxist programme. The risk is
that such a position slips into social democracy, opting for a gentler, kinder
capitalism with the various safety nets of medical cover, old age care, unemployment benefits and so forth. A more radical Marxism, by contrast, rejects
this world of capitalism and all that goes with it. Nothing much in this world
of capitalism is redeemable, for it is at its very basis an unjust and exploitative
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system. Politically, this radical position becomes all too often the extra-parliamentary Left, eschewing any involvement in a system of government that is
far too closely tied in with capitalism, which must be swept away in toto. All
one can do is condemn predatory capitalism and work for its demise. I must
admit that I have more sympathy with this radical position, especially in the
way Alain Badiou rejects capitalist parliamentary ‘democracy’ and argues for
true politics as that which operates outside the state. The models here are the
soviets, or Mao’s collectives or indeed his own Organisation Politique. It is
politics without a party, a politics outside the parliamentary system.29
I would not want to push the analogy too far, since the danger – like Goldmann – is to make the division between the two groups too sharp. Or, rather,
I prefer to follow Goldmann’s emphasis on the continuum: just as the moderates and extremists within Jansenism operate within a continuum that has
some assumed positions, so also Marxism’s various emphases fall into a continuum. In other words, to pick up a point I have stressed earlier: the division
or tension lies within. It is not so much a split between two absolute positions,
between two radical alternatives, but rather a strained and difficult effort to
keep the two together. The hermit must still live in the world.
What this continuum between the moderate and extreme Jansenists allows
Goldmann to do is locate Pascal, and indeed Racine, within a continuum. If
Pascal moves from a moderate position in his Lettres provinciales of 165430 to
the extreme position of his Pensées in 1662, then Racine moves the other way in
his plays and his personal and political positions.31 I am less interested in the
details of Goldmann’s mapping of Pascal’s biography, lurching as it did from
one spiritual crisis to another (especially the major crisis of 23 November,
1654). What is far more attractive is the way he is able to make this tension –
refusing the world and yet living within it – the key to that biography.32 On

See especially Badiou 2005b.
Pascal 1967.
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Goldmann 1981, pp. 55–6.
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‘Until 1654 Pascal looked for truth in the natural world and in the abstract
sciences; from 1654 to 1657 he hoped that truth would triumph in the Church and
religion in the world, and played an active part in trying to bring this triumph about.
But towards the end of his life he learned that man’s true greatness can lie only in his
awareness of his weakness and limitations, and saw the uncertainty which characterises
any human life, both in the natural world and in the Church Militant. . . . In doing
so, he discovered tragedy, the complete and certain uncertainty of all truth, paradox,
the refusal of the world by a man who remains within it and the direct appeal to
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this level, Goldmann draws me right in. For the desire to renounce the world
and all that is therein is a very strong one for me. All it need be is a corner
away from everyone, the ability to retreat into my own world, or an isolated
hill from which I scan around in order to affirm that there is no one in sight or
earshot, or deep in the bush that absorbs me quickly, realising that I am alone
and able to relax. One of my favoured places is in the mountains at the back
of my home. All it is takes a day’s steep ride and I am alone in the old growth
forest. And the desire strengthens with age.
This tension, this retreat from the world from within it makes an awful
lot of sense to me at a deeply personal level. Yet I am never away from the
‘world’. Until now, I have let Goldmann get away with his usage of the term
without questioning it. He is quite consistent, for ‘world [le monde]’ means the
realm of public, political life, the affairs of state and business. A renunciation
of the world is the refusal of such a life, and the tension of which he writes is
the tension, or as he prefers, the paradox of refusing that public and political
world while yet remaining part of it.
All the same, the tension has more to it than Goldmann perhaps realises. If
I focus on the question of renunciation that is dear to me, it is not so hard to
realise that retreat is really a retreat from one world to another world. For the
nuns of Port-Royal such as Pascal’s sister Jacqueline, it was a retreat into the
cloistered world of the convent. For a hermit, it is the retreat into the world
of one’s own mind, body and soul, and (if one is so inclined) of God. Even
Zuster Bertken in the Netherlands, who lived from the age of 30 until her
death at 87 (1457 to 1514) in a narrow cell about 4 metres long, moved from
one world to another. Built for her at the permission of the bishop of Utrecht
beside his church, the cell had two curtained windows through which food
was passed, but which were never opened so that people could see her face.
Upon her death, she was buried in the cell that had been her own world for
most of her life.
So also in the forested mountains: it is not merely a world of animals and
plants and earth and water, but it is a forest that is there only because human
beings have preserved it and decided not to cut it down and feed the global
God. It was by extending paradox to God himself, and making Him both certain
and uncertain, present and absent, that Pascal was able to write the Pensées and thus
open a new chapter in the history of philosophical thought’ (Goldmann 1964a, pp.
182–3; 1959, pp. 204–5).
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timber industry. And the bicycle I ride in order to get there, the tent in which
I sleep, the mug from which I drink tea all come from that world I seek to
escape. So refusing the world from within the world means more than Goldmann seems to think, although we should perhaps reframe it as refusing one
world for the sake of another. Is my retreat from the world a resignation and
recognition that it is thoroughly ‘sinful’, totally depraved and irredeemable?
In part it is, although at an economic and environmental level more than a
theological one. For all my desires to see the end of an economic system that
is exploitative at its deepest level, no matter how many achievements have
been made, my retreat is a recognition that it will be here for a good while
yet. It is also a recognition, in a heterodox way, that the ultimate contradiction
between the unlimited growth of capitalism must come up against the reality
of a limited planet, that capitalism will only come to an end when it comes up
against this limit and can grow now more, or rather capitalism ultimately will
destroy the world it has created.
Yet here comes the tension, for I want to resist that sort of fatalism and fashionable catastrophism. If it is not a meteorite, or a new plague out of the jungles
of Africa, or overpopulation, then it is the return of Christ on the clouds. So I
find myself drawn back into this ‘world’ of which Goldmann writes, working,
thinking and writing tirelessly for a world without capitalism and all that it
entails. The reason why Goldmann’s take on Pascal, especially this tension of
refusal within the world, makes so much sense is not merely because of the
Marxism I share with him (although not so triumphalist or indeed moral33),
but also because Pascal was wrestling with the same problems that are part of
my own heritage. My version was Calvinism, which has its own anticipatory
features for Marxism, but it too dealt with the problems of an absolute focus on
grace, human inability and depravity, and the stark doctrine of predestination.
Neither Goldmann nor I are going to leave such questions at the level of
personal desires, except perhaps for the way the personal turns out to be an
internalisation of what goes on in the economic and social context. Goldmann’s solution is what has been called – and castigated – as homology. The
paradoxes of Jansenism, between the Elect and the Reprobate, between the

33
Especially when he comments that capitalist society is ‘based upon individual
selfishness’ (Goldmann 1964a, p. 278; 1959, p. 310), Goldmann lines himself up with
a distinctly moral Marxism.
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world and its refusal, are a direct expression of the situation in which the
Jansensists found themselves.

Theory: the tight fit of homology
Goldmann’s answer to the question of context is rather simple: Jansenism
was the expression of a distinct group or sub-class within the specific political environment of the rise of the absolute monarchy in seventeenth-century
France.34 Or in more detail: the key political contradiction was that the officiers
of the ancien régime (from whose ranks the Jansenists were primarily drawn)
were economically dependent upon a monarchical state whose growth they
opposed from an ideological and political point of view. They were opposed
to a form of government they could not destroy without destroying themselves. This contradiction explains the contradiction of Jansenism – the essential vanity of the world and salvation in solitude and withdrawal, and yet a
continued involvement in the world.35 In short, the contradiction of Jansenism
is a direct expression of the contradictory situation of these political officiers
(legal functionaries with government posts who went by the collective title of
the noblesse de robe).

34
As a theological and political movement, the origins of Jansenism are usually
marked by the publication of Cornelius Otto Jansenius’s Augustinus (1640). Jansenius
may have been the ideologue of the movement, but his friend and collaborator, JeanAmbroise Duvergier de Hauranne, more commonly known as Abbé de Saint-Cyran
(1581–1643), was its organiser. Originally abbot of Saint-Cyran, he became in 1633
the spiritual director of the nerve-centre of Jansenism, the convent of Port-Royal. The
movement grew swiftly, with two outcomes. First, Port-Royal established a second
convent in Paris apart from its one in the marshes south of Paris, and it attracted
more and more nuns, including Jacqueline, Pascal’s sister. Second, it came under
persecution. Saint-Cyran was imprisoned by Cardinal Richelieu in 1637 until his
death, and one pope after another sought to condemn Jansenism as heretical until
Pope Clement XI’s Bull ‘Unigenitus’ in 1713 outlawed it completely and persecuted
the Jansenists, many of whom fled to The Netherlands.
35
See especially Goldmann 1964a, p. 120; 1959, pp. 133–4; 1981, pp. 28–9. Or, in
Goldmann’s own words, he seeks to provide ‘a general picture of the effect which a
certain aspect of the evolution of royal absolutism in France had upon legal circles,
and in particular upon lawyers closely connected with the parlements. I suggested that
this evolution gave rise to an attitude of reserve towards social life and the State –
“the world” – but that this attitude was free from any element of active political or
social opposition to the monarchy. It was this attitude which in my view, provided
the background of ideas and feelings against which any Jansenist ideology developed’.
Goldmann 1964a, p. 142; 1959, p. 157.
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Homology
I have no desire to dwell on the problems of Goldmann’s homologies, especially since others have done so.36 All the same, two elements are worth noting:
a literary work, philosophical system or indeed theological position expresses
and reflects the interests and aspirations of a distinct social group and class; in
order to find such a direct connection, a Marxist analysis must embroil itself in
the minutiae of historical detail. Now, Goldmann does his best to avoid slipping into a rather mechanical Marxism (as Cohen shows, he reacted against
it), especially in his argument that cultural works express the worldview of
a distinct group.37 Yet, it all too easily does slip into the assumption that the
superstructure is the expression of the base. Now, if one is going to engage in
vulgar Marxism, then there is no need to pin it to an elaborate theoretical and
historical discussion. In the end, it seems to me that Goldmann is able to climb
up to one or two striking conclusions – the best of which I have discussed at
length in the preceding section – by means of a very rickety ladder, one that
collapses somewhere on the way up.
The key words for Goldmann are ‘express [expliquer]’ and ‘reflect’ or ‘correspond [correspondre]’, which turn up time and again in the chapter on ‘World
Visions and Social Classes’.38 Such an approach may take two forms: either
a text or philosophical system reflects the general conditions of a particular
place and time, so much so that one may read those elements off from the text,
or the text in question gives expression to the opinions and beliefs of a distinct author or group. If the former is a more general approach that assumes
a reasonably direct correlation between text and context, the latter is more
specific and conscious – the text becomes little more than propaganda espousing a platform. Goldmann plays with both options. Not only does Jansenism
reflect the specific conditions of a sub-class (the legal officers of the French

For example, Jameson 1981, pp. 43–4; Evans 1981, pp. 154–5.
Or, as he puts it somewhat later: ‘Genetic structuralism, as I have used it so
far, presupposes: (1) The bringing to light of a work’s global semantic model, the
formation of which constitutes the schema of a global system of relationships between
men and between them and the universe; (2) The sociological study of the genesis of
this model within the dynamic tendency of the collective consciousness of particular
social groups; (3) The extension of this global semantic structure into an aggregation
of partial and more strictly formal structures, on all levels which the study of a written
text involves’ (Goldmann 1980, p. 142).
38
Goldmann 1964a, pp. 89–102; 1959, pp. 97–114.
36

37
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parliament during the rise of absolute monarchy), conditions that may be
read from the text, but it is also the conscious and deliberate expression of its
authors (Goldmann goes to great lengths to argue that Pascal knew exactly
what he was doing and executed it brilliantly). It seems to me that even if
Goldmann did not have the historical detail at hand, however mediated it
might be, he would have been able to read it off the text without too many
problems.39
Goldmann’s distinct preference for texts and ideas that correspond to particular groups and classes becomes even tighter with his desire for specificity.
He wishes to lock them in, to identify ‘their fit within [leur insertion dans] the
intellectual and emotional climate which is closest to them’.40 This desire for a
distinct fit or insertion into a time and place leads him into a detailed and ultimately frustrating analysis of the phases in the rise of the absolute monarchy,
the changing allegiances between king, aristocracy and bourgeoisie, the different roles of the varying government apparatchiks, the rise and fall in prices
for purchasing hereditary offices (La Paulette), all in ever more movements of
three stages, down to pinpointing the moment when Jansenism as an ideology emerges.41 The devil is in the detail, it seems to me; or rather, the detail is a
blessing and a curse. As a blessing, Goldmann shows how a detailed political
and economic analysis is a must for any Marxist historical study. As a curse,
he gets lost, for the detail feeds a rather crude theory of the relation between
base and superstructure: the latter expresses and reflects the base.
To be fair, once Goldmann has this tight fit, he then wishes to locate this
unit within the broader social, political and economic climate of the time –
seventeenth-century France. But he does very little of that work, preferring
to remain buried in the ever more specific details of what happened on what
date. In fact, what he really presents in this book is primarily a political analysis, and there is precious little of the social and economic situation. When he
does raise the question of class, especially concerning the shifting alliances
between aristocracy and the bourgeoisie in relation to the king, it is strangely
divorced from economics. So it seems that, on top of the problems of corre-

39
Indeed, in another discipline in which I have dabbled from time to time (biblical
studies), critics do this all the time – read the conditions and intentions of authors
from the texts alone, without any historical information outside the text.
40
Goldmann 1964a, p. 99; 1959, p. 110.
41
Goldmann 1964a, pp. 103–41; 1959, pp. 115–56.
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spondence (homology) and the desire for a tight fit, Goldmann has also fallen
into the trap of substituting political analysis for economic analysis. We end
up with the strange picture of an isolated group, drawn from disappointed
legal functionaries [officiers] of the noblesse de robe, which spawns Jansenism.
Denied the advancement they expected, opposed to the rise of the absolute
monarchy and yet still dependent on it for their livelihood, this group produces Jansenism as an effort to cope with their disappointment.
Dialectics?
For all his talk of a dialectical method, there is not much of it in his historical
analysis. It does, of course, turn up in the rather banal opposition of the part
and the whole,42 and then more fruitfully in his discussion of the contradictions between the Elect and Damned within Jansenism. Yet, he seems to have
used up all his energy for that discussion, for there is little of the dialectic
when he gets to the historical context – a direct and tight fit between a subclass and its ideas is not really an example of the dialectic at work.43
On this point, Goldmann may be following Pascal further than he thought,
for just as Pascal falls short of the full dialectic, so also does Goldmann when
he turns to the question of history. Let me explain: Goldmann can never decide
whether Pascal is the genuine creator of the dialectic or whether he merely set
up its possibility, a possibility that was to be completed by Marx. At times,
he goes overboard with his hero and Pascal turns out to be a full practitioner
of the dialectic. For instance, in the dialectic embodied in the wager, between
God’s existence and absence, between the Elect and the Damned, between
particular and universal, but above all in the interplay between reason and
emotion, Pascal shows that he was, according to Goldmann, thoroughly
familiar with the idea of Aufhebung even if he does not use the term.44 Human
existence, in other words, is made of antagonistic elements, such as body and
mind, good and evil, reason and passion, and yet the catch is that human

Goldmann 1964a, pp. 3–21; 1959, pp. 13–31.
The schematic analysis of ‘world visions’ as ideological expressions of social
realities, changes and movements is hardly dialectic as well. Here we fi nd that
dogmatic rationalism, sceptical empiricism, the tragic vision, dialectical idealism, the
animalistic view of nature, and mechanistic rationalism all become phases of bourgeois
thought (Goldmann 1964a, pp. 14–21; 1959, pp. 24–31).
44
Goldmann 1964a, p. 251; 1959, p. 281.
42

43
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beings can neither accept one of these opposed elements nor live in a state of
tension. What is needed, then, is some form of synthesis that overcomes the
tensions. At times, Pascal is, for Goldmann, so close to Marx that he may as
well be an earlier incarnation. But then Goldmann holds himself back, pointing out that Pascal was unable to make the final step beyond paradox to genuine dialectical thought in which equal and opposite truths come into contact
with one another, largely due to the social circumstances of the seventeenth
century. The mark of this limit is that Pascal sought a theological solution,
resorting to God and faith as the way to sublate the tensions, rather than the
materialist sublation of Marx.45 Pascal came so close, but did not quite get
over the line to genuine dialectical thought. Goldmann may not resort to God,
but unfortunately he too does not quite make it to the line of genuine dialectical historical analysis.
If we were going to offer such an analysis, then we would need to begin
on a different note. In asking how the texts of Pascal and the thought of Jansenism respond to their economic and social context, I would suggest that a
better approach is that such texts give off signals and hints of their context
rather than any direct expression. One way in which such hints appear is
by seeing texts as efforts to solve intractable contradictions in the social and
economic spheres (an approach championed by Fredric Jameson, among others). The catch is that the contradictions do not disappear; they are displaced
in the literary and intellectual work in question in all manner of ways, not
least of which is that form of the work. Thus, the ongoing debate about the
order of the fragments that make up the Pensées (especially since they were
not ordered by Pascal), the fact that they are fragments and not a complete
work, indeed that Pascal was unable to turn this contradictory collection into
a coherent and logical work,46 all suggest that the disruptions of the time
manifest themselves obliquely in Pascal’s text. And, if we were to include the
Goldmann 1964a, pp. 215, 218–19, 258–9; 1959, pp. 240–1, 244–5, 289–90.
For all his discussion of paradox and fragment, Goldmann misses the opportunity
to make something of the disorder of the fragments, preferring to seek coherence
and order: ‘The order in which the Pensées are presented does nevertheless affect the
reader’s understanding of the work, and there does seem to me to be one particular
order which is better than the others: the one which begins by insisting upon the
paradoxical nature of man (wretchedness and greatness), leads us to the wager, and
concludes by the valid but not compulsive reasons which Pascal gives, in his discussion
of miracles and of the Bible, for believing in Christianity’ (Goldmann 1964a, p. 201;
1959, p. 226).
45
46
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broader economic and social context, then surely it must be the ruptured transition from feudalism and its all-too-strong relics (aristocracy and so forth) to
the capitalism championed by the bourgeoisie. That the absolute monarchy,
playing off old and new, should arise at this time is no accident, for the era
of the absolutist state was itself the crucial vanishing mediator of the larger
economic transition under way.47
However, there is a final feature of such a method: the responses of texts to
their contexts are often unexpected. The answers may be negative or positive,
offer a complete alternative, block parts of the context, and so on. That is, texts
are semi-autonomous: they may metaphorise their context, they may provide
efforts to overcome intractable social and economic contradictions, but they
do so in unanticipated ways. For example, a story of kinship or tribal conflict does not necessarily mean that such a text comes from a tribal situation.
The text’s tribal world may be an imaginary creation in a different context,
perhaps to provide an alternative model of human relations or distribution
of resources. Or, in the case of Pascal, the way he deals with the problem of
being faithful to God while living in an utterly sinful world can hardly be said
to be the expression of disappointed hopes, the frustrated thoughts of a jilted
public servant. Rather, the dialectic of the Elect and the Damned from the perspective of human beings as intermediate beings who must treat all as though
they are of the Elect, or indeed the ingenious effort at a solution through the
wager, are unexpected and creative responses to rather than mere expressions
of their context. In their form of paradox and contradiction, they may respond
to the social and economic contradictions from which they arose, but the specific content is not what one would expect. A more expected response might
be the high ground of total refusal in some Jansenists or the pragmatic accommodation of others – as one might expect from disappointed and disaffected
public servants – but not Pascal’s response.

Is Pascal among the Marxists?
The actuality (in the French sense) of Goldmann’s study some fifty years after
it was first published turns out to be its insights into the contradictions within
Jansenism and especially Pascal. I am, like many others, far less taken with
47

See Anderson 1974a, especially pp. 85–112.
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Goldmann’s method, which singularly fails to live up to all the dialectical huffing and puffing. But then the rickety ladder seems to have done its work.
At this point, a curious anomaly appears, one with three features: the
method of homology or genetic structuralism is not up to the task; Goldmann
claims elsewhere that this method derives from Georg Lukács; and he makes
use of the content of some of Lukács’s work to uncover some features of Jansenist thought. I have provided my reasons already as to why the method of
homology is not up to the task, so let me focus on the other two points. As
far as developing his method from Lukács, Goldmann claims that Lukács’s
The Theory of the Novel48 is the source of his approach to the sociology of literature.49 Apart from the problem that this text is one of Lukács’s pre-Marxist
and rather Kantian works, Lukács argues that a genre functions as a response
to a distinct social and historical formation. In The Theory of the Novel and the
more Kierkegaardian Soul and Form,50 he goes so far as to argue that literature
gives a clear voice to the tumult and chaos of a world ‘abandoned by God’
(see my chapter on Lukács). Even in these early works, Lukács already has
(perhaps under the influence of Kierkegaard) a rather sophisticated dialectical understanding of the relation between literature and its context. The problem with these works is that the social context is rather vague; by the time
of the Marxist work, The Historical Novel,51 he would specify this in specific
economic and social terms.
Goldmann is no fool, so what he does with this pre-Marxist work by Lukács
is seek to tighten it up. Yet the path he chooses is one that runs in a different
direction to Lukács: he seeks to lock in specific texts to distinct groups or
subclasses, or he ties a particular genre into the various phases that he organises within a social formation. As for the former, the argument concerning
Jansenism as the reflection of the disaffected legal officiers within the rising
absolute monarchy of seventeenth-century France is an example. As for the
latter, the argument in Towards a Sociology of the Novel concerning the novels of
André Malraux seeks to lock those novels into the various phases of commodity fetishism and reification (not surprisingly, there are three – expansion-

Lukács 1971b, 1994.
Cohen argues that Piaget is also important, especially in Goldmann’s idea of the
‘transindividual subject’ (Cohen 1994, pp. 132–7).
50
Lukács 1974, 1971a.
51
Lukács 1983a, 1965.
48
49
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ist liberal capitalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the
structural crises between 1912 and 1945, and state-regulated capitalism after
1945).52 While the desire for tightening up Lukács’s earlier work is admirable
at one level, the way Goldmann goes about it loses the dialectical workings of
Lukács’s approach.
The third feature of this anomaly is that Goldmann’s real insights into Jansenism derive not from the method of homology but from the explicit content
of Lukács’s texts. What he does is quote a specific text from Lukács when
he needs to make a specific point concerning Jansenism. It really is a case
of juxtaposing Lukács’s arguments concerning different modes of thought or
different genres in a different time to the situation and beliefs of Jansenism.
Thus, in The Hidden God, we find a string of quotations from Soul and Form, so
much so that the key insights into the tensions of Pascal and Jansenism are in
fact provided by Lukács. So, we find the theme of deus absconditus, the world
abandoned by God (that was also crucial in Lukács’s Theory of the Novel),53 the
tension between faith and reason, between living in the world and yet refusing it, and even the dynamics of conversion in order to understand Pascal’s
crises of faith – all of which are central to Jansenist theology. By the time I
managed to get to the end of the chapter on God,54 I became so used to seeing
a quotation from Lukács at each point made that I suspected this was as much
a book about Lukács as it was about Jansenism.
Apart from providing a valuable leg-up the methodological ladder that
threatens to tumble at any moment, Lukács enables Goldmann to bring off
another sleight of hand. Time and again, Goldmann lists Lukács as a third
member of a triumvirate that includes Marx and Engels. Lukács is the great
successor who carries on the Marxist intellectual tradition and raises it to
even greater heights. And, yet, the Lukács who provides the crucial insights
into the tensions of Jansenism is the author of Soul and Form, a pre-Marxist
and even Kierkegaardian text. However much one might want to argue that
the later, Marxist, Lukács was able to give his earlier non-Marxist insights
greater depth, all is not as Goldmann would have us believe. It is, in the end,

Goldmann 1975, 1964b.
Lukács 1971b, 1994.
54
Goldmann 1964a, pp. 22–39; 1959, pp. 32–49; see also Goldmann 1981, pp.
10–11.
52
53
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a pre-Marxist Lukács who hands Goldmann his insights into the workings of
Pascal’s texts.
However, what this sleight of hand allows Goldmann to do is connect Pascal ever more closely to Marx, so much so that they are cousins, if not halfbrothers in the same large family. I have commented on some elements of this
close association in Goldmann’s text above, both in terms of the dialectic (Pascal is a Marxist dialectician, but then not quite) and the tension within Marxism as a programme thoroughly immersed in this world and yet focused on
rejecting it in favour of a qualitatively better one. Goldmann develops a number of other comparisons, such as Pascal’s search for God being analogous
to the socialist search for the ideal community, or, indeed, the rationalist’s
search for truth and fame – all of which Goldmann’s describes as the search
for totality and wholeness.55 Or Christian faith in God is like the Marxist faith
in the future: it is a wager that such a faith will, one day, be proved true.56
These comparisons between Pascal and Marxism, or indeed between Christianity and Marxism may work at a rather superficial level, and they have
been used to castigate Marxism as yet another (secular) religion with a feeble
faith. To his credit, Goldman embraces these points to make them a strength
rather than a weakness of Marxism. Yet I am less interested in Marxist faith or
the search for another ‘god’. What is far more fascinating is an insight Goldmann provides despite himself, and that is the tension between a Marxism
that rejects the world while being thoroughly immersed in it.

Goldmann 1964a, p. 180; 1959, p. 202.
‘Marxist faith is faith in the future which men make for themselves in and through
history. Or, more accurately, in the future that we must make for ourselves by what we
do, so that this faith becomes a “wager” which we make that our actions will, in fact,
be successful. The transcendental element present in this faith is not supernatural and
does not take us outside or beyond history; it merely takes us beyond the individual.
This is sufficient to enable us to claim that Marxist thought leaps over six centuries of
Thomist and Cartesian rationalism and renews the Augustinian tradition. It does not,
of course, do this by reintroducing the same idea of transcendence, but by affirming
two things: that values are founded in an objective reality which can be relatively if
not absolutely known (God for Saint Augustine, history for Marx); and that the most
objective knowledge which man can obtain of any historical fact presupposes his
recognition of the existence of this reality as the supreme value’. (Goldmann 1964a,
p. 90; 1959, p. 99.)
55
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By way of conclusion: Marxism as a secular and anti-secular
project
Let me bring the various elements I have drawn from Goldmann – the tension
between the Elect and the Damned as an internal tension of an intermediate
being, the treatment of everyone as though they are of the Elect, the element
of doubt, but above all the tension of refusing the world from within –
together in the following manner: the tension within Marxism between being
immersed in the world and yet not of it may be put in terms of a tension between
secularism and anti-secularism. If we define the base sense of secularism as
a system of thought and action, indeed a way of living that draws its terms
purely from this age and from this world, then Marxism is both thoroughly
secular and anti-secular. Other, popular senses of secularism may derive from
this basic sense, especially the idea that secularism is an anti-religious programme, that it entails the separation of church and state, and that one must
keep theology well and truly away from the proper scientific disciplines.57
But let me stay with the prime meaning of secularism: as a way of acting and
thinking that draws its terms from this world, the implication is that a fully
secular programme does not draw its reference point from something beyond
this world, whether that is a god or the gods above, or a better society and economic system in the future. On the first count, religion is disqualified; on the
second count, Marxism is ruled out of order. So we have a delectable paradox:
Marxism is thoroughly secular in one sense (did not Marx develop his deepest insights by immersing himself in the study of capitalism?), but, in another,
it is not (it takes as its reference point a better society beyond capitalism).
This tension may take various forms, such as that between a reliance on the
logic of history and yet taking action to change history,58 a tension that lies at
the heart of Calvinism: on the one hand, we are in the hands of God who has
predestined us to salvation or damnation, and yet we must constantly show
the fruits of our election by ceaseless activity. Or, indeed, within Jansenism:
even though God may have decided between the Elect and the Damned, we
mortals do not know what that decision is and so must act as though everyone were of the Elect and seek to bring them around to realise that.

57
58

The detail of this argument may be found in Boer 2007b.
Goldmann 1964a, p. 303; 1959, p. 338.
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The key lies, however, in what Goldmann calls the status of the intermediate being, caught (often unbearably) between the Elect and the Damned. It is
not so much that Marxism is either a secular or an anti-secular programme,
but that it lies in between these two possibilities. Marxism is engaged in a perpetual negotiation, a dialectic if you like, between rejecting and refusing the
world of capitalism and struggling within it. Or, even more tightly, one works
within the world in order to bring about its demise.

Chapter Two
The Stumbling Block of Fredric Jameson

. . . the biblical stumbling block, which gives
Utopia its savor and its bitter freshness.1

After Goldmann, the second of the dialectical Marxists is Fredric Jameson. My major concern is the
interplay between religion and utopia in Jameson’s
recent Archaeologies of the Future, arguably among
the most enjoyable and intriguing of all his works.2
As the culmination of a lifelong love of science fiction and utopian literature, it brings together many
of his reflections concerning utopia over some three
decades (indeed, half of the book is a collection of
his various essays on science fiction that many have
been urging him to gather in one place for quite some
time).3 In this work, Jameson faces a tension. As a
Marxist, he assumes that religion has been superseded. Its forms may continue, but its content is a
thing of the past. However, he also wishes to operate
with a hermeneutics of suspicion and recovery, or
what he calls a hermeneutics of ideology and utopia.
According to this approach, utopian possibilities

Jameson 2005b, p. 180.
Jameson 2005b.
3
The book has already generated some commentary, although none of it deals
with the question of religion and utopia; see Fitting 2006; Cevasco 2005; McNeill 2005.
The same applies to the earlier collection of essays in the Utopian Studies journal on
Jameson and utopia; see Fitting 1998; Buchanan 1998; von Boeckmann 1998; Alexander
1998; Wegner 1998; see also Jameson 1998a.
1
2
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emerge from even the most retrograde material – religion included. Although
these two approaches to religion were first formulated in his earlier work,
both of them appear in Archaeologies of the Future.
So I begin by outlining this tension in some of Jameson’s earlier work (upon
which I have written elsewhere). From there, I trace what I call his sidelining of
religion when dealing with utopia, a move that we would expect if we assume
that religion is no longer relevant. Then I pick up the various moments in
which he brings his hermeneutics of ideology and utopia into play. These
include his discussions of the role of magic within fantasy literature and of
apocalyptic. While the first leaves him open to criticism in his use of Feuerbach and the small sample pool of fantasy (I contrast his reading with the
work of China Miéville), the second comes all too close to his own argument
that utopia entails rupture. I close by pursuing the dialectic of religion and
utopia further, picking up and expanding his comments on medieval theology and the utopian role of religion (both Catholic and Protestant) in Thomas
More’s Utopia. My underlying agenda is to retrieve from Jameson the utopian
possibilities of some aspects of religion, especially since religion provides –
with all the expected ambiguities – a vast store-house of utopian dreams,
wishes and stories. The catch is that these possibilities are rather wily and I
need to work a little to track them down.
Before I sink into my main argument, a comment on the stumbling block,
or skandalon as it is in Greek or michshol in Hebrew: they are not uncommon
words in the Bible, referring almost universally to what makes one miss the
mark, err or sin. And more often than not someone puts a stumbling block in
your way, as Leviticus 19:14 shows brilliantly: ‘You shall not curse the deaf or
put a stumbling block before the blind’.4 The stumbling block is, then, what
trips you up, what breaks the path you are following, what you would rather
avoid but cannot. I am not, of course, suggesting that Jameson’s stumbling
block causes him to sin, or indeed that he must deal with Christ crucified, but
that religion trips him up more than once.

4
There is but one semi-positive use, and that comes in 1 Corinthians 1:23: ‘But we
preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles’.
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Supersession versus a dialectic of ideology and utopia
Out of a range of earlier engagements with religion,5 two items bear directly
on my discussion here: Jameson’s line that religion is really an earlier and
inchoate language for political and social debates; his appropriation of Paul
Ricoeur’s theologically inspired hermeneutics of suspicion and recovery.
As for the first point, Jameson makes the intriguing comment in his essay on
Augustine that ‘religion is a figural form whereby utopian issues are fought
out’.6 One reading of this statement is that religion really means something
else, that it is a language or code for other issues and battles, whether cultural,
political, social and so on. Add to this comment another of his arguments,
namely that religion is a fore-runner for something more complex such as the
completion of the Christian doctrines of providence and even predestination
in historical materialism,7 and we end up with a position like this: although
religious forms have carried through in our language and thought, religion
itself has been superseded. Religion may once have given expression – in an
inchoate fashion – to certain economic and political realities, but now we have
better ways of dealing with such matters. Engels had argued as much in his
essays on Thomas Müntzer and early Christianity8 and it ties in rather neatly
with the rather conventional Marxist (and, indeed, tired old secular) position
that one should oppose any transcendent reference point.
Unfortunately, there is always a danger of reductionism in approaching
religion as a language or code. So let me draw on another of Jameson’s earlier strategies to read somewhat differently the statement, ‘religion is a figural form whereby utopian issues are fought out’. This strategy comes from
the important discussion of Paul Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of suspicion and
recovery in Jameson’s Political Unconscious.9 Drawing upon Ricoeur’s early

5
These include the background of medieval biblical allegory and Northropp Frye
for his own three-level method of Marxist interpretation, which Jameson explores in
The Political Unconscious, 1981, pp. 69–74 (see my discussion in Boer 1996, pp. 3–41 and
Boer 2005a), the engagement with Walter Benjamin in terms of the same allegorical
schema in Marxism and Form, Jameson 1971a, pp. 60–83, the historicising of religion as
the ideology or ‘cultural dominant’ of that imprecise period known as ‘pre-capitalist
formation’ in Jameson 1986 (see also Boer 1996, pp. 58–68), and a study of Augustine in
which heretical sects become analogous to insurrectionary groups in Jameson 1996.
6
Jameson 1996, p. 161.
7
See the essay on Milton, Jameson 1986.
8
Engels 1978, 1990. See my detailed discussion in Boer in press-a.
9
Jameson 1981, pp. 282–6.
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Freud and Philosophy,10 Jameson wishes to turn this double hermeneutics into
a more Marxist one, now in terms of ideological and utopian hermeneutics.11
For Ricoeur, the key is not to overturn the moment of suspicion but to find
what is positive in that moment in order to move onto recovery. So, also, with
Jameson’s reworking: utopian interpretation seeks out the utopian dimensions of even the most reactionary, resistant and degraded material, searching
for the point where, especially in the very act of avoidance and concealment,
the wish for something vastly new and better shows through.12
Although Ricoeur frames his discussion in psychoanalytical terms – the
negative moment unmasks the repressive surface and the positive moment
releases the fantasy – Jameson is all too aware that theology lies just below
the surface in Ricoeur’s thought. Rather than following Jameson’s path and
arguing that religion has been superseded and all that remains are its figural
traces – such as Ricoeur’s method – I would like to suggest a different take on
religion. And this involves nothing less than interpreting religion in light of
Jameson’s hermeneutics of ideology and utopia. In other words, it becomes
possible to locate the utopian possibilities of religion from within the negative, ideological moment. It is in this sense that I read his prescription:
a Marxist negative hermeneutic, a Marxist practice of ideological analysis
proper, must in the practical work of reading and interpretation be exercised
simultaneously with a Marxist positive hermeneutic, or a decipherment of
the Utopian impulses of these same still ideological texts.13

Indeed, Jameson has argued on more than one occasion that, rather than the
sparring partners they are so often represented as being, Marxism and reli-

Ricoeur 1970.
In fact, Jameson argues that the equivalent to Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of recovery
may be found within the Marxist tradition. Apart from Bloch’s ‘principle of hope’, there
is Bakhtin’s notion of the dialogical and the carnival and then the Frankfurt School’s
concept of promesse de bonheur. In ‘Science Versus Ideology’ from 1983 – a text sprinkled
with eschatological passages from the prophet Isaiah – Jameson reworks a traditional
Marxist opposition in terms of a similar dialectical understanding of ideology. In this
case, ‘science’ becomes ‘ideological interpretation’, or the negative hermeneutic, while
‘ideology’ is reinterpreted as positive or ‘utopian interpretation’.
12
As Jameson puts it, ‘all class consciousness – or in other words, all ideology in the
strongest sense, including the most exclusive forms of ruling-class consciousness just
as much as that of oppositional or oppressed classes – is in its very nature Utopian’
( Jameson 1981, p. 289).
13
Jameson 1981, p. 296.
10
11
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gion, or, more specifically, Christianity, both gain rather than lose from their
affinities with each other: ‘any comparison of Marxism with religion is a twoway street’?14
In Archaeologies of the Future – the major focus of this chapter – we find both
of these approaches operating in some tension with each other. While Jameson
will often sidestep religion in his discussion of utopia, thereby following his
line that religion has been superseded, at others this double hermeneutic of
ideology and utopia shows its face. In what follows, I explore this tension,
concluding with some suggestions as to what a dialectical reading of religion
and utopia might look like in light of Jameson’s own suggestions.

Sidestepping religion
Usually, Jameson seeks to sideline religion. He keeps religion on the edges
of his discussion, constantly skirting it, occasionally sidling up a little closer,
alighting on it here and there, absorbing it or – more often – sidestepping it by
one stratagem or another. One phrase in particular functions unwittingly as a
programme for this strategy of sidestepping. In discussing the call to abolish
money, he writes: ‘As a vision, it solicits a return to those older, often religious, anti-capitalist ideologies which denounced money and interest and the
like; but as none of those are alive and viable any longer in global late capitalism . . .’.15
Here, he continues an older argument which I noted earlier: religious ideologies are not even quaint; they are simply dead and buried, no longer viable
in the context of late capitalism. One might want to contest this point rather
strongly, given the resurgence of religion as a major factor in global politics.
But I can agree with the more modest version: the motivations provided by
religious ideologies for programmes such as the abolition of money do not
inspire people any longer, so we will need to look for others. However, my
interest in this statement lies at another level, for it does provide a slogan of
sorts for sidelining religion in his discussion of utopia.
A rather telling example of this side-stepping of religion comes in the
midst of a longer reflection on the various permutations of Plato’s very useful
Jameson 1981, p. 285. See also Jameson 1971a, pp. 116–18.
Jameson 2005b: 231, italics mine. For a longer discussion of how he sees theological
categories thoroughly secularised in (especially German) philosophy, see Jameson
1998b, p. 79.
14
15
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opposition between opinion and truth (doxa and episteme, which also includes
Marx and then Althusser’s recasting of the opposition in terms of ideology
and science). Here is Jameson:
If the conceptual frameworks outlined above have any relevance, we ought
to be able at the very least to register Utopian opinion or doxa by our own
readerly reactions, by the barely perceptible movements of irritation or annoyance
that are aroused by this or that detail of the Utopian scheme, by momentary
withdrawals of credibility and trust, by punctual exasperation that can
only too easily be turned against the writer in the form of contempt or
amusement. . . . Thus, for example, More’s account of the Utopian churches
may startle us, owing to the seemingly gratuitous character of the choice
of feature and the explanation given it:
The temples are all rather dark. This feature is due not to an ignorance
of architecture but to the deliberate intention of the priests. They think
that excessive light makes the thoughts wander, whereas scantier and
uncertain light concentrates the mind and conduces to devotion.
The reader at once tends to transfer this opinion to More himself. . . . Some
commentators have interpreted this detail as a taste for Romanesque
churches over Gothic ones, thus adducing a further sign and symptom of
the medieval cast of More’s imagination: if so, our reaction can only thereby
be strengthened.16

For Jameson, this is an example of More’s own opinion rather than utopian
truth. (Opinion, as Alain Badiou has reminded us recently, is, after all, cheap
and common; truth is rare.) Note what Jameson writes: this particular detail
is irritating, annoying and exasperating, leading to a potential withdrawal of
trust. And that detail is nothing other than the ‘minor blemish’ of the utopian
churches. It is, of course, intriguing why this particular example should be
chosen as an annoying blemish, and not some other.
I would suggest that this example of the utopian churches is symptomatic
of what goes on throughout Archaeologies of the Future, specifically concerning
the uncomfortable interplay between utopia and religion. My suggestion is
not merely that Jameson would prefer it if religion was not an issue in utopian

16

Jameson 2005b, pp. 49–50.
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thought, that its presence is somewhat irritating.17 I also want to argue a much
stronger point: religion, at least those more eschatological types so beloved by
Ernst Bloch, comes uncomfortably close to Jameson’s own argument, namely,
that utopia is concerned with disruption.
I will return to the question of disruption, especially in terms of of eschatology and apocalyptic, a little later, but now I offer one other example of the way
the religious element of utopias is (perhaps unconsciously) sidelined. This
one appears in a discussion of the various utopian dreamers and schemers,
the makers of imaginary constitutions and city plans in the time since Thomas
More’s Utopia of 1516.18 Not merely social critics, they were also intellectuals,
Jameson points out, with ‘a supplementary taste for schemes of all kinds’.19
In Jameson’s main text, he does not, however, mention what those schemes
were. But we do find out in a rather long footnote.20 Thus, during the English
Revolution, there was a ‘proliferation of revolutionary-religious “sects”’, which
were regarded by the authorities as ‘heresies theological and social’, such as the
‘Muncerians, Apostolikes, Separatists, Caharists, Silentes, Enthusiasts, etc.’.21
And these were merely variations within one group out of many, namely,
the Anabaptists. Why place such an observation about the religious nature of
these utopian groups in a footnote rather than the main text? It is a somewhat
convenient strategy for sidelining an issue. A similar pattern is operating in
this case as with the one concerning Thomas More’s utopian churches: an
element of utopias that recurs often enough to be a consistent feature is something that Jameson would rather put to the side.

Magic and fantasy
These two examples – one concerning Thomas More’s utopian churches and
the other the religious nature of many revolutionary and utopian sects –
17
A little later, he suggests that religion has staged an (unwelcome) recent return to
written utopias. That return, especially in light of its small role in written utopias from
the time after More’s religious tolerance through until the 1960s, may be attributed
to the current opposition between fundamentalism and Western political tolerance.
See Jameson 2005b, p. 146.
18
More 1989.
19
Jameson 2005b, p. 43.
20
Most of the footnote is a quotation from Frank and Fritzie Manuel’s book, Utopian
Thought in the Western World (Manuel and Manuel 1979).
21
Jameson 2005b, p. 43.
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are sufficient to establish a pattern in Jameson’s treatment of religion and
utopia.22 They are consistent with the line I noted earlier – religion has been
superseded. However, at other points, we begin to see a glimmer of his other
strategy, namely the hermeneutics of ideology and utopia.
The most interesting treatment of religion comes in the face-off between the
genres of science fiction and fantasy.23 Here, he acknowledges the way fantasy
has overtaken science fiction in popularity, and that nothing much is going to
change that situation in the foreseeable future. But I wish to pay close attention to the way he sets up the opposition:
In the grand opposition between Enlightenment and religion, we find
the former taking history, especially in anthropological SF as ‘the rise of
‘civilization’ across the historical ages; while the other pole of religion will
eventually . . . migrate into fantasy and provide the Enlightenment paradigm’s
mirror image: history as the loss of magic and the decline of the ‘old world’
of the village and the order of the sacred.24

This is a rather well-worn contrast between science fiction and fantasy: science
fiction trails the dust of the Enlightenment, history and the question of the rise
and fall of civilisations, whereas fantasy is the inheritor of (medieval) religion,
especially its underside, magic, and its narrative tends to follow the course of
disenchantment, the fading away of magic and ‘the sacred’. Jameson will go
on to build up the opposition in various ways – religion versus science, magic
versus technology, nature versus history, organic versus machine, Middle
22
I cannot help but provide one further moment where an off-the-cuff example
reveals far more than at first appears. In his proposal for a federation of diverse utopias,
modelled heavily on Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars trilogy, Jameson writes the following:
‘A plurality of Utopias? But what if one misguided group embraces patriarchy, or
something even worse? According to this fundamental principle, you simply leave,
and go to another Utopia, one in which strict religious doctrine is maintained, like
Geneva, or secular republicanism, in imitation of the Roman Republic, or simple
hedonism and licentiousness, or a traditional clan structure (into which you would
probably have to intermarry or enter as a dependant or a slave)’ (Jameson 2005b, pp.
220–1, emphasis mine). The reference to ‘strict religious doctrine . . . like Geneva’ is of
course an allusion to John Calvin’s utopian experiment in Geneva (1541–64) where
city government was in the hands of pastors, elders, deacons and a consistory court.
The severest punishments were for purely religious aberrations, but Geneva was also
a refuge for English Protestant refugees. Again, I want to ask why this rather negative
example is used among the others. Is it recognition of the religious dimension of many
utopian schemes, but also a blockage of that feature by the negative example?
23
Jameson 2005b, pp. 60–7; see also Jameson 2002a.
24
Jameson 2005b, p. 95.
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Ages versus industrial capitalism – but my interest is in what he does with
fantasy and religion. He argues that the medieval world saturates fantasy
– aristocratic and peasant, binaries of Good and Evil, radical otherness (Islam)
and peasant egalitarianism, but, above all, religion, running all the way from
the tortured god, sin and punishment of wealthy Christianity of the aristocracy to the survivals of older nature religions among the peasantry with their
ribald festivals and pilgrimages – except that these elements are rearranged
in all sorts of ways.25 And nothing is rearranged more than religion, for fantasy picks up the underside of medieval religion, namely the pervasive but
perpetually repressed world of the occult and magic. So we find fantasy full
of sword and sorcery, good and bad magic, powerful stones and rings and
whatnot.
Feuerbach versus Marx
My interest is what Jameson does with religion and magic (which he really
treats as the same thing) within fantasy. This is where it starts to get interesting, for he provides the first glimpse of what a utopian reading of religion
might look like. It should come as no surprise that he will do so by means of a
dialectical interpretation: rather than leaving the opposition as it is, he gets to
work on the dialectical interaction of the two poles of the opposition.
To begin with, he asserts that magic is the ‘fundamental motif’ of fantasy,26
although he also discusses its relation to history and the problem of the

25
A negative example, for Jameson, is Tolkien’s anti-Enlightenment and antimodern construction of a somewhat homey village atmosphere (the ‘Shire’) along with
homogenous nature spiritualism that cuts across castes, a spiritualism that appeals to
‘know-nothing American fundamentalisms all the way to the higher-toned Anglican
reactionaries’ ( Jameson 2005b, p. 61).
26
Jameson 2005b, p. 66. The opposition is, of course, too neat, for science fiction
does engage with religion in some notable cases. Rather than magic, he suggests
that what we find is that in science fiction ‘religion is a kind of mediatory space; it
is the black box in which infrastructure and superstructure mysteriously intermingle
and celebrate an enigmatic identity – at one with mode of production and culture
alike (both of whose concepts it ambiguously anticipates). Religion was perhaps the
most ancient organizing concept in the emergence of anthropology as a discipline:
the ultimate determining instance for national or racial character, the ultimate source
of cultural difference itself, the marker of the individuality of the various peoples
in history (a role it still plays in Hegel and whose revival today we can witness in
ideologues like Samuel Huntingdon). It can thus provide the most facile solutions for
SF, as a kind of ready-made thought of the other; and at the same time stage the most
interesting conceptual dilemmas and form-problems’ (Jameson 2005b, p. 95). Later
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ethical binary of Good and Evil. But what are we to do with magic? In short,
it becomes the locus of the utopian potential of fantasy, and the way it does so
is drawn from Feuerbach, especially his theory of projection. For Feuerbach,
religion is a projection of ‘unalienated human creativity’.27 Religion projects
the best possibilities of human activity – labour and productivity, intelligence,
imagination and so on – only to hypostatise them all into an entity or force
that is exterior from human beings. That entity becomes a figure, a ‘god’ who
appears to human beings as a being in his own right, one that returns to command, punish and save. This, for Feuerbach, is the source of the attraction
and continued potency of religion. For Jameson, this pattern of projection
and return applies directly to magic in fantasy literature. It is the secret to
the appeal of magic in fantasy, a ‘figure for the enlargement of human powers and their passage to the limit, their actualization of everything latent and
virtual in the stunted human organism of the present’.28 Magic is, in short, a
figure for un-alienated humanity.
A clear instance of Jameson’s hermeneutics of ideology and utopia, such an
argument provides a wonderful dialectical inversion of the relation between
fantasy and science fiction: it is precisely the magical and apolitical element of
fantasy that enables this utopian leap to un-alienated existence. Even more, it
is precisely because fantasy is somehow freed from all those constraints of history – explored by science fiction at great length – that it is able to make that
leap. And, if we have not quite had enough of such dialectics, Jameson offers
one further move at the end of the chapter on the ‘Great Schism’ between fantasy and science fiction. Here, he suggests that since fantasy is so wedded to
magic, it must also trace the disenchantment of the world that comes with the
decline of the world in which it held sway. But this is precisely the moment
when some Novum (to echo Bloch) can emerge: ‘when the world of magic

on, he observes that, in Lem’s Solaris, religion is ‘as much an allegory of the scientific
process – the final discovery of its nature serving the narrative of the revelation of
the Absolute – as a projection of our perplexity before a closed and conscious singlecelled being. . . . And yet there remains the possibility that, like us, Solaris is itself an
imperfect being, an imperfect or sick god, like that insane deity of Schelling who has
to create the world in order to save himself: in that case, we understand Solaris better
than we know’ ( Jameson 2005b, p. 122).
27
Jameson 2005b, p. 65.
28
Jameson 2005b, p. 66.
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becomes little more than nostalgia’, he writes, ‘the Utopian wish can appear
in all its vulnerability and fragility’.29
I must admit that I find this a curious move. To begin with, it does valorise
magic, religion, and thereby the genre of fantasy as a whole. And the ingenuity comes from Jameson’s commitment to dialectical thinking, whereby he
does not merely dismiss fantasy but seeks to read its contrast to science fiction
in a productive fashion. Even more, it stays true to his oft-repeated adage, that
all manner of ideological and political projects bear within them a utopian
seed.
But the first question I want to ask is: why such a step back to Feuerbach?
Feuerbach does give us the original theory of religion as projection, one that
Durkheim, for one, would shape into a collective rather than individualist
theory.30 However, the deeper impetus for the choice of Feuerbach comes,
as Jameson hints,31 from Marx himself, especially in the fourth thesis on
Feuerbach:
Feuerbach starts out from the fact of religious self-estrangement, of the
duplication of the world into a religious world and a secular one. His work
consists in resolving the religious world into its secular basis. But that the
secular basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself as an independent
realm in the clouds. . . .32

Jameson 2005b, p. 71.
For Durkheim, religion gathers up the best elements of collective, social life
and renders them in an ideal form that acts as guide for society for a time. Thus, for
religion, ‘upon the real world where profane life is lived, he superimposes another
that, in a sense, exists only in his thought, but one to which he ascribes a higher
kind of dignity than he ascribes to the real world of profane life’ (Durkheim 1995,
p. 424). Like science, religion for Durkheim is a ‘collective consciousness’, one that
is a ‘fundamental and permanent aspect of humanity’ (Durkheim 1995, p. 1). One
cannot help but notice the echoes of the seventh thesis of Feuerbach: ‘Feuerbach,
consequently, does not see that the “religious sentiment” is itself a social product,
and that the abstract individual which he analyses belongs to a particular form of
society’ (Marx 1976c, p. 5). Earlier, Jameson argues that Durkheim’s theory of religion
may well apply to culture as a whole ( Jameson 1981, pp. 292–6).
31
Jameson 2005b, p. 65.
32
Marx 1976c, p. 4. Here is the version as edited by Engels: ‘Feuerbach starts out
from the fact of religious self-estrangement, of the duplication of the world into a
religious, imaginary world and a real one. His work consists in resolving the religious
world into its secular basis. He overlooks the fact that after completing this work, the
chief thing still remains to be done. For the fact that the secular basis lifts off from itself
and establishes itself as an independent realm in the clouds . . .’. Marx 1976b, p. 7.
29

30
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Marx here grants Feuerbach’s point: religion is indeed a projection from this
world. The ‘secular basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself as an independent realm’, he writes, and Engels emphasises their agreement with his
editorial addition to the fourth thesis: ‘He [Feuerbach] overlooks the fact that
after completing this work, the chief thing still remains to be done’.33 At this
point, Engels’s editorial intervention is spot on. Feuerbach has taken the first
step, laying the groundwork for a proper intervention, which is to condemn
and overcome the tensions that bring about such a projection in the first place.
However, there is far more. I quite deliberately quoted only the first half of the
fourth thesis on Feuerbach. The remainder reads:
Thesis 4: . . . But that the secular basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself
as an independent realm in the clouds can only be explained by the inner
strife and intrinsic contradictoriness of this secular basis. The latter must,
therefore, itself be both understood in its contradiction and revolutionised
in practice. Thus, for instance, once the earthly family is discovered to be
the secret of the holy family, the former must then itself be destroyed in
theory and in practice.34

The whole point in this thesis is not merely that Feuerbach has carried out a
necessary first step from which Marx and Engels may advance, but that his
analysis is radically incomplete. Without moving on to show how such projections arise from the ‘inner strife and intrinsic contradictoriness’ of the secular
world, and without seeking to uncover and then revolutionise those contradictions, Feuerbach’s approach is far too idealistic and individualistic.35

Marx 1976b, p. 7.
Marx 1976c, p. 4. Once again, here is Engels’s edited version: ‘For the fact that the
secular basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself in the clouds as an independent
realm can only be explained by the inner strife and intrinsic contradictoriness of this
secular basis. The latter must itself, therefore, first be understood in its contradiction
and then, by the removal of the contradiction, revolutionised in practice. Thus, for
instance, once the earthly family is discovered to be the secret of the holy family, the
former must then itself be criticised in theory and transformed in practice’ (Marx
1976b, p. 7).
35
The subsequent theses charge Feuerbach with individualism, although it might
be worthwhile asking whether this criticism is a fair one: ‘Thesis 6: Feuerbach resolves
the essence of religion into the essence of man. But the essence of man is no abstraction
inherent in each single individual. In its reality it is the ensemble of the social relations.
Feuerbach, who does not enter upon a criticism of this real essence, is hence obliged:
1. To abstract from the historical process and to define the religious sentiment [Gemüt]
regarded by itself, and to presuppose an abstract – isolated – human individual. 2.
33
34
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All the same, it would be worth asking what Feuerbach does indeed say.
Jameson quotes the following sentence: ‘In the religious systole man propels
his own nature from himself, he throws himself outward; in the religious diastole he receives the rejected nature into his heart again’.36 I found I had to read
this sentence a few times to see the point, but I was still puzzled by the use of
biological terms – systole and diastole refer to the heart and its beating – to
speak of religion. It does, however, make a little more sense in its context:
God is the highest subjectivity of man abstracted from himself; hence
man can do nothing of himself, all goodness comes from God. The more
subjective God is, the more completely does man divest himself of his
subjectivity, because God is, per se, his relinquished self, the possession of
which he however again vindicates to himself. As the action of the arteries
drives the blood into the extremities, and the action of the veins brings it
back again, as life in general consists in a perpetual systole and diastole; so
it is in religion. In the religious systole man propels his own nature from
himself, he throws himself outward; in the religious diastole he receives
the rejected nature into his heart again. God alone is the being who acts of
himself, – this is the force of repulsion in religion; God is the being who
acts in me, with me, through me, upon me, for me, is the principle of my
salvation, of my good dispositions and actions, consequently my own good
principle and nature, – this is the force of attraction in religion.37

Even more, in religion – although Feuerbach continues a long tradition in
which ‘religion’ really means Christianity – human beings project what is best
in themselves into the divine. As for the worst, that is the non-divine.38 One
way of putting it is that religion is an expression of the unrealised wishes of
self-transcendence that each human being harbours, that they have not quite
realised themselves in full. Again, Feuerbach:
In religion man frees himself from the limits of life; he here lets fall
what oppresses him, obstructs him, affects him repulsively; God is the

Essence, therefore, can be regarded only as “species”, as an inner, mute, general
character which unites the many individuals in a natural way’ (Marx 1976c, p. 4).
36
Feuerbach 1989, p. 31; quoted in Jameson 2005b, p. 65.
37
Feuerbach 1989, p. 31.
38
‘What man praises and approves, that is God to him; what he blames, condemns,
is the non-divine. Religion is a judgment’ (Feuerbach 1989, p. 97).
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self-consciousness of man freed from all discordant elements; man feels
himself free, happy, blessed in his religion, because he only here lives the
life of genius, and keeps holiday.39

If we replace the words ‘religion’ and ‘God’ in this passage with ‘magic’, or
rather ‘magic in fantasy’, then we come rather close to Jameson’s argument.
As I wrote a little earlier, I find this extremely curious. Either Jameson wishes
to champion a pure Feuerbachian position, leaving Marx, for all his efforts
to overtake Feuerbach, back in the rear of the pack with those who see religion as some ‘pie in the sky’. Or, as I suspect, this role of magic in fantasy
does not help fantasy all that much. For what happens is that fantasy ends
up with Feuerbach, a precursor to a more complete Marxian move that seeks
to uncover and overthrow the contradictions and alienations that generate
religion in the first place.
What we have then is a Feuerbachian fantasy over against a more Marxian science fiction. This assumption, it seems to me, lies behind the following
crucial sentence:
If SF is the exploration of all the constraints thrown up by history itself – the
web of counterfinalities and anti-dialectics which human production has
itself produced – then fantasy is the other side of the coin and a celebration of
human creative power and freedom which becomes idealistic only by virtue
of the omission of precisely those material and historical constraints.40

Precisely because it is not held back by the material constraints of history,
fantasy may lift off into the heavens and project an un-alienated and utopian
human existence – what we might call a ‘fantasy’ in the sense of a wish or
dream. The implication is that fantasy is certainly not going to get us there,
to help us realise our dream, if I may put it that way. Rather, the path to that
dream will emerge back here on the ground, through the contradictions of
history. This is, of course, a standard Marxist move, namely that it is only
through the tensions of lived economic history that we are able to step forward, however much it may seem that the path is blocked at times by various

39
Feuerbach 1989, p. 98. And so, ‘The fundamental dogmas of Christianity are
realised wishes of the heart’ (Feuerbach 1989, p. 140).
40
Jameson 2005b, p. 66.
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constraints. For Jameson, at least, it is science fiction’s task to explore those
tensions, constraints, blockages and so on.
The politics of fantasy
I would like to take this grudging appreciation of fantasy further, but before
I do, there is one last problem with Jameson’s treatment. This is a problem
that other commentators will no doubt pick up, namely, the selectiveness of
Jameson’s examples. In his discussion of fantasy, Ursula LeGuin is the main
exemplar, although Samuel Delany’s Nevèrÿon series41 and Anne McCaffrey’s
multi-volume Pern series42 do make the odd appearance. However, at the crux
of his Feuerbachian move, it is LeGuin’s Earthsea tetralogy43 that becomes the
focus. LeGuin is, of course, a wonderful writer and an abiding interest of
Jameson, especially her more political novels such as The Left Hand of Darkness
and The Dispossessed,44 but the politics always seem to dip below her Taoism
when it comes to the crunch. Even more, in the Earthsea series, magic is very
much what makes the world go round.
In light of this limited sample of fantasy, I wonder what Jameson would have
made of China Miéville’s Bas Lag novels,45 beyond one ever-so-slight engagement,46 or, for that matter, Jeff VanderMeer,47 Kirsten Bishop48 and the rest
of the ‘New Weird’. Let me stay with Miéville, whose wonderful alternative
world, with the imperial, oppressive and capitalist New Crobuzon, the floating free city of Armada, or the revolutionary train in perpetual motion called
the Iron Council, along with all manner of species of which human beings are
only one among a number – the insect-like Khepri, the frog-like Vodanyhoi,
the Cactus people, the scab-mettlers, cray, Remade and so on – operate in an
economic and political world in which oppression and revolution are only a
moment away. Magic is also woven into the fabric of this world, but a reader
would be hard-pressed to see it as either a central feature or as a projection that

41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48

Delaney 1983, 1993, 1994a, 1994b.
McCaffrey 1968 and so on, almost endlessly.
LeGuin 2001 – although by now it is a sexalogy: LeGuin 2003a, 2003b.
See Jameson 1975; 2005b, pp. 267–80.
Miéville 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004; see also Miéville 2005.
Jameson 2002a.
Vandermeer 2003, 2004, 2006.
Bishop 2003.

46 • Chapter Two

lifts beyond the historical and economic limits of human existence to offer a
utopian glimpse. Rather, magic functions much more like Lévi-Strauss’s pensée sauvage – a category Jameson likes to invoke – which designates not merely
‘thought gone wild’, but a distinct and coherent alternative to science.49 Except
that, in Miéville’s novels, magic is very much part of science, indeed part of
the empirical fabric of Bas Lag, so much so that the university has its departments of the various magics, with their long history of research and teaching,
and the contracts with industry, government and the military merely indicate
how interwoven magic is with a world that feels all too familiar. Above all,
the possibilities for redemption lie not in some meditation upon magic, or in
harnessing good magic against bad magic, but in the dynamics of exploitation, class and revolutionary groups. If Armada and the Iron Council (the latter far more revolutionary than the former) make use of magic in their quests
for survival, then so too do the militia and the New Crobuzon government
include magic in their means of suppressing revolt. In this thorough reworking of fantasy, Miéville breaks the bounds of the genre, comprehensively
recasts it and thereby renders it deeply political.50 What we do not find is that
this fantasy is ahistorical, or caught up in the struggle of Good and Evil, and
it is especially not enamoured of magic as the un-transcendable horizon of
fantasy. The utopian possibilities lie squarely with the constraints and contradictions of history, no matter how alternative that history might be.
I do not, however, want to discard entirely Jameson’s argument concerning the utopian role of magic within fantasy. In many cases, magic does seem
to operate in the way he suggests, especially when items within the genre
become reflections on the possibilities of magic as un-alienated human existence, rather than a mere plot device. What I want to retrieve from Jameson is
something a little different. Let me focus on the form of Jameson’s argument
rather that the content. Unwittingly, Jameson points to a role for fantasy-like
narratives among the Left. In projecting what a complete and un-alienated life
might be like, fantasy produces what I have elsewhere described as political

Lévi-Strauss 1966.
Variously called ‘weird fiction’ or ‘fantastic fiction’, his works fall mainly into the
intersections between fantasy and science fiction with a good dose of horror (he has
won both the Arthur C. Clarke and British Fantasy awards for his work). However,
any creative new direction like this operates both through the intersection of various
genres and their reshaping in the process.
49
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myths.51 By political myth, I mean an alternative language, one that is figurative and metaphorical, one that projects – to use Feuerbach’s terms – stories
of better worlds. In its own figurative way, political myth throws such worlds
out from human desires and wishes. There is, however, a second moment
in Feuerbach’s analysis, when the projection returns to earth. For Feuerbach,
such a return comes in the form of religion, with its god or gods, with its doctrines and beliefs. In the process of return, what is forgotten is that the initial
projection comes from the best within human beings themselves. It seems
to me that political myth works in a similar fashion, for the world it projects
comes back as a distinct entity, a possible world for which one may strive
and struggle. In other words, such political myth becomes a motivational and
inspirational force that may actually have it own historical effect.
It soon becomes clear that the form of Feuerbach’s argument, one that
Jameson borrows in order to make a point concerning magic, may also apply
elsewhere. That is to say, the pattern of projection and return is not restricted
to magic within the genre of fantasy. The form of the argument applies just as
well to the work of Miéville, who is in the business of producing an occasional
political myth or two. Rather than the idealist and individualist argument
concerning magic, in Miéville’s case it becomes decidedly collective and political. I think, in particular, of the Iron Council in the book of the same name
or Armada in The Scar, as precisely such projections. But the content of those
projections are as political myths rather than magic, however ambiguous and
troubled these utopian spaces might be. Even more, they are not merely narrative devices that render these novels ‘political’, especially in a deeply Marxist fashion, but they are the focus of meditations on the nature of political
myth itself. Let me cite Miéville at this point:
‘They say Iron Council’s coming back’.
Her face had taken on such joy.
‘It’s coming back’.
All the things Ori could think of to say were obvious. He did not want to
insult her, so he tried to think of something else to say, but could not.
‘It’s a fairy tale’, he said.
‘It ain’t’.
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‘A fable. There’s no Iron Council’.
‘They want you to think that. If there’s no Iron Council then we ain’t
never took power. But if there is, and there is, we did it before, we can do
it again’.
‘Good jabber, listen to yourself . . .’
‘You telling me you never seen the helios? What do you think that was?
You think they built the bloody train by marching alongside each other,
women, whores, at the front? Children riding the damn cab hood?’
‘Something happened, of course it did, but they were put down. It was a
strike is all. They’re long dead –’
She was laughing. ‘You don’t know, you don’t know. They wanted them
dead, and they want them dead again, but they’re coming back . . . It’s coming
back, and even just knowing that’s a godsdamned inspiration’.52

Within the novel, the Iron Council (with its echoes of Trotsky’s famous
armoured train)53 is the stuff of myth, at all levels of the word. Beginning
as a strike at the construction head of the transcontinental railway, a strike
that turns into open rebellion, the rebels – a mix of railway builders, guards,
scientists, prostitutes, Remade and whoever wishes to join – take the train
with all of its railway construction material beyond the end of the line. They
continue to lay tracks for the train which they then pull up after it, in order to
keep it moving. Soon enough, the Iron Council – the name for the revolutionary group and the train – becomes the stuff of legend and myth. Never quite
sure whether the Iron Council is a figment of the revolutionary imagination
(the ruling powers have a distinct interest in insisting that it is pure fiction),
it becomes the basis of hopes and fears, inspiration and dread, depending on
which side of politics the various characters and groups happen to sit. It is
the inspiration for the Collective, a Paris-Commune-like free zone that clears
a space for itself in the midst of New Crobuzon. The rumoured return of the
Iron Council to the city produces apocalyptic anticipation. However, it is the
very movement of the Iron Council, out from the edge of the railway (which
subsequently becomes disused as the corporation behind it goes bankrupt)
and into the warped Cacotopic Stain that echoes most closely Feuerbach’s
projection. As it passes from everyday knowledge, it gains a life of its own,
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one that it then lives up to on the return to the city some decades later – Feuerbach’s return of an entity that was initially a projection. And it holds that status, embalmed on its final run into the city in a frozen moment of time before
it can be destroyed by the militia – a perpetual entity.
So it does indeed seem as though we can get some political mileage from
fantasy, although not quite in the sense that Jameson initially suggested.
Rather than its use as an implicit quarantining of fantasy from the political possibilities of science fiction and utopian literature, Feuerbach’s model
comes in rather handy. Like religion, and indeed magic within fantasy, political myth may be seen to operate in a similar fashion, as the fantasy novels of
China Miéville show only too well. Fantasy, it seems, may be just as politically
valuable as science fiction and utopian literature.

Apocalyptic
The other great feature of Jameson’s dealings with religion, at least in the
context of the broader discussion of utopia, is his skirting of the question of
apocalyptic. I must admit to being surprised by the lack of attention to apocalyptic,54 especially since the category of utopia trails a long history in religious
thought, and much of that history lies in the various traditions of apocalyptic
with its fervent dreams and hopes. Ernst Bloch, of course, realised this history,
and in his work the story of the utopian impulse includes the bright lights
of Joachim de Fiore and Thomas Müntzer.55 Indeed, when Jameson does talk
about Bloch’s deep and founding influence on utopian thought in the first
pages of Archaeologies of the Future, he manages to omit religion, not to speak
of the Bible. Along with Goethe’s Faustus, the Bible was, of course, Bloch’s
great inspiration and he returns to it again and again to make yet a further
point concerning utopia. By contrast, Jameson makes use of Wayne Hudson’s
summary of Bloch’s project, who, in his otherwise salutary study, finds Bloch’s
interest in religion and the Bible highly problematic.56 Indeed, he would
54
Apart from the sparse texts I discuss here, there is one other passing reference to
apocalyptic: ‘The stars in the night sky are just such an apparition suspended in time,
a multiplicity stretched immobile across space, whose other face is that firmament
as the scroll of which Apocalypse tells us that it will be rolled up in the last days’
(Jameson 2005b, p. 94).
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prefer that Bloch had not been so interested in the Bible or religion. Thus the
quotation from Hudson in Jameson’s text begrudgingly manages a reference
to ‘religious mystery’ in its last two words.57
The problem, as far as Jameson is concerned, is that what passes for apocalyptic today – ‘the increasingly popular visions of total destruction and of the
extinction of life on Earth’58 – is quite distinct from either the utopian concern
with catastrophe or the genre of anti-utopias, whose agenda is to discount
utopia as such. However, just when we think Jameson has conveniently sidelined apocalyptic as a concern, he then turns it on its dialectical head. Here is
the relevant section:
Yet this new term oddly enough brings us around to our starting point
again, inasmuch as the original Apocalypse includes both catastrophe and
fulfilment, the end of the world and the inauguration of the reign of Christ
on earth, Utopia and the extinction of the human race all at once. Yet if
the Apocalypse is neither dialectical (in the sense of including its Utopian
‘opposite’) nor some mere psychological projection, to be deciphered
in historical or ideological terms, then it is probably to be grasped as
metaphysical or religious, in which case its secret Utopian vocation consists
in assembling a new community of readers and believers around itself.59

What Jameson is trying to do here is avoid the argument that apocalyptic
includes the two extremes of complete obliteration and the inauguration of a
new age, of the end of history and its beginning anew on an entirely different plane. In its place he attempts an alternative dialectical move: rather than
focus on what will take place during the cataclysm and afterwards, the utopian
import lies elsewhere, namely in a new community that is formed around the
apocalyptic vision. While this is a good example of Jameson’s hermeneutics
of ideology and utopia, albeit with his usual ability to look awry and find an
alternative utopian reading, the question I would like to explore is why he
needs to do so. Why avoid the initial point that it includes both what would
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later be called utopia and anti-utopia within its own purview? And why cannot this dialectic include the new community of readers (and surely agents)?
In answering those questions, let me consider this section more closely. The
section I have quoted really seems like an afterthought, and that impression is
reinforced by the long footnote appended to its end, a footnote that is really a
collection of notes and possible thoughts concerning apocalyptic. Two things
strike me about this footnote: it elides the various distinctions he has just
made, and it actually begins to develop a dialectic of apocalyptic, one that he
has just said is not possible. On the first point: while Jameson is keen to distinguish between the recurring theme of science-fictional catastrophe and that of
apocalyptic in the main text, in the footnote we find them merging. Thus, John
Wyndham (of Day of the Triffids fame) and J.G. Ballard, who have both more
than dabbled in science fiction, become exemplars of the catastrophe-rebirth
pattern of apocalyptic. On the second point, Jameson does precisely what he
initially felt was outside the scope of apocalyptic – begin a dialectical reading.
Bouncing off Frank Kermode’s suggestion that apocalyptic is a projection of
the fears of one’s own death and Freud’s point that dreams about one’s own
death actually conceal a wish fulfilment, Jameson postulates that
the end of the world may simply be the cover for a very different and more
properly utopian wish-fulfillment: as when (in John Wyndam’s novels,
for example) the protagonist and a small band of other survivors of the
catastrophe go on to found some smaller and more liveable collectivity after
the end of modernity and capitalism.60

At this point, I am surprised that Philip K. Dick has not made an appearance,
for here is a writer on whom Jameson has commented more than once and for
whom one narrative sequence was precisely that of catastrophe-cum-renewal,
although that renewal is hardly one to get excited about it, given the grim life
on the other side of the catastrophe. I am equally surprised that the founding
text of utopia as a modern genre – Thomas More’s Utopia, to which Jameson
gives extended attention – does not register here. I would suggest that More’s

60
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work is a sustained and largely successful effort to secularise the category of
apocalyptic and free it from the weight of its religious associations.
Apart from the content of the argument, to which I will return in a moment,
I am intrigued by the way apocalyptic appears in Jameson’s text. One long
paragraph – largely a suggestion concerning genre (which apocalyptic in its
original form most certainly is) – has an even longer footnote hanging off it.
As I mentioned earlier, it really seems to me that apocalyptic needs a chapter
on its own.61 There is also something very symptomatic about the structure of
this paragraph and heavy footnote, and that is the side-stepping of questions
of religion that runs through his discussions of utopia. They hang around
the edges, hats down and cigarettes glowing in the rain and the dark, but
they hardly ever emerge from their murky hideaways. However, there is a
deeper reason for such a treatment of religion, and in particular apocalyptic:
Jameson’s championing of the rupture as crucial to utopia is one that we also
find in the religious literature of apocalyptic. The closeness shows up when
he advocates the abolition of money, an old anticapitalist and largely religious
programme:
Thus the revival of the old Utopian dream of abolishing money, and of
imagining life without it, is nothing short of precisely that dramatic rupture
we have evoked. . . . The lived misery of money, the desperation of poorer
societies, the pitiful media spectacles of the rich ones, is palpable to everyone.
It is the decision to abandon money, to place this demand at the forefront
of a political program, that marks the rupture and opens up a space into which
Utopia may enter, like Benjamin’s Messiah, unannounced, unprepared by events,
and laterally, as if into a present randomly chosen but utterly transfigured
by the new element.62

The invocation of Walter Benjamin’s Messiah, and indeed Benjamin’s concern
with rupture, the break, the explosive flash that may wake us up from our
nightmare, is telling. For, as I have argued in another place,63 Benjamin sought
to rework the biblical pattern of creation and eschaton into a theory of history
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that would challenge the theories of progress on both Left and Right. His
continual return to the first chapters of the Bible and his fascination with the
messianic, and indeed the messiah are all part of this programme. For all his
confusions, Benjamin shows how deeply the notion of rupture, or, as Antonio
Negri has recently argued,64 the kairos, is also a theological, indeed biblical
category. And it comes straight out of those texts that belong to the genre of
apocalyptic. Jameson’s closing argument for disruption as a key feature of
utopia is part of the same semantic field.
To sum up: as far as apocalyptic I concerned, Jameson falls back on his strategy of leaving a significant dimension of utopian thought on the sidelines.
Eager for some play, it ends up with a few minutes tagged on to the end of the
game. This is a shame, since it seems to me that, once again, the possibility of a
dialectical reading of religion within utopia has been by-passed. Such a reading would begin with the point that apocalyptic bears within it the opposition
of utopia and anti-utopia, especially in the way dire forecasts of annihilation
have within them the seeds of a hope for something far better.

By way of conclusion: towards a dialectic of religion
Up to now, I have criticised Jameson for the way he sidelines religion in his
treatment of utopia, particularly since religion may be seen in one sense as a
store-house of utopian images and stories. And then I suggested that one reason for doing so is that Jameson’s position on utopia-as-rupture shares more
than he would care to admit with the apocalyptic material that he touches on
but largely leaves alone. However, I have also noted where he offers a few
hints as to the possibilities of a dialectical reading of utopia and religion. It is
these half-buried elements of his thinking that I want to pick up in this conclusion. The first moment was with his argument concerning magic and the
Feuerbachian projection of un-alienated existence that magic suggests, and
the second was with the all-too-sparse and occasionally contradictory hints at
what a dialectical reading of apocalyptic might look like.
But, now, I would like to bring these various hints at a dialectical reading of
religion and utopia into the spotlight. My argument is that such a dialectical
reading leads to an expansion of religion beyond its narrow confines of belief
64
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and practice. At this point, I move from one aspect of Jameson’s approach to
religion to another, namely from his assumption that religion has been superseded (and therefore may be sidelined) to the hermeneutics of ideology and
utopia. While the former tends to be a reduction of religion to a bygone era or
to a code for other issues, the latter enables a dialectical expansion of religion
from these narrow confines.
In order to bring about such an expansion, I want to pick up one of Jameson’s other tactics mentioned in his Postmodernism book, namely transcoding,
which designates the process of leaping from one method or mode of analysis
to another, the activity of ‘measuring what is sayable and “thinkable” in each
of these codes or ideolects’ in order to ‘compare that to the conceptual possibilities of its competitors’.65 In the case of religion within utopia, it becomes
possible not merely to expand religion into its cultural, political, economic
and epistemological spheres, but to read the same phenomena in the different
registers that we like to distinguish with such labels.66
This approach is really a more generous reading of what I have until now
criticised Jameson – his sidestepping, or, if you like, his search for another
explanation so as to avoid one that takes account of religion. There is always
a risk that the transcoding or expansion of religion might slip back down the
slope to a simple quickstep67 to get past some conservative backlash that he
has excoriated on more than one occasion, a backlash that shows up in the

Jameson 1991, p. 394.
At other moments, Jameson transcodes an item into theology, as with his latest
and most extensive statement on the theological nature of ethics and the binary of
good and evil ( Jameson 2005b, p. 58), or boredom as a theological category (Jameson
2005b, pp. 192–3).
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returns of political philosophy, or the concern with the subject and the body,
or ethics, or, indeed, religion and theology in its most objectionable forms.68
I have chosen two examples of such a dialectical reading, although I should
emphasise that it remains very much in fragments, offering shards of further
possibilities.69 The first comes from Jameson’s brief comment on medieval theology. Terry Eagleton has also emphasised the complexity and value of medieval (which we need to read as Roman-Catholic) theology, but that is part of
Eagleton’s return to his roots in the Catholic Left.70 For Jameson, the appeal of
medieval theology lies in a number of other areas. To begin with, it is nothing
other than a version of Lévi-Strauss’s pensée sauvage – a thought gone wild, a
system of knowledge that operates in a comparable fashion to but without the
apparatus of science and philosophy. Except that there is one important difference: it comes after ‘linguistic subtleties’ and rich formulations of classical
philosophy. I must admit to finding that argument a bit of a stretch, since it is
precisely this feature which is absent from Lévi-Strauss’s concept.71 But what
Jameson wants is the figural element of medieval theology, a feature it does
share with pensée sauvage. The praise for medieval theology comes thick and
fast – ‘unique conceptual resources’, ‘remarkably sophisticated’, ‘an extraordinarily elaborated and articulated system of thought’, a ‘remarkable language
experiment’72 – but only because he wishes to expand it beyond its explicit
content, as an expression of faith seeking understanding (in Anselm’s terms).
This is where the expansions take place: theology is figurative, in a way that
acts as a precursor to psychoanalysis and Ideologiekritik. Even more, it is a
‘language experiment’ whose great contribution lies in its mechanisms. And
those mechanisms show up in no better place than allegory.73 Jameson has, of
course, evoked without saying as much his well-worked and fruitful distinction of form and content. But he runs the risk here of resorting to a sidestepping
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that characterises his other treatments of religion. Why dismiss the content
of medieval theology so readily in the search for its formal features? Surely a
more dialectical reading would seek to interpret that content in its own way.
This is where I can expand Jameson himself and suggest that not merely the
form but also the content of medieval theology functions as a distinct epistemology. In fact, it is nothing other than a complex ideological system as such
that can be understood only in the context of a feudal social and economic
system. In all its complexities and sophistications, in all its dealings with paradoxes and contradictions, medieval theology is the heavily mediated mode in
which that social and economic world was thought and puzzled over.
The second example is found in Jameson’s lengthy treatment of Thomas
More’s Protestant and ascetic proclivities, especially as they show up in his
Utopia.74 In Jameson’s search for one of those wonderfully complex semiotic
squares with its multiple layers, religion shows up at two points of the square
that seeks to lay out the various impulses that went into the writing of Utopia.
At one of those points (s2), the contradiction of the primary term which is
humanism, we find Protestantism, which includes features such as the
Hebrew (including the Bible and Jewish kingship). Over against Protestantism along the diagonal axis (-s1) comes monasticism (which also includes the
church hierarchy, community and egalitarianism). Monasticism appears not
merely in the way utopia has more than one echo of the medieval monastery,
the enclave of developing rationality in the Middle Ages, but also registers
a sense of loss as the monasteries were systematically closed down under
Henry VIII’s reforms.
Now we come to the various expansions that Jameson brings about with
these terms. Firstly, with monasticism he suggests that monasticism may
be read, at least in More’s appropriation, as a collective life, the face-to-face
community and its inherent egalitarianism.75 It is this collectivism (a socioeconomic communism that has as its other ingredient the state communism
of the Inca empires) that shows up in the social organisation of utopia. The
Jameson 2005b, pp. 25–33.
Here Jameson follows in Kautsky’s footsteps to some extent. As I will argue in
Chapter Four, for Kautsky, monasticism not only kept alive the communist impulse
of early Christianity, but it also became part of the heritage of primitive communism
upon which More drew. Jameson gives all of this a twist of his own that sublates
Kautsky’s key terms and yet carries on the insight of his reading (without, however,
any acknowledgement of Kautsky’s argument).
74
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second expansion lies with Protestantism, which is not merely ‘individualist inner-directedness’,76 not even the expansion of reason and the ordering
of everyday life (Weber turns up frequently in these pages), but, above all,
the revolutionary excitement of the Novum. That enthusiasm was expressed
above all in the rediscovery of Hebrew. Combined with the rediscovery of
Greek in humanism (Erasmus, who knew both languages and produced the
first critical edition of the Greek New Testament, which was in itself a revolutionary act, was a close friend of More), Jameson points out:
. . . it is crucial to grasp the way in which both these revivals (of the classics
and of primitive Christianity) are felt to be avant-garde causes. Together
they constitute the Novum of the day: that is to say a conceptual and an
ideological revolution whose innovation constitutively includes passion
and excitement within it.77

Jameson also suggests, in another moment of transcoding, that such a revolutionary passion had a distinctly cultural flavour. This cultural dimension (no
less than a cultural revolution) shows up in the rediscovery of what was felt
to be the spirit of early Christianity, which he suggests ‘is rather to be understood in the cultural sense’, which is at the same time ‘a discovery and a new
intellectual enthusiasm’.78
Jameson’s reading draws nigh to Antonio Gramsci’s celebration of the
Reformation as a revolutionary movement that transformed society from the
bottom up.79 Indeed, Gramsci’s catch-cry of moral and political reform, a code
for the communist revolution, is drawn straight from his passion for the Reformation. Gramsci goes as far as to champion the Reformers Luther and Calvin
(Jameson is content to stay with the more humanist elements in Erasmus and
More). For Gramsci, the large-scale transformation the Reformers wrought in
Northern Europe, in terms of culture, politics, economics and social organisation provides a paradigm for communist revolution in Italy and elsewhere.
It is one of the only models for social change that worked its way through
all levels of society. It is not for nothing that Gramsci, in his desire for a communist Reformation in Italy, speaks of Machiavelli as the ‘Italian Luther’. If
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Jameson does not quite exhibit Gramsci’s enthusiasm for the Reformation, he
has pointed out that Marxism and Christianity are the two great systems of
thought and praxis that have captured the imagination of the masses.
What has happened in all of this is that religion has been expanded, or,
rather, transcoded as a revolutionary moment, an explosive possibility for the
new that finds expression in More’s Utopia. Note what has happened: religion
has become a collective and egalitarian programme (the Roman-Catholic element in More’s utopia), and then an intellectual and cultural movement (the
Protestant moment), one that is also distinctly political and revolutionary.
In the end, then, what I pick up from Jameson are the moments when he
makes use of his hermeneutics of ideology and utopia. What we find are the
beginnings of various dialectical possibilities for religion, specifically in terms
of utopia. These include: his promising use of Feuerbach in regard to magic
in the genre of fantasy, which I extended to understand both political myth
and the political fantasy of China Miéville; the glimpses of a re-reading of
apocalyptic, in which the genre of apocalyptic (initially a biblical genre) provides the dialectical relation of utopia and anti-utopia, and in which catastrophe functions as a code for utopia; the delectable enticements of the forms
of medieval theology; and, finally, Jameson’s expansion of religion as both a
collectivity and a cultural revolution, particularly in Thomas More’s monastic
and Protestant moments. How these fragments might come together is a matter for another study.

Chapter Three
The Christian Communism of Rosa Luxemburg

‘A curious piece of historical sophistry’ – that is how
J.P. Nettl in his classic biography1 describes Rosa
Luxemburg’s treatise, Socialism and the Churches.2 A
rather convenient dismissal, is it not? It does allow
Nettl to sidestep the whole issue of religion in Luxemburg’s work and get on with what he regards as
the more important issues in her life and thought.
By contrast, I want to give this neglected text a little
more justice than Nettl does. This chapter, then, is
a sustained engagement with that work by Luxemburg, along with her essay, which originally
appeared in French in response to a questionnaire,
‘An Anti-Clerical Policy of Socialism’.3
Despite all the beguiling simplicity of her style,
the fascination that still surrounds her, or even the
freshness of her work that makes it seem as though
it were for today’s struggles, the reception of Rosa
Luxemburg is bedevilled by two problems. Firstly,
the vast majority of work on Luxemburg has focused
on her biography; I was able to find at least eight
biographies in the last four decades.4 That she was
a woman is one obvious reason for focussing on

Nettl 1966, Volume 1, p. 323; 1969, p. 221.
Luxemburg 2004b, 1982.
3
Luxemburg 2004a, 1903.
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Frölich 1969; Nettl 1966, 1969; Florence 1975, pp. 79–158; Ettinger 1986; Jacob 2000;
Abraham 1989; Shepardson 1996; Cliff 1980.
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her biography, especially the intimate and personal details. Another reason
is that biography seems to be the fate of those on the Left who meet a grisly
end or are visited by some scandal. For Luxemburg, it was a sordid murder
at the hands of Freikorps on 15 January 1919 after a failed insurrection. For
Gramsci, it was his incarceration by Mussolini and subsequent death from
dreadful prison conditions, for Althusser the murder of Hélène, for Benjamin
his fateful and bumbling suicide at the Spanish-French border, and so on.
Mainly due to my deep suspicions concerning biography and the personality
cult that it feeds,5 I will avoid the temptations of biography as an all-encompassing explanatory framework for Luxemburg. The other engagement with
Luxemburg is to republish selections of her letters and essays.6 As for critical engagement, that remains another story, still woefully intermittent and
rarely, if ever, going outside her major work, Accumulation of Capital.7
So I will leave Luxemburg’s biography on one side,8 preferring to engage
critically with her writings on religion, or rather, Christianity and the Church.
Luxemburg appears first in this collection of Marxists who have dealt with
religion in some capacity or other, mainly because she is chronologically at
the head of the list. But she also opens up some of the issues surrounding the
reconstruction of early Christianity from a Marxist perspective, delving into
the New Testament no less. Karl Kautsky follows, since he takes up these
questions a little further. As for Luxemburg, I am most interested in her evocation of what I call the political myth of an early Christian communism, as

Boer 2007a, pp. 433–4.
Looker 1972; Howard 1971; Waters 1994; Hudis and Anderson 2004; LeBlanc
1999; Ettinger 1979.
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Apart from her early and quite distant relationship with the Algemener Yiddisher
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interest in religion, whether personal or cultural. Finally formed officially in 1897 and
based in Vilna in Lithuania, the Bund was a Jewish socialist movement whose roots
lie in the response to the counter-revolutionary repressions in Russia and the Russian
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well as her arresting argument for freedom of conscience regarding religion in
the socialist movement. On the way to those two points, I wish to explore and
critique the following: her call for a politics of alliance between socialist and
Catholic workers; her Reformer’s zeal, especially in terms of her scathing criticisms of the venality of the Catholic Church; the argument that the Church
has betrayed the communist spirit of early Christianity, and her historical narrative that seeks to show how the Church became part of the ruling class; her
enthusiastic valorisation of Christian communism, pointing out that socialism
is closer to early Christianity than the Church, that socialism will complete
what was begun then, and that what was a limited communism of consumption must be transformed and completed by a communism of production;
finally, her startling argument that socialism is not opposed to religious belief
and practice, since they are matters of freedom of conscience.

Tactics
A deeply running motive of Luxemburg’s works on Christianity is to win
the allegiance of the religiously faithful workers, especially the wave of new
members that flooded her Polish party, Social Democracy of the Kingdom of
Poland and Lithuania, in the revolutionary upsurge of 1904–5. With the diatribes of the Church against socialism in one ear and the socialist broadsides
against economic and social exploitation in the other ear, these workers found
themselves split, torn between faithful obedience to the Church and a gut feeling that capital really was squeezing out ‘their own blood’.9 What Luxemburg
wants is a common front of all workers, Catholic, socialist or whatever: ‘The
Social-Democrats10 have placed themselves the objective of drawing together
Luxemburg 2004b, p. 2; 1982, p. 19; translation modified.
In this text Luxemburg uses ‘Social Democrat’, since at the time she was still
part of the broader Social-Democratic movement. The sharp distinctions, especially
between Social Democrats and socialists/Communists, were not to emerge until a
few years later. She was a member of various parties that called themselves SocialDemocratic or Socialist. Initially, she joined the united Polish Socialist Party (PPS)
when it was formed in 1892, then the alternative Social Democracy of the Kingdom
of Poland (SDKP) which broke away over the nationalist question after the third
congress of the Second International (6–12 August 1893), and which then became
Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (SDKPiL) in 1899. She also
joined the Social-Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) in 1898, although she was always
an uncomfortable member. The watershed between Social Democrats and socialists
came in a double blow: on 4 August 1914 the SPD delegates in the Reichstag voted
9

10
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and organising the workers in the struggle against capital’.11 And the drive of
that front is to challenge and overthrow the various forms that the exploiting
and ruling classes might take.
As one would expect, her unwavering targets are the owners of capital.
These owners may be the bourgeoisie, or the remnants of the landed aristocracy, or the Church. The situation was, of course, deliciously complex and it
is important not to confuse political power with economic control. Thus, if, at
the turn of the nineteenth century, the bourgeoisie were the dominant owners
of capital, if they had the upper hand in economic power, they were engaged
in a life-and-death struggle with the aristocracy and the Church over political
power. In that tussle over control of the state, those older feudal orders might
strike a blow at the bourgeoisie, only to find that they were on the back foot
not long afterwards. Add to this the fact that the Church and the aristocracy
had also transformed themselves into owners of capital, and the situation
becomes even more complex.
As Marx showed so well in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, in
these struggles all manner of tactical allegiances were made. Thus, the bourgeoisie might enlist sections of the working class, with a raft of promises, in
order to overthrow the ancien régime, only to find that the working class itself
had its own programme that was not in line with that of the bourgeoisie. The
revolutions of 1848 constitute the moment when the working class, denied
what was promised it, turned on the bourgeoisie, which was then forced to
crush its former allies. Or, the Church, in its continual efforts to win back lost
ground, in education, the care of the sick and the poor, and in pure temporal
power, might make alliances with the bourgeoisie or the aristocracy to further
its own agenda. And so on it goes, with all the different groups seeking to
further their own positions in whatever way possible.
Into this situation come the socialists. For Luxemburg, their main drive leads
to some surprising and apparently contradictory positions. At one moment,
she will attack the Church in a good old dose of anti-clericalism, advocatin favour of war credits, much to the dismay of Luxemburg and many others who
went on to form the explicitly communist Spartakusbund, and then on 15 January
1919 the Social-Democratic government that came to power in the closing days of
World War I tacitly approved the murder of Luxemburg and her long-time partner
and then associate, Leo Jogisches. Even though it comes from hindsight, I will use
‘socialist’ and ‘communist’ to designate Luxemburg’s position.
11
Luxemburg 2004b, p. 2; 1982, p. 19.
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ing the total abolition of ecclesiastical privilege, the complete separation of
Church and state, the removal of all educational and welfare institutions and
so on. She attacks the venality, exploitation and corruption of the clergy as
any good Reformer might – but only when the purpose is to wrest economic
and political power from the Church. As she puts it: ‘we will assail all efforts
attempted by the Church to become a dominating power in the State’.12
At other times, she takes a completely different tack and seeks to enlist the
clergy and the faithful in the struggle against the depredations of the bourgeoisie. Indeed, she goes so far as to argue that the clergy should in fact be
on the side of the socialists. She points out that socialists are not against the
clergy who have been fulminating against them, but rather against exploitation at the hands of capital and state: ‘never do the Social-Democrats drive the
workers to fight against clergy, or try to interfere with religious beliefs; not at
all!’.13 Even more, she argues, if the Church was true to its roots, especially in
the New Testament and early Christianity, then it could not help but support
the socialists. As she writes,
Therefore it would seem as if the clergy ought to lend their help to the
Social-Democrats who are trying to enlighten the working people. But that
is not enough. If we understand properly the teachings which the SocialDemocrats bring to the working class, the hatred of the clergy towards them
becomes still less understandable.14

Yet, her real wish in these efforts to bring the clergy on side (which she realistically knew would never work, except perhaps with the odd clergymen who
were as rare as ‘white blackbirds’, weisse Raben)15 are really directed at the
workers faithful to the Church. On this matter, she wants to show that, if the
Church were true to itself, it would support the workers in their dissatisfaction with and struggles against exploitation. Even if the Church is not on their
side in economic matters, it should be.
These are the twists in her arguments concerning Christianity and the
Church that interest me in this chapter. On the one hand, there are stirring
denunciations of the Church that should warm anyone’s heart with at least

12
13
14
15

Luxemburg
Luxemburg
Luxemburg
Luxemburg

2004a, p. 1; 1903, p. 29.
2004b, p. 2; 1982, p. 19.
2004b, p. 2; 1982, p. 20; translation modified.
2004b, p. 4; 1982, p. 21.

64 • Chapter Three

some social conscience, and yet, on the other hand, she is remarkably open to
the value of religion within socialism. So much so that she will come out in
favour of freedom of conscience regarding belief and even stresses the revolutionary and communist roots of Christianity itself. In what follows, I discuss
and subject to critique her diatribes against the Church first, before moving
on to do the same with her far more sympathetic treatment of the Church and
its history.

A Reformer’s zeal
When reading Luxemburg’s criticisms of the Church, I cannot help being
reminded of the zeal of the Protestant Reformers, especially those among the
Radical Reformation such as Thomas Müntzer. For them, the Church was corrupt to the core, run by self-serving and lascivious priests whose only desire
was earthly gain and pleasure. The sheer wealth of the Church, the temporal
power of the pope, the demand for indulgences in order to finance vast building projects – all these and more were signs for the Reformers that the Church
had lost its higher, spiritual vocation.
Often, Luxemburg writes in a similar vein, saturating her texts with a heavy
moral tone. In a loud echo of the Reformers’ criticism of indulgences, she condemns the clergy for being more interested in their fee than in the needs of the
faithful: ‘Again, everyone knows how often the priest himself makes a profit
from the poor worker, extracting the last penny on the occasion of marriage,
baptism or burial’.16
Apart from this overweening concern with their own pockets, the priests
more often than not side with the rich and powerful: ‘The majority of priests,
with beaming faces, bow and scrape to the rich and powerful, silently pardoning them for every depravity, every iniquity’.17 One would be forgiven for
thinking that these rich and powerful are somehow external to the Church.
Reading Luxemburg, one gets the impression that the churches are full of
poor workers. Or, to give her a little more credit, the workers are the only
genuine believers. The catch is that the Church counted itself part of the rich
and powerful, of the owners of capital and the key figures of the state. To be
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perfectly vulgar (in a good Marxist sense), the Church needed to ensure that it
did not bite the hand that fed it. Favourable treatment (she writes especially of
Poland, her home country), state funds for the churches, the maintenance of
Church property – all these came from the state, from that same coterie of the
wealthy and powerful to whom Luxemburg was so strongly opposed. When
it came to the crunch, the Church would first ensure this support base.
It should come as no surprise, then, that the Church should view the socialists’ attacks on capital and the state as attacks on the Church itself, or at least
on its current livelihood. No wonder the clergy call fire and brimstone down
on the socialists:
It is with extraordinary vigour that our clergy fight against the socialists
and try by all means to belittle them in the eyes of the workers . . . the priests
fulminate against the workers who are on strike or struggle against the
government; further, they exhort them to bear poverty and oppression with
humility and patience. . . . The clergy storm against the Social Democrats,
exhort the workers not to ’revolt‘ against the overlords, but to submit
obediently to the oppression of this government . . .18

She is not afraid of a biblical reference or two to back up her argument: ‘The
bishops and the priests are not the worshippers of Christ’s teaching, but
the worshippers of the Golden Calf and of the Knout19 [Knute] which whips
the poor and defenceless’.20 Her reference is to the incident of the Golden Calf
in Exodus 32. In this mythical story, Aaron, the patriarch of the priesthood,
responds to the request of the people to make gods for them, since Moses had
been gone for an eternity, chatting with God up on Mount Sinai about the interior design of the Tabernacle, a sort of chapel on camelback. So Aaron calls on
them all to give him their gold and it turns into a ‘molten calf’ – a young bull,
as the Hebrew has it – with an engraving tool (in explicit contrast to the ban on
making graven images in the second commandment (Exodus 20:4) that Moses
is about to bring down the mountain with him). As the people dance and sing

Luxemburg 2004b, pp. 1–3; 1982, pp. 19–20; translation modified.
The knout is a distinctly Russian invention of corporal punishment, made of
leather strips attached to a long handle with various additions such as hardened
leather, rings and hooks. The English term, although cognate with knot, derives from
a French transliteration of a Russian word. It became synonymous with the cruelty
of the Russian government.
20
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and celebrate, Moses returns and in anger smashes the tablets of the law and
only just manages to hold God back from destroying the people completely.
As one would expect with a biblical story like this, it is deeply ambiguous – is
Moses really the upholder of the true faith, and of law and order, and is this a
rebellion that has been cast as ‘sin’?21 – but Luxemburg takes it at face value as
the condemnation of wayward and corrupt religious practices.
It is but a passing reference, and she will have much more to say about biblical texts from Acts in the New Testament, but what strikes me is the exegetical move she makes. Like the Reformers, the wayward practices of the Church
are analogous to those of corrupt and self-serving priests in the Hebrew Bible.
Figures such as Moses (and especially Jesus for the Reformers) are reconstructed as the embodiment of true religion over against such priests – precisely the role in which the Reformers saw themselves. Luxemburg’s point,
then, is very similar: the clergy behave like those wayward priests of ancient
Israel. Even more, when we come to her discussions of the communist origins
of Christianity, the socialists, who carry on such a tradition (even unknown to
themselves), are analogous to the Reformers who sought to return to the fons
et origo of the early Church.
What, then, is the proper task of the clergy? Here, Luxemburg comes close
to a theme we hear ad nauseam today: it is to provide religious consolation, to
comfort the people who are ‘full of cares and wearied by their hard lives’.22
Instead of providing such consolation, the priests attack socialism in violent
political speeches, turning the ‘the church and the pulpit into a place of political propaganda’.23 I can see Luxemburg’s point, but it differs little from comments uttered on a regular basis today. If the churches should criticise one
government policy or another, the standard response by those criticised is to
say that the churches should not meddle in politics; rather, they should focus
on the spiritual nourishment of souls. Only the political sides have changed,
for it is more often than not conservative politicians who are apt to respond in
such a way when the churches condemn a reactionary social policy or political decision. Assuming that the churches by and large agree with them, these
politicians react by telling the churches they have stepped out of line when
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they criticise and take an alternative position. I am, in other words, not particularly persuaded by Luxemburg’s point. For it is not so much a call for the
churches to stay out of politics (an impossible task even if it is a leitmotiv of
the separation of church and state), but rather a call on the churches to support the correct political programme, depending, of course, on whom you
happen to consult.
In the end, this call for the churches to stick to their business of providing
consolation to the faithful is not going to get us very far. However, there is
a deeper problem with Luxemburg’s criticism of the Church, and that is her
heavy moral tone. Her descriptions of the clergy, bourgeoisie and workers are
all saturated with moral terms. For instance, while the clergy are ‘parasites’,
infused with ‘hatred’ towards the socialists, using ‘lies and slander’, and while
the bourgeoisie are ‘emasculated’ and full of ‘hypocrisy’ and ‘treachery’, the
workers are ‘defenceless’, ‘despairing’ and ‘hard-working’. Similarly, when
she comes to speak of the Roman Empire in setting the scene for the emergence of Christianity, we find a description that is largely moralistic. The
Roman overlords were corrupt, despotic and vile, living on the backs of their
slaves who did all the work. She is at pains to show how the situation under
the Roman Empire differs little, at least in terms of the patterns of exploitation, from that of her own day under capitalism.
The snares of such an approach are many, but let me begin with what
may be called the argument from human nature. Human beings are naturally greedy, selfish and small-minded, looking out only for themselves at the
expense of others. In theological parlance, this is, of course, the state of fallen
nature: human beings are by default sinful creatures (a point made in its own
way by the myth of the Fall in Genesis 3). Now, the immediate objection will
be that Luxemburg does not make that argument. True enough, although, at
a political level, there is some mileage in the suggestion that capitalism is the
most thorough systematisation, at both economic and ideological levels, of
human greed (it is a good point to make every now and then in response to
the argument that human greed is to blame rather than any social formation).
But the mileage is not so great, for it then leads to the unwelcome position that
what we need is something like communism to forgive our sins, overcome
our greed and set us on the path of a right relation with our fellow human
beings. However, let me return to Luxemburg and the argument she does
make: the Church and bourgeoisie are inherently greedy, corrupt, base and
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self-serving, whereas the poor, honest and defenceless working class is needlessly exploited by those greedy capitalists. A few years ago, this would have
been called an essentialist argument, in which the bourgeoisie, Church and
working class are essentially evil or good. At this point, the old anti-essentialist argument has some bite, for, in this form, Luxemburg’s position assumes
that the positions and predilections of the various classes are unchangeable: it
is part of their nature to be so. Or, to make the argument less crude: they have
been constructed through economic circumstances to be so.
At this point, too, we come to the second problem with Luxemburg’s heavily moral terminology, namely the slide from moralising into ethics. Do we
not have in Luxemburg’s texts (more than the two I am commenting on here)
an ethical binary of good and evil? This is the largest snare of her tendency to
take the high moral ground (a well-worn political phrase that now carries an
extra loading). Such an ethical opposition comes face to face with objections
such as those of Sartre, Foucault and Freud. For each, in their own way, the
opposition ensures the centrality of the self (as good) at the expense of others (as evil). For Freud, it is then a narcissistic exercise that imposes the perspective of the self on others in terms of heroes (for Luxemburg, the working
class) and villains (the Church and the bourgeoisie). Or, in Sartre’s terms, it
is a means of ensuring the self and marginalising others as evil; or, in Foucault’s terms, the opposition provides the mechanisms of policing the good
and securing what is normal and abnormal through institutions.24 We can go
a step further and point out that the introduction of ethics is not so much
an effort to deal with one’s behaviour towards and treatment of the ‘other’,
whatever that may be – human beings, animals, plants, earth and so on. This
perception of ethics has the whole relation topsy-turvy, for the ‘other’ is not
a category prior to ethics. Rather, ethics produces the category of the ‘other’
in the very act of offering a way of relating to the other. To my mind, that is
something we could well do without.
I am, then, not so enamoured with Luxemburg’s moral-cum-ethical positions, for they land us in far too many problems. And I am certainly less than
keen to take them up in any further discussion of the interaction between
Marxism and religion, for what she does here is replicate some of the more
reprobate patterns of theological thinking.
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Betraying the spirit
While I do not want to remain locked in such an ethical opposition, neither
does Luxemburg, it seems to me. Her first step comes in an argument that will
gain strength as I move along: the spirit of early Christianity, in its practice
and teaching, was a socialist one; however, the Church has, for a number of
historical reasons, betrayed this early spirit. Here is Luxemburg: ‘the clergy,
which makes itself the spokesman of the rich, the defender of exploitation and
oppression, places itself in flagrant contradiction to the Christian doctrine’.25
Luxemburg will use this intriguing argument for a number of purposes: to
castigate the Church, to show the faithful workers that their faith is not in conflict with their deeply-felt political and economic desires, and to recuperate a
longer tradition of socialism that pre-dates the nineteenth century. The first
two reasons are quite explicit in her argument, the latter more implicit.
At first, this argument by Luxemburg may seem like special pleading, or a
curious piece of sophistry. Surely the Church was not a socialist movement
in its early days! Indeed it was, she argues, following Engels’s famous argument.26 There is still a decent rhetorical effect in a text like the following, where
she draws on various biblical quotations to drive home her point:
The Social-Democrats propose to put an end to the exploitation of the poor
working people by the rich. You would have thought that the servants of
the Christian Church would have been the first to make this task easier
for the Social-Democrats. Did Jesus Christ (whose servants the priests are)
teach that ‘it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than
for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven’? The Social-Democrats try
to bring about in all countries social regimes based on the equality, liberty
and fraternity of all people. If the clergy really desire that the principle ‘Love
thy neighbour as thyself’ be applied in real life, then they should welcome
keenly the propaganda of the Social Democrats. The Social Democrats try,
by a desperate struggle, by the education and organization of the working
people, to draw them out of the downtrodden state in which they now are
and to offer them a better life and their children a better future. Everyone
should admit, that at this point, the priests should bless the Social-Democrats,
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for did not he whom they serve, Jesus Christ, say ‘What you do for the
least you do for me’?27

Let me say a little about each of Luxemburg’s biblical citations. They are all
drawn from the Gospels and all put in the mouth of Jesus by the writers of
these texts. The first comes from Mark 10:25, although it is a common text for
all the synoptic Gospels (see also Luke 18:25 and Matthew 19:24): ‘It is easier
for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the
kingdom of God’ (quoted now from the Revised Standard Version). In each
Gospel the context of the saying is the question of the rich young man (in
Luke it is a ‘ruler’): ‘Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’
(Mark 10:17). When Jesus tells him – beyond observing the commandments –
to go and sell all he has, give the proceeds to the poor and then to come and
follow Jesus, the young man goes away in sorrow, since he had many possessions. And then, to his disciples, Jesus says, ‘How hard it will be for those
who have riches to enter the kingdom of God!’ (Mark 10:23). At this point, the
eye of the needle saying follows. It is a strong text, and one that Luxemburg
uses to make her point that socialists work to end exploitation at the hands of
the rich. By adding the point that wealth derives from exploitation, she goes a
step beyond the Gospel text, filling in the gap as it were. But what we should
note at this point is the command to the rich young man: ‘You lack one thing;
go, sell what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in
heaven; and come, follow me’ (Mark 10:21). This text resonates with those
from the book of the Acts of the Apostles that will become the crux of Luxemburg’s argument concerning the communism of early Christianity.
The second text, ‘Love thy neighbour as thyself’, we find sprinkled throughout the New Testament. The greatest concentration comes in the Gospels
(Matthew 19:19; 22:39; Mark 12:31, 33; Luke 10:27), but it is also found elsewhere (Romans 13:9; Galatians 5:14; James 2:8). In the Gospels, it is the second of the great commandments, the other being ‘You shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind,
and with all your strength’ (Mark 12:30; and, with slight variations, Matthew
22:7; Luke 10:27). However, for Paul, this commandment sums all the others
(Romans 13:9; Galatians 5:14), and this is the line that Luxemburg picks up: it
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really is the summary, the concise statement of Christian belief and practice.
If so, then the clergy really should support the socialist campaign of liberty,
equality and fraternity of all peoples. Except, of course, that there is nothing
particularly socialist or social-democratic about such a programme; is it not
the slogan of the French Revolution, of the newly strong bourgeoisie that she
despises so much elsewhere? Not her strongest point, it seems to me, and
Nietzsche’s strictures against Christian love – in which it is a weapon of domination and control over those to whom one shows love, or caritas as the Latin
has it – should not be forgotten.
Her third biblical quotation is stronger. The full biblical text reads: ‘Truly,
I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did
it to me’ (Matthew 25:40). The quotation comes towards the end of a parable that remains one of the enabling motifs of Christian communism. It is
the third of the so-called eschatological parables in Matthew 25, the first two
being the parable of the five wise and five foolish maidens and the parable of
the talents. This parable (of the sheep and goats) goes as follows: at the time
of the coming of the ‘Son of Man’, he will, like a shepherd, separate the sheep
from the goats. To the sheep he says, ‘Come, O blessed of my Father, inherit
the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was
hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick
and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me’ (Matthew 25:34–6).
To the question from the sheep as to when they had in fact done these things,
the Son of Man replies with the verse I quoted above. However, the goats are
not so fortunate: they are banished to the colourful and entertaining realm of
eternal fire and punishment, a realm frequented by none other than the devil
and his angels.
The stakes in this passage from Matthew are high, for it mixes a rather clear
agenda of what would later be called social justice with the scene of the final
judgement and all the usual paraphernalia of heaven and hell. What Christian
communists tend to do is focus on the more palatable social-justice dimension
and quietly drop the stark contrast of eternal punishment and eternal life. The
catch is that this story is not merely a prescription for a politics of compassion,
one of social justice and of relieving the ‘downtrodden’, as Luxemburg puts
it; rather, it is a full-scale myth. Set in the apocalyptic moment of end-time
judgement, it is saturated with the imagery that one would expect with such a
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myth – heaven and hell, fire and glory, eternal life either with God or in punishment with the devil and his angels. How else to have a viable judgement scene
at the end of history if there is no outcome for the judgement? What the myth
does do – rather gratifyingly – is turn the whole idea of heaven as the reward
for faithfulness, piety and religious commitment on its head, for rather than
being fully aware of one’s piety as the means of salvation, it turns out that
inadvertent acts of justice are what count in the end.
There is one last feature of Luxemburg’s use of this text from Matthew 25:
the fuller story as I have excavated it here points to the fact that she too trades
in mythological themes, albeit now of a distinctly political flavour.28 Are not
the exploiting capitalists, the conniving bourgeoisie and the venal clergy also
condemned in their own way to eternal damnation, although it is a damnation of a more economic and political nature? Are they not the goats, to use
the image from Matthew’s Gospel, the bourgeoisie and the Church, and are
not the working class, with the socialists at their head, the sheep – the ones
who gave food and drink to the hungry and thirsty, who clothed the naked,
welcomed the stranger, visited the sick and came to those in prison? In Luxemburg’s hands, the early church, or at least a few texts from the Bible have
taken on a distinctly red colour.
A little church history
Now I turn to Luxemburg’s rather intriguing re-reading of church history,
which seeks to provide a thumb-nail sketch of the way the role and place of
the Church changed within the shifting economic formations of some 1900
years. And the reason for Luxemburg’s step into church history lies in her
desire to find the way out of an anomaly: if the New Testament presents a picture of the first Christians as devoted to justice for the poor, to communism in
living and to providing refuge for the oppressed, how did the Church end up
as it is now, as a friend of the rich and powerful, as a supporter of the status
quo, as an institution with a distinct financial and political interest in ensuring
its place within the economic infrastructure? The answer lies in history: ‘In
order to understand this strange phenomenon, it is sufficient to glance over
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See Boer 2009.
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the history of the Church and to examine the evolution through which it has
passed in the course of the centuries’.29
Luxemburg’s reconstruction is, quite simply, that the Church of the exploited
became the Church of the exploiters. A movement which began with a message of consolation to the poor and as a collective practice of the community of
riches gradually changed over time to become part of the ruling classes in the
Middle Ages and then changed again to join the ranks of the owners of capital
under capitalism.30 The main features of her reconstruction, which comprises
the bulk of her Socialism and the Churches, are a reliance on the Marxist modes
of production narrative, the outline of the Church’s economic and political
status within each phase or mode of production, and then the transitions from
one mode to the other. Let me say a little more about each one.
To begin with, Luxemburg accepts the structuring role of the sequence of
modes of production as they were being defined at the time she wrote; in
fact, in some respects, her work assisted in that process of establishing such a
sequence. It moves from a slave-based system under the Roman Empire when
Christianity emerged, through a feudal system that followed in Europe and
then to the more recent transition to capitalism. Within each social formation,
she takes as axiomatic Marx and Engels’s key to the motor of history: ‘The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggle’.31 And, in the
fundamental antagonism between oppressor and oppressed that such a struggle assumes, the Christian Church finds itself firstly among the oppressed in
the slave-based system of the Roman Empire, but then it shifts allegiance to
become one of the oppressors in the subsequent social formations.
Luxemburg also accepts, albeit implicitly, the class antagonism that Marx
and Engels outline in the Manifesto of the Communist Party.32 For instance, the
oppositions of freeman and slave, and of patrician and plebeian are drawn
from the Greek and Roman eras – the second opposition being specifically
Roman. And then the pairs of lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman
come from the feudal period.33 So, if the early Church attracted slaves and
Luxemburg 2004b, p. 4; 1982, p. 21.
It is a distinctly European narrative, one that seems to have been an anomaly in
terms of world history (see D’iakonoff 1999, p. 56).
31
Marx and Engels 1976a, p. 482.
32
Marx and Engels 1976a, pp. 482, 485.
33
As is well known, Marx and Engels go on to point out that this simple pattern of
oppositions really applies only to capitalism, where the conflict is simplified into the
29
30
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plebeians, then, by the Middle Ages, it formed a class of its own that was
closer to the lords than serfs or journeymen.
The crucial moment – or, rather, process – is when the Church moves from
oppressed to oppressor, from an organisation that suffers at the hands of the
rich and powerful to one that hobnobs with those who have acquired wealth
on the backs of others. Here, Luxemburg follows a variation of the conventional Marxist narrative of differentiation (which we will find in more detail in
Kautsky’s work): from an original community of equality, where everything
was held in common, differentiation insinuates itself so that we end up with
the old opposition of rich and poor, powerful and powerless. So it was with
the early Christian community. But every narrative of differentiation needs
a trigger, and, for Luxemburg, that is size: as the Christians grew in number, it was no longer possible to live in small communist groups. Eventually,
the rich traded the sharing of their wealth for almsgiving to the poor, which
became only a portion of their wealth and not all of it, and then they absented
themselves from the communities and the common meals, which were left
to the poor church members. Size also becomes the trigger of another feature
of differentiation, namely the clergy as a leadership structure, which became
necessary to manage the ever-increasing numbers of the movement. And so,
the goods that were once shared in common, and which were then given to
the poor, were devoted more and more to maintaining the clergy and church
buildings.34 Once this process of differentiation was under way, the next step
was the adoption of Christianity as the state religion, with state funding for
buildings and a hierocratic structure under Constantine (some time between
the battle of the Milvian Bridge in 312 and his death in 337). From there, the
path leads to the Church’s feudal privileges, ruling class status, accumulation
of wealth and property, and role as a rich exploiter of the poor through tithes
and labour dues.
‘two great hostile camps’ Marx and Engels 1976, p. 485) of bourgeoisie and working
class. In the earlier phases, there were more complex arrangements of patricians,
knights, plebeians, slaves (Rome), and then feudal lords, vassals, guild-masters,
journeymen, apprentices, serfs (Middle Ages), along with further gradations within
these classes.
34
As she points out, ‘Already, in the 5th Century, the revenues of the Church
were divided into four parts; one for the bishop, one for the minor clergy, one for
the building and upkeep of the churches, and it was only the fourth part which
was distributed among the needy’ (Luxemburg 2004b, p. 16; 1982, p. 33; translation
modified).
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But what happened to the Church when the feudal order crumbled and
was swept away? Did it not lose its status and landed wealth along with the
deposed feudal lords? Did not the bourgeoisie wrest control of education and
learning, as well as the care of the poor and the sick, away from the Church?
Like the rest of the old aristocracy, the Church did not merely resign itself to
its fate and crawl away to lick its wounds. It was much wilier than that, transforming itself into an owner of capital. Despite its apparent loss of temporal
power (here she speaks directly of the Roman-Catholic Church), it became a
business enterprise in its own right – Luxemburg provides some telling figures
on the capital of the Church in Austria and France to back up her argument.
There are a few problems with her narrative. I am less interested in the
charge that she is a bit thin on the details and resources, for it was a pamphlet
designed for popular consumption. More of a problem is her characterisation of the Roman Empire of the early Christian era as corrupt and collapsing
(a view that Kautsky shared). In part, this was a rather conventional narrative,
which argued that Rome collapsed due to corruption, the loss of civic and
manly virtue, and a few too many peccadillos and lax morals.35 If the picture
of the Roman Empire is a little schematic, then her rapidly-drawn picture of
the medieval Church also suffers from tendency towards ideal types. While
the Church loses any sense of its communist roots to become an exploiting
class, the peasants are poor, defenceless people taxed and worked to the hilt.
It would, of course, water down her story, but some sense at least of the complexity of medieval life would have helped. I think here of the whole area
of peasant religion, with its incorporation of pagan elements into an earthy
Christianity, its carnivals and license, its celebrations of fertility and magic.
In other words, some sense of peasant resistance would have helped. So also
would the re-emergence, from time to time, of that utopian image of the early
Church from the book of Acts in one movement after another, from the communities of monks living in poverty such as the Franciscans, to the rebellious Hutterites, Albigensians and the followers of the apocalyptic Joachim
of Fiore.

35
This argument dates back to the influence of the Roman moralists of the fourth
and fifth centuries C.E., and was recycled in works such as Gibbon’s 6-volume
masterpiece, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776–89), and then
carries through until the twentieth century.
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Yet, for all its shortcomings, it is not a bad narrative. Its genius lies initially
in the appeal it made at the time it was written (1905) to the many who flooded
into her Polish socialist party, the Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland
and Lithuania. In the revolutionary mood of that period, the mass strikes, the
street protests, and the swell of support for the socialists, Luxemburg was
at the forefront of making Marxism understood by all the new recruits who
knew virtually nothing about it. Rather than the characterisation of a godless,
anti-clerical political movement, she sought to reassure those who held religious beliefs that socialism was not incompatible with those beliefs.
A further reason for its genius is that it is a bold act of rewriting history. As
Foucault has shown us so powerfully,36 a crucial way of recasting and challenging the present and future is by telling different stories of the past – or,
rather, by telling a different narrative of how we got here and where we are
going. Let me put it more strongly: one of the most effective political tools is
to rewrite history, for the future rests upon a narrative of the past that sets up
such a future in the first place. Thus, when the future seems to be set along
a certain inevitable path, then retelling the story that led to that future opens
up the possibility of an alternative future or two. In other words, to generate
a different future, rewrite the past. This is precisely what Luxemburg is doing
in her reconstruction of church history.
Anti-clericalism
In light of such a reconstruction, one would expect that Luxemburg would take
every opportunity to condemn the Church, for its exploitation of the working

36
Foucault’s brilliant challenge was to take certain assumptions about contemporary
society and rewrite their history. So he studied the development of the medical clinic,
or the prison, or intellectual disciplines, or sexuality. For example, in his famous
study of medical institutions (Foucault 1975), he showed that they were not merely
an organised and enlightened response to people’s medical problems, a sign of the
grand advance of science, but that those problems were very much invented and
produced by the creation of the institutions. For instance, old age, poverty and the
body itself were pathologised, becoming the site of medical problems. Thus anatomy
becomes pathological anatomy and the cutting up of corpses now happens for the
sake of identifying disease. As part of this shift to the medical clinic, a new story
arose. In the case of pathological anatomy, Foucault points out that it developed the
legend of the battle of valiant doctors digging up corpses from graveyards in the wee
small hours in order to avoid religious and moral objections, all for the sake of the
glorious march of science. That such a story plays very loosely with the facts is, of
course, one of the common criticisms of Foucault.
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class, for its enmeshment with capitalism, for its hypocrisy in betraying its
roots, and so on. Although she does let loose on the Church on more than one
occasion, she is still not willing to make anti-clericalism into a plank of socialist politics. In order to see how she refuses to do so, we need to consider her
essay, ‘An Anti-Clerical Policy of Socialism’.37 Apart from the interest of the
argument itself, it also provides another angle – alongside the argument that
the Church has betrayed its original spirit – for her valorisation of Christian
communism.
In that essay, Luxemburg makes two points, namely that socialism should
not endorse anti-clericalism as an absolute aim, for, in doing so, it loses sight
of the class struggle; and that the bourgeois programme is slippery and inconsistent, in contrast to the consistency of socialism. Let me take the second
point first: for Luxemburg, the bourgeoisie espouses anti-clericalism as a fundamental platform and yet does not live up to its high-flying ideals. Focusing
on France, she points out that anti-clericalism is a distinctly bourgeois strategy, one that derives from the French Revolution. And France, with its battles
between a middle-class parliament and a reactionary Church, is the paradigm which shows that anti-clericalism is distinctly bourgeois. In its drive for
purely secular power and secular state institutions, especially education, the
bourgeoisie is the natural enemy of the Church: ‘care of the poor, the sick, the
school, all these functions belong at present to the modern State’.38
All the same, the bourgeoisie is inconsistent, for it does not actually carry
out a full programme of secularisation. Instead, it seeks to split the Church by
approving some religious orders and not approving others. Funds may continue to flow to those sanctioned by the state, and the secular bourgeois state
wages war only against the non-authorised orders. Or, in the case of education
and care of the sick, the state seeks to wrest control away from the Church,
while allowing the Church to continue in its other functions. What actually
happens is that middle-class anti-clericalism ‘really consolidates the power
of the Church’.39 By contrast, socialism has the only consistent approach: it
wants the complete abolition of all state support for and recognition of the
Church. Only in this way will the Church cease to have a major hand in the
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Luxemburg 2004a, 1903.
Luxemburg 2004a, p. 5; 1903, p. 34.
Luxemburg 2004a, p. 7; 1903, p. 37.
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ruling classes. Over against the fickle approach of the bourgeoisie, the socialists should actually push the bourgeois state to carry out its secular principles
completely: it should not merely take control of education along with the care
of the poor and the sick, but it should confiscate all church property and abolish what is left of ecclesiastical privilege.
At this point, it would seem that despite its political rhetoric, the bourgeoisie’s anti-clericalism is completely hollow, while that of socialism is far more
radical. Luxemburg goes on to argue what appears to be a contradictory position – that socialism sees anti-clericalism as a red herring. Before I turn to that
argument, let me tarry for a moment with her charge of inconsistency against
the bourgeoisie. She has moved a little too quickly in making that accusation. If we come at the problem from the side of the consistency of socialism, then that consistency is due to its focus on class conflict, on the need
to overcome the ruling classes and their abuse of power in order to exploit
workers. In other words, socialism has a distinct political programme that is
at its heart economic: the relief of working-class exploitation. In this light, the
middle class may seem inconsistent, but does it not also have an underlying
programme? Is that not one of gaining, holding and securing its position as
the new ruling class? In this light, the bourgeoisie’s inconsistencies become
apparent rather than real: in its drive to ruling power, it seeks whatever allegiances will further its programme and that includes the Church when such
an alliance gives the bourgeoisie an advantage. Even more, the hoary adage
of politics – divide and conquer – applies all too well to bourgeois relations
to the Church: a divided Church, one part on side and one part not, warring
within itself, is far easier to conquer than one united and hostile.
Both options are also relevant to the bourgeoisie’s dealing with the Left. If
it is to the advantage of the bourgeoisie, then it will seek alliances with the
working class; and then, if that alliance is with a part of the working class, it
all too successfully divides the working class and weakens it as a foe. This is
where I move to Luxemburg’s second argument, namely that, in putting its
weight behind bourgeois anti-clericalism, the working class loses sight of the
class struggle. On this point, she is quite astute, for by gaining socialist support for anti-clericalism, the bourgeoisie splits the working class and shifts
the emphasis of its battles from class exploitation to taking on the Church.
Reluctant to give the bourgeoisie so much credit, what Luxemburg does not
say is that this is a very clever strategy: anti-clericalism looks like it should be
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an item in the working-class programme, for under feudalism the Church was
very much part of the ruling classes, and it continues to struggle as hard as it
can to regain such a position. So it would seem natural that the working class
should side with the bourgeoisie in order to cut down the Church’s efforts to
remain part of the ruling classes.
What Luxemburg does say is that, if socialists place all their eggs in the
basket of anti-clericalism, thinking that it is the basis of radical politics, they
lose sight of their main objective, which is to free the workers from economic
exploitation. Indeed, for Luxemburg, anti-clericalism is ‘one of the best ways
of turning away the attention of the working-class from social questions, and
of weakening the class struggle’.40 The unwelcome result is that the bourgeoisie manages to enlist the working class in its campaign against the Church,
thereby obscuring the more fundamental differences between the middle
class and the working class. For, if it is the bourgeois who are the new exploiters, they are the ones the working class needs to overthrow.
At this point in her argument, she seems to come to a glaring contradiction. On the one hand, she has argued that socialists should call on the bourgeoisie to realise their secularising programme, abolish all church privilege
and confiscate all church property; on the other hand, she argues that anticlericalism is not a core socialist position, indeed that it dilutes the proper
focus of socialist agitation. There is, of course, a deeper consistency: insofar
as a full secularisation, specifically in the form of a full separation of Church
and state, is the removal of one powerful section of the ruling classes, then it
should be supported. However, such a policy should not blind the working
class to the other reality, namely that the dominant new ruling class is the
bourgeoisie. So, they too should be overcome, and socialism should not skew
that effort by allying itself wholly with bourgeois anti-clericalism.
Anti-clericalism, then, is a valid policy for two reasons: it shows up the
inconsistencies of the bourgeoisie, who should be pushed to realise their
anti-clerical policy in full, and it challenges the Church’s enmeshment with
capitalism. It is not, however, a fundamental platform of socialist politics.
This position opens up the possibility of Luxemburg’s valorisation of Christian socialism. And the reasons for such a valorisation boil down to three: if
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anti-clericalism is not a basic factor in socialist politics, then, in other circumstances, socialism may well have a more positive approach to the Church, and
indeed religion more generally; even if the Church is now an owner of capital
and thereby an exploiter, it was not always so; if the Church has betrayed its
original spirit, then that original spirit was obviously something rather different. It is to that different picture that I now turn.

Christian communism
Let me say up front what I want to do with Luxemburg’s argument for an
early Christian communism: I take this reconstruction as a political myth, and
such a myth has an enabling and virtual power with historical consequences.
In other words, the myth of Christian communism may initially be an image,
using figurative and metaphorical language that expresses a hope concerning
communal living, but once it becomes an authoritative and canonical text, it
gains a historical power of its own. It becomes the motivation for repeated
and actual attempts at Christian communism. In this sense, it is possible to
say that the myth of Christian communism will have been true at some future
moment.41
As for Luxemburg, the whole argument of her long essay, Socialism and the
Churches, hinges on the idea that the first Christian communities were communist, even though it was a communism of consumption rather than production. The key text comes from the Acts of the Apostles 4:32–5:
Now the company of all those who believed were of one heart and soul,
and no one said any of the things which he possessed was his own, but
they had everything in common. And with great power the apostles gave
their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was
upon them all. There was not a needy person among them, for as many as
were possessors of lands or houses sold them, and brought the proceeds of
what was sold and laid it at the apostles’ feet; and distribution was made
to each as any had need.

41

For a fuller discussion see Boer 2009.
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We can see here a distinct echo of the famous slogan, ‘from each according to
his abilities, to each according to his need!’,42 although what Luxemburg picks
up are two other features of this text: that ‘they had everything in common’
and that those who had lands and houses sold them and brought the proceeds
to the apostles. Acts 2:44–5 summarises these two points rather nicely: ‘And
all who believed were together and had all things in common; and they sold
their possessions and goods and distributed them to all, as any had need’.
Add to this both the practice of having meals in common and the abolition
of family life,43 as well as the story of the rich young man from the Gospels,
where Jesus tells him, ‘You lack one thing; go, sell what you have, and give to
the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me’,44 and
we have a theme that has become a powerful current in Christian political
thought and practice.
Now, Luxemburg takes this description as a report of real and general communal practice among the early Christians. She goes so far as to back it up
with a quotation from an unspecified writer,45 a church historian (albeit from
1780),46 and then some quotations from the Church Fathers, Saint Basil in the
fourth century, John Chrysostom (347–407) and then Gregory the Great from
Marx 1989, p. 87.
Luxemburg 2004b, p. 8; 1982, p. 26.
44
Mark 10:21; see Matthew 19:21 and Luke 18:22.
45
‘A contemporary wrote, “these do not believe in fortunes, but they preach
collective property and no one among them possesses more than the others. He who
wishes to enter their order is obliged to put his fortune into their common property.
That is why there is among them neither poverty nor luxury – all possessing all in
common like brothers. They do not live in a city apart, but in each they have houses
for themselves. If any strangers belonging to their religion come there, they share their
property with them, and they can benefit from it as if it their own. Those people, even
if previously unknown to each other, welcome one another, and their relations are
very friendly. When travelling they carry nothing but a weapon for defence against
robbers. In each city they have their steward, who distributes clothing and food to the
travellers. Trade does not exist among them. However, if one of the members offers
to another some object which he needs, he receives some other objects in exchange.
But each can demand what he needs even if he can give nothing in exchange”.’ Luxemburg 2004b, pp. 7–8; 1982, pp. 24–5.
46
‘In 1780, the German historian Vogel wrote nearly the same about the first
Christians: “According to the rule, every Christian had the right to the property of
all the members of the community; in case of want, he could demand that the richer
members should divide their fortune with him according to his needs. Every Christian
could make use of the property of his brothers; the Christians who possessed anything
had not the right to refuse that their brothers should use it. Thus, the Christian who
had no house could demand from him who had two or three to take him in; the owner
kept only his own house to himself. But because of the community of enjoyment of
42
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the sixth century. None of these count all that well as evidence, since they
show how the story in Acts gained a distinct historical effect – they believed it
happened and sought to enact Christian communism later on. And the church
historian Vogel is no evidence at all, for he was merely offering a paraphrase of
Acts itself, assuming it to be a somewhat accurate report of the early Church.
In order to back up her argument, Luxemburg tries to situate the early
Church within the Roman Empire, at least as she sees the situation. It is a
rather loose reconstruction, locating the early appeal of Christianity among
impoverished peasants. Losing their small holdings to the ever-increasing
estates of the absent landlords, who then worked those estates with slaves,
these freemen either succumbed to debt slavery or fled to cities like Rome.
However, without a manufacturing base, there was little work for them, so
they relied on the insufficient corn dole to feed themselves and their families.
In this situation, she argues, Christianity ‘appeared to these unhappy beings as
a life-belt [Rettungsplanke], a consolation and an encouragement, and became,
right from the beginning, the religion of the Roman proletarians’.47 Given
their economic situation, these early Christians demanded an equal share of
all resources, especially those that the rich hoarded for themselves. It was a
communism born of dire economic circumstances.
Luxemburg’s picture of the Roman Empire is a little thin on detail (where
are the slaves in this early Church, for instance?), and she is keen to draw as
many parallels between the Roman Empire and Czarist Russia, where a despotic régime sought to keep the lid on revolutionary currents. But I am more
interested in two features of this reconstruction of the early Church: the tactical effort to show that the economic situation of the early Church is analogous
to the situation in which she writes; and the argument that the early Church
was a lower-class phenomenon.
As far as the first feature is concerned, I pointed out earlier that Luxemburg
writes for the mass of new members of the Social-Democratic Party of Lithuania and Poland, for which she functioned as the main ideologue from her
base in Berlin, in order to show that the socialists provide a viable social and
economic response to dire economic circumstances in the same way that the

goods, housing accommodation had to be given to him who had none”.’ Luxemburg
2004b, p. 8; 1982, pp. 25–6.
47
Luxemburg 2004b, p. 6; 1982, p. 24.
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early Church did during the Roman Empire. Her deliberate use of the Latin
term ‘proletarians’ is a ploy in this argument: in the same way the lowest class
of Roman citizens, freemen without property or ready income, was known as
proletarian, so also are the workers under capitalism (for whom the term was
appropriated and reworked). Not only does she draw upon Engels here,48
but she characteristically pushes her argument as far as it will go: making
use of an argument from origins that is close to the agenda of radical groups
throughout the history of Christianity, she argues that the socialists embody
the socially salvific agenda of the early Church, so much so that should Jesus
appear in her time, he would side with the socialists:
And, if Christ were to appear on earth today, he would surely attack the
priests, the bishops and archbishops who defend the rich and live by the
bloody exploitation of millions, as formerly he attacked the merchants whom
he drove from the temple with a whip so that their ignoble presence should
not defile the House of God.49

As I will point out in a moment, she will take a step further to argue that
socialists will complete what was begun by the early Christians.
Secondly, she argues that the early Church appealed to and drew its membership from among the poor. In Marxist studies, this idea goes back to Engels,
who writes in his On the History of Early Christianity: ‘Christianity was originally a movement of oppressed people: it first appeared as a religion of slaves
and freedmen, of poor people deprived of all rights, of peoples subjugated
or dispersed by Rome’.50 Surprisingly, Engels is also the source of the idea in
New-Testament studies and church history. Able to read Koine Greek, having renounced with difficulty his Calvinist faith, and keeping up with biblical
studies, Engels was no amateur on these matters. By the early twentieth century, it became the consensus among New-Testament scholars51 and among
sociologists,52 holding sway until the 1960s. From then, however, reaction set
in and more conservative scholars reclaimed the older argument that predates Engels: Christianity drew its membership from the middle and upper

48
49
50
51
52

Engels 1990.
Luxemburg 2004b, p. 26; 1982, p. 43; translation modified.
Engels 1990, p. 447.
See, for instance, Deissman 1978, 1929.
See Troeltsch 1992.

84 • Chapter Three

strata of Roman society.53 In the end, the evidence is rather slim and not at all
conclusive. And one cannot help but be a little suspicious about such swings
of the pendulum in biblical studies.
All the same, these developments show up two slips in Luxemburg’s argument. The first is that the very text from Acts upon which she relies also mentions those who were ‘possessors of lands or houses’.54 Even this mythical
story includes at least a few of the wealthier citizens. Further, there is a distinct difference between the image in Acts, which paints an ideal picture of the
early Christian community in Jerusalem, and the later communities in other
cities of the Roman Empire such as Corinth and Rome. (Most of the studies of
the class composition of early Christianity focus on these later communities
and tend to leave alone the account in Acts.) Luxemburg’s mistake, then, is to
assume that the story in Acts applies to all Christian communities.
This is where the more recent studies of early revolutionary and messianic
movements in first-century Judaea come into play, for the ‘Jesus movement’
was one of these. For example, Richard Horsley argues that these revolutionary movements drew their numbers from the rural poor suffering under a
Roman yoke, engaging in slowdowns, sabotage, scribal writings, counterterrorism, and revolts.55 If this is the case, then Luxemburg’s question is still
valid: when did the change from a messianic peasant movement to a respectable social movement drawn from the middle and upper strata of Roman
society take place? For some, such as Jorunn Økland,56 the first signs of this
shift come very early indeed, particularly with that central ideologue Paul.
Keen not to alter the status quo – slaves and women should accept their lots in
life and not seek to change anything57 – Paul develops the idea of a ‘spiritual
messianism’ and a heavenly kingdom. Removed from the earlier revolutionary messianism and the earthly kingdom of Jesus and company, this spiritual
messianism was to become profoundly influential in the early Church. Even
at this very early point, a decade after the death of Jesus, and in the earliest
written texts in the New Testament, Paul represents a second movement of
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See the work of the ‘rational-choice’ theorist, Rodney Stark 1996, pp. 29–48. For
a critique of the whole ‘rational-choice’ approach, see Goldstein 2006.
54
Acts 4: 35.
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Horsley 1989, 1992, 1995, 1996; Horsley and Hanson 1985.
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Økland 2005.
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1 Corinthians 7:21–3, 39.
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early Christianity that sought to moderate and modify the Christian movement in light of the more well-to-do economic and social circumstances of
the Church’s Jewish members and proselytes. No wonder the early Church
became respectable.
In light of these developments – that Paul marks the first moderating effect
and that the early Christian communities in the Roman Empire were rather
respectable – we find ourselves with arguments that undermine Luxemburg’s
historical assumptions. Add to that the extremely unreliable nature of the book
of Acts as a historical document at all58 and her argument begins to look rather
thin. Even without the issue of the unreliable nature of Acts, the early Church
turns out to be less like the workers to whom she addressed her essay and far
more diverse, including a sprinkling of wealthier members of Roman society,
indeed a little like the bourgeoisie to whom she is so vehemently opposed –
although I am extremely wary of drawing such analogies across vastly different social and economic systems such as the Ancient mode of production of
the Roman Empire and capitalism.
Strangely, these historical arguments do not seem to have much impact on
the effect of texts such as those in Acts 4:32–5 and Acts 2:44–5. What I mean
is that they have become influential political myths, especially outside the
small circle of biblical scholarship, a status that may even be enhanced by the
unhistorical nature of these texts. For the communist nature of that mythical early community – a paradise-like myth of origins if ever there was one
– has continued and continues to influence movements throughout Christian
history, such as the Franciscan order within the Roman-Catholic Church, or
the communist efforts of Gerrard Winstanley and the Diggers in seventeenthcentury England,59 or the Icarian communes of Étienne Cabet (1788–1856) in
the USA, or the various Christian communes that exist today. Their virtual
power as political myth shows up in a somewhat different context as well: I
have found that when – for my sins – I used to speak to church groups about
these texts, especially those from secure and leafy middle-class suburbs, the
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listeners found them profoundly uncomfortable. With their status as founding myth of the Christian Church, they seemed a far cry from the self-serving
and nuclear lives that most of these people led.
However, I do want to insist on the point I made above concerning the
unreliability of this image in Acts, an image that is so important for Luxemburg. Rather than her effort to fix such a moment historically, or indeed for
New-Testament scholars to do so, I prefer a different tack. It may be stated in
terms of the following contradiction: the less historically reliable such a story
is, the more powerful it is as a political myth. Even further, it is important to
insist that this picture of the early Christian community rests on the flimsiest
of evidence – the book of Acts – since only then can we avoid the tendency
of trying to restore some pristine state that has been disrupted by a ‘Fall’,
whenever that moment might have taken place. The more the belief holds
that Acts presents what was once a real, lived experience, the more efforts to
restore that ideal early church become reactionary. For any effort at restoring
what was lost, of overcoming a ‘Fall’, is reactionary in the first degree. Such
efforts have bedevilled movements within the Church over two millennia,
movements that have sought in their own ways to return to that first community. What happens in these efforts is that the mythical early Church becomes
a desirable point of origin that needs to be retrieved. However, if we insist
that the communal life of the early Church is myth, that it projects a wish
as to what might be, that it gives us a powerful image of what may still be
achieved, then we are able to overcome the reactionary desire to return to the
early Church in the book of Acts and perhaps turn it to radical ends.
Consumption versus production
For all her misdirected efforts to recover an authentic original Christian communism, Luxemburg is not so overcome with a romanticised image of the
early Church not to see problems. For her, the major problem is that the image
we find in Acts is a communism of consumption rather than one of production. In the end, she argues, such a communism of consumption will not get
us very far. It is both limited in the potential size of the commune and in duration, for a communism of consumption is possible only as long as there are
riches to share and goods to sell. Here is Luxemburg:
But this communism was based on the consumption of finished products and
not on the communism of work, and proved itself incapable of reforming
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society, of putting an end to the inequality between people and throwing
down the barrier which separated rich from poor. . . . Suppose, for example,
that the rich proprietors, influenced by the Christian doctrine, offered to
share up between the people all their money and other riches which they
possessed in the form of cereals, fruit, clothing, animals, etc. what would
the result be? Poverty would disappear for several weeks and during this
the time the people would be able to feed and clothe themselves. But the
finished products are quickly used up. After a short lapse of time, the
people, having consumed the distributed riches, would once again have
empty hands.60

Apart from the Christian communities themselves, nothing has in fact changed
within the economic structures as a whole. It would rely on the rich producing more, by means of their slaves, so that they could once again share their
wealth with the Christian community – ‘That would be to draw water in a
sieve!’61 Should they also sell their means of production, then the Christian
communities would quickly starve. Already within early Christian communism, the logic of giving alms to the poor arose, for such a system could only
be maintained if the rich kept making surpluses and kept on giving them to
the poor.
At this point, argues Luxemburg, the socialists differ from early Christian communism, for the socialists demand a more fundamental change in
the means of production. While the Christian communists ‘did not demand
that the land, the workshops and the instruments of work should become
collective property, but only that everything should be divided up among
them, houses, clothing, food and finished products most necessary to life’,
the socialists seek to make into common property the actual ‘instruments of
work, the means of production, in order that all humanity may work and live
in harmonious unity’.62
Completing Christian communism
What all of this means is that socialism will complete what Christian communism began. Its intention may have been right – an ardent belief in communism
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– but it needs to go a step further: not merely the products of an economy
need to be held in common, but the means of production themselves. Luxemburg’s rather arresting conclusion is then that socialism is, in fact, the logical
outcome of Christianity:
What the Christian Apostles could not accomplish by their fiery preaching
against the egoism of the rich, the modern proletarians, workers conscious
of their class-position, can start working in the near future, by the conquest
of political power in all countries by tearing the factories, the land, and all
the means of production from the capitalists to make them the communal
property of the workers.63

If it is not quite Ernst Bloch’s argument that atheistic Marxism is the messianic
realisation of the rebellious stream in Judaism and Christianity,64 it certainly
comes close.
In contrast to Christian communism, with its alms and charity, with its taking from the rich and giving to the poor, socialism points out that a proper
communism is possible only when the land and all other means of production
are placed in the hands of the producers themselves, the workers, who will
produce what each one needs. In other words, to the Christian communists
the socialists say, ‘You want communism? We’ll give you real communism!’

Freedom of conscience
Not so much a ‘curious piece of historical sophistry’, for all its flaws, Luxemburg’s story of Christian communism and her effort to account for its disappearance in the history of the Church taps into a powerful political myth, one
that she in fact had a good hand in embellishing and perpetuating. It was,
of course, also a tactical ploy in the circumstances in which it was written,
seeking to show how socialism has more in common with certain – especially
subversive – elements of Christianity than one might think. That such an
argument should have made more than one ‘godless communist’ uncomfortable goes without saying. It has also made more than one ‘good Christian’
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uncomfortable. Rather than seeking to distance socialism from Christianity,
she has not merely acknowledged the affinities but made them a virtue.
Yet, her argument has one more surprising outcome, namely the argument
for a freedom of conscience regarding religious belief:
The Social-Democrats, those of the whole world and of our own country,
regard conscience [Gewissen] and personal opinion [Überzeugung] as being
sacred. Everyone is free to hold whatever faith and whatever opinions will
ensure his happiness. No one has the right to persecute or to attack the
particular religious opinion of others. Thus say the Social-Democrats.65

Luxemburg is astute enough to see that ‘liberty of conscience’ cuts both ways.
If she challenges the thought police of the Czarist régime in Russia and Russian-controlled Poland, which persecuted Catholics, Jews, heretics and freethinkers, and if she challenges the efforts of the Church to control what people
believe by whatever means available, from state power to the Inquisition,
then she will not argue that the socialists should exercise the same type of
censorship and control. And the logical outcome of such an approach is that
freedom of conscience also applies to religious belief.
There is, as always, a tactical element to her argument, namely that, in contrast to the Church’s propaganda, the large number of those with religious
commitment in her party need not worry about the incompatibility of their
beliefs with the programmes of the party. But there is also a deeper issue here.
I, for one, had always taken the idea of freedom of conscience as much a fiction (no one does in fact have full freedom of conscience) as a central element
in the ideology of liberalism with its valorisation of the private individual. I
must admit to being not so enamoured with Luxemburg’s statement that ‘religion is a private affair [la religion est une affaire privée]’,66 for this slips too far
into such a liberal ideological position. Since it is so much a part of the realm
of the sacrosanct individual, I have always been profoundly suspicious of and
opposed to the idea of freedom of conscience.
However, there is a double paradox in such an idea that Luxemburg shows
up somewhat unwittingly. The first one is that the slogan of ‘freedom of conscience’, especially in the hands of those who propagate it these days, produces
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the opposite. Thus, in the hands of a Friedrich von Hayek or a Milton Friedman,67 the link between freedom and capitalism, or freedom of conscience
and freedom of speech with the so-called ‘free market’, always ends up being
oppressive, producing widespread exploitation, poverty and environmental
destruction. Or, in the hands of an imperial power such at the United States,
‘freedom’ becomes the ideological justification for invasion and occupation –
without even seeing the contradiction, they seek to impose ‘freedom’ on countries (most recently Afghanistan and Iraq), with disastrous consequences.
This first paradox is perhaps best caught up in a slogan of the political Right,
‘freedom through firepower’.
There is, however, a second and far more interesting paradox. Rather than
throwing out the baby of freedom of conscience with the bathwater of liberal
ideology, it seems to me that socialism too has a paradox that turns on freedom of conscience. As a movement that operates primarily from a collective
perspective, one would expect that freedom of conscience would be far from
such a programme – at least if one believes the critics of socialism such as
Hayek, for whom collective will is actually a cover for the imposition of dictator’s will. By contrast, a fully collective programme is precisely one that does
not seek to impose the will of one over the other. It is, if you like, the complex
effort to allow each one in the collective to express her or his beliefs, foibles
and obsessions without the imposition of control and censorship. So I end
with a dialectical point: only a fully collective programme will enable the full
realisation of freedom of conscience. And that applies as much to religious
belief as to anything else. To me, at least, this is one of the deepest lessons
from Luxemburg’s Socialism and the Churches.
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Chapter Four
The Enticements of Karl Kautsky

I must admit that, when I first opened Karl Kautsky’s
Foundations of Christianity, I was expecting a dated
and doctrinaire materialist polemic against Christianity.1 After all, the book is a century old, being first
published in 1908. Even more, Kautsky often comes
across as one of the scholastics of Marxism, a lesser
intellect who followed in the path laid out by the
founders. As one who had met the ‘old man’ himself
during his stay in England from 1885 to 1890 and
who had become a good friend of Engels before his
death in 1895, he seemed like an apostle whose job it
became to consolidate and develop what Marx and
Engels had laid down. The image I had was a Marxist scholastic, an urbane and civilised politician (with
the dreadful taint of having voted for war credits in
the Reichstag in 1914, although he did change his
mind later) whose writings were too voluminous to
have the desired depth.
By contrast, Foundations of Christianity is well
worth a read, for there are a good number of insights
that repay some consideration. The great value of
that work, for all its flaws, is that it begins what is
still an unfinished project, namely a detailed Marxist reconstruction of the social and economic context

1
Kautsky 2001, 1908. Steenson calls it ‘little more than an intriguing period piece
and a monument to Kautsky’s doctrinal commitment’ (Steenson 1978, p. 165).
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in which the Bible arose. He also carries on the task first attempted by Engels
to reconstruct a longer history of communist thought and action that predates Marx and Engels.2 As for the first, it is nothing less than a reconstruction
of the history of ancient Israel, the ancient Near East and the early Church. As
for the second, he argues for the crucial role of religion in these pre-Marxist
forms of communism, however incomplete they may turn out to be. While
Kautsky raises some of the crucial questions in these projects, his work on
religion is only a (somewhat flawed) beginning. In other words, Kautsky’s
work is full of enticement, since, in its incompleteness and false paths, it
beckons one to go further – which is precisely what I will do on more than
one occasion.
Why did Kautsky want to reconstruct this history? Here I can let him speak
for himself:
Whatever one’s position may be with respect to Christianity, it certainly must
be recognized as one of the most titanic phenomena in all human history. . . .
Anything that helps us to understand this colossal phenomenon, including
the study of its origin, is of great and immediate practical significance, even
though it takes us back thousands of years.3

How is it that a phenomenon such as Christianity arose? What were the
economic, political and social conditions in which it began? And how are
we to understand the texts that Christianity (and for that matter, Judaism)
regards as sacred? It is less a case of trying to understand the enemy better,
or indeed, like Gramsci, to learn something from the first and most enduring global movement; rather, in the act of rewriting or recasting that history,
Kautsky both challenges the received histories of Israel and the Church and
opens up new possibilities from that history. In other words: rewrite history
and you rewrite the possible paths of the future.
I have organised my analysis as follows. After a brief synopsis of his argument, I focus on the troubled use of unreliable ancient texts like the Bible
for the sake of historical reconstruction, an issue that is still very much at
the centre of biblical scholarship. If they are chronically unreliable sources,
then what historical use (if any) do they have? At this point, I bring Kautsky
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into conversation with a major current debate in biblical scholarship over this
issue. Secondly, I engage critically with Kautsky’s reconstruction, seeking out
both problems and insights that are still pertinent today. I am particularly
interested in his use of the narrative of differentiation, in his discussion of
modes of production, in what a reconstruction in Kautsky’s spirit might look
like, and in the problem of transitions between modes of production. Third, I
pick up an argument he shares with his sometime friend and comrade, Rosa
Luxemburg: if early Christianity was a communist movement, then what sort
of communism was it? Yet, Kautsky’s interest was much wider than Christian
communism, for one of his projects was to recover a much greater tradition of
socialist thought and practice, one that predates Marx and Engels’s ‘modern’
socialism. Christian communism becomes an important moment in this longer tradition. At this point I bring in his Thomas More and His Utopia4 as well as
Vorläufer des neueren Sozialismus.5 If Thomas More is the first modern socialist
with a deep religious motivation, then the various revolutionary movements
during the Middle Ages and the Reformation are other moments in the extensive history of religiously inspired communism. Like Christian communism,
these various movements dip into what I want to call the myth of primitive
communism, but they are also incomplete anticipations of the full communism of Marx and Engels. In this respect, Kautsky draws close to Ernst Bloch’s
Atheism in Christianity.6 Although Kautsky is far more interested in historical
reconstruction, he shares an interest in the utopian possibilities of Christianity, albeit without Bloch’s irrepressible enthusiasm. Above all, Kautsky manifests a fascination with distinctly religious forms of communism.

Text, history, context
In Kautsky’s effort at historical reconstruction, what interests me most is his
argument that the Bible is a cultural product of a distinct socio-economic
context and history. This may seem an obvious point now, but it took a long
struggle for this position to gain credibility, doing so only in the 1980s with
Norman Gottwald’s Marxist-inspired Tribes of Yahweh.7 Such an argument is
4
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far more possible within a Marxist framework in which culture, economics,
society and so on are inter-related parts of a whole. Thus, the Bible does not
provide factual data about the supposed ‘events’ of which it speaks; it is
instead the product of a culture (or cultures) within a social and economic
formation. Let us see how Kautsky gets to this point.
Foundations of Christianity is an ambitious book, beginning with the person
of Jesus in both pagan and Christian sources. Carefully assessing the information in light of New-Testament scholarship of his time, Kautsky argues that,
around this everyday rebel, a whole cluster of superhuman stories grew, stories that became the New Testament. Needless to say, Kautsky wants to cut
through the mythical and legendary accretions and offer a historical-materialist
analysis. That analysis focuses initially on reconstructing the economic,
social and political context of Jesus within the slave mode of production of
the Roman Empire, invoking some key Marxist points concerning the technological limits of such a mode of production and the reason for its breakdown. From there, Kautsky tracks backwards to offer a history that runs from
the origins of Israel through to the early-Christian movement. Here, again,
he reconstructs the underlying social formation, arguing that it was another
form of the slave mode of production. The final section comes back to Christianity, where he expands on the famous argument concerning early-Christian
communism, how it fell short and how it was subverted in the later history
of the Church, only to carry on a half-life within monasticism. But what it
does do, quite refreshingly, is break with the linear narrative assumptions
of so much historiography which still falls under the spell of moving from
origin to close. At another level, Kautsky’s arrangement makes more sense,
for his concern is Christianity, particularly how it arose and how it became a
worldwide movement. In this light, the logical point at which to begin is the
figure of Jesus of Nazareth. From there, he can spread his analysis in order to
seek the economic and social context, the prehistory and post-history of the
Jesus-event.
The slipperiness of sacred texts
There is, however, a preliminary question. When Kautsky comes to the socioeconomic reconstruction of ancient Israel, he bumps up against an old and
persistent problem:
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It is impossible to outline a picture of ancient Israel with any certainty, given
the scarcity and the unreliability of the sources that have come down to
us. . . . Basically we are reduced to hypotheses when we try to form an idea
of the course of the development of Israelite society.8

The same applies to the Christian sources regarding Jesus, which manifest a
‘complete indifference to the truth’.9 However much he falls away from this
point, resorting to the treacherous terrain of biblical narrative too often in his
search for a historical core when all else fails, it echoes loudly in present day
debates in biblical criticism. If we take the Hebrew Bible, some would grant
greater credence to the reliability of the biblical material,10 while others argue
that it is entirely useless for such a reconstruction, and anyone who relies
upon it produces pseudo-history in the shape of rationalist paraphrase.11 And
these are all critical biblical scholars and not some fundamentalist variety that
takes the Bible as the inerrant ‘word of God’.
Let me say a little more about this very contemporary and heated debate in
biblical studies, for it sets the context of Kautsky’s own scepticism regarding
the biblical text as historical evidence. At the moment when a status quo had
been achieved in historiography of the Hebrew Bible – the assumption being
that we could in fact come up with some history from the monarchy of David
and Solomon onwards (although no earlier) – a group of biblical scholars who
would later be dubbed the minimalists (I prefer to call them simply critical
scholars) thoroughly disrupted the consensus. They challenged the interpretations of the scarce pieces of archaeological evidence, the heavy reliance on
some very shifty biblical texts, the tendency to rationalist paraphrase of those
texts, and the construction of an ancient ‘Israel’ that was really a castle in the
clouds. What can we say about the Hebrew Bible? Well, it was probably written and collated very late, most likely in the Hellenistic era (after 331 B.C.E.
when Alexander the Great conquered the Near East). The mythical and legendary narratives, which run right through the monarchies and the exiles at
the hands of the Assyrians and the Babylonians, and even to the so-called
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restoration after the exile, have little if any historical basis. They are nothing
more than the various elements of a comprehensive political myth (to use a
phrase I have explored elsewhere)12 that did excellent service at the time of the
only real independent Jewish state under the Hasmoneans (165–3 B.C.E.).
It is a curious debate all the same, for it is by no means new. Indeed, Kautsky
would feel quite at home within it, and it is a debate that has bedevilled modern biblical historiography for at least a century and a half. The only difference is that the current wave of critical scholars is among the most sceptical of
the lot. All that can be said for certain, they argue, is that there was a Persian
province called Yehud in the fourth century B.C.E. Further, the texts we have
are a fanciful production from that period. In fact, it seems as though the
‘minimalists’ of today have taken Kautsky’s comment to heart: ‘Bible criticism
by Protestant theologians has already shown that a great deal of it is spurious
and fictitious, but tends far too much to take as gospel truth everything not
yet proved to be obviously counterfeit’.13 Kautsky is referring to the German
biblical scholars of the nineteenth century, whose work he knew rather well.
But what scholars of our own day like Philip Davies, Niels Peter Lemche and
Thomas Thompson have done is challenge what has ‘not yet proved to be
obviously counterfeit’, seeking to show that it too is spurious and fictitious. If
we shift perspective, it would seem that these critical scholars are the heirs of
Kautsky’s own welcome scepticism regarding the reliability of the Bible for
historical reconstruction.
It is, however, a tough standard to set oneself, and Lemche and Thompson
have admitted to me that, every now and then, they slip and refer to given
dates and events of earlier scholarship. For instance, the exile of the people of
Judah in 587 B.C.E. by the Babylonians has been such a staple of Hebrew-Bible
scholarship that Lemche has at times referred to it, and yet he has argued
strenuously that such an exile is the product of literary imagination.
So also Kautsky: for all his comments regarding the spurious and fictitious
texts, when he has nothing else to rely upon, he resorts to biblical texts to back
up a point. As a few examples among many, there is the citation of Genesis
13:2 regarding Abraham’s wealth,14 or Ezekiel 27:17 concerning the trade of
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Tyre,15 or Isaiah 5:8–9 and Amos 4:1–2 on the question of class struggles in
ancient Israel,16 or the rational paraphrase of the story of the twelfth-century
conquest of Canaan found in Joshua and Judges.17 And on it goes. In the end,
he wants it both ways, showing scepticism regarding the text and then using
it to back up his argument. Too often, he resorts to a paraphrase of the text,
at times backing up his reconstruction with quotations from biblical scholars
who themselves resort to the same practice.
The Bible as a cultural product
I have, however, not been entirely fair to Kautsky, for he is trying to approach
the biblical texts from a very different direction. In a nutshell, he argues
that, although we can find very little concerning specific events or details
concerning characters such as Jesus, we can learn ‘very valuable things about
the social character, the ideals and aspirations’18 of both early Israel and the
primitive Christian communities. The point applies particularly to ancient
texts such as Homer or the Bible.
This solution to the relation between biblical texts and history is as disarmingly simple as it is missed by that strange breed known as biblical scholars
who like to focus on questions of history. The texts are not more-or-less reliable sources of evidence for historical ‘facts’ and events; rather, they are products of a culture that has a complex relationship with its social and economic
context. They give voice to all manner of cultural expectations, hopes, fears
and beliefs. But let me extend Kautsky here, since it is a valuable point: biblical texts are historical, then, but in a different sense from that often assumed to
be the case. We can argue forever about whether a particular text tells us what
actually happened or not, for history cannot be read off the texts as though
they were directly referential. Rather, as a collection of cultural products,
the texts respond to, block out, seek alternatives to, and are saturated by the
images and metaphors of the contexts from which they arise. And that context
is unavoidably economic and social. In other words, we need to shift gear and
move away from the search for explicit historical events – the exile to Babylon,

15
16
17
18

Kautsky
Kautsky
Kautsky
Kautsky

2001,
2001,
2001,
2001,

p. 161; 1908, pp. 197–8.
pp. 178–9; 1908, p. 221.
pp. 173–4; 1908, pp. 214–16.
p. 32; 1908, p. 25.

98 • Chapter Four

the return from exile, the kingdoms and battles of David, Solomon et al. – and
focus on the wider social formation in which the texts were produced.
Such an approach to biblical texts – one that Kautsky pursues – boils down
to a methodological preference. Rather than the scouring of texts in order to
construct a political history, Kautsky’s Marxist approach focuses on the economic and social history. It is less a search for the chronicle-like sequence of
major events in which the political leaders are actors and more an effort to
locate the deeper logic of an economic system. And, within such a system – or
rather, mode of production – a collection of texts like the Bible is a collection
of cultural responses. How it responds is often unexpected, since these cultural products are not mere effluvia of the economic base but are the result of
various (now largely unknown) authors exercising a fair degree of agency.
On that score, Kautsky’s reading is fascinating, especially the section concerning ‘thought and sentiment’ in the Roman era.19 While we might find his
constant efforts to draw parallels between the ancient world and his own –
such as between the Roman era and the nineteenth century,20 or between
ancient Palestine and modern Poland and Italy21 – a bit of a stretch, the basic
point he makes is worth retaining: periods of economic and social upheaval
generate a host of cultural and ideological responses as old structures begin to
break down and people search for new structures. The Christian Church was
one such structure that provided an answer in a period of turmoil. I will have
more to say on how Kautsky sees the early Church later, but, for now, I am
interested in the cultural manifestations – the ‘thought and sentiment’ – of the
time. He identifies seven themes that arose in that time of change: insecurity
in the face of massive change, credulity (in terms of supernaturalism and the
craving for miracles), untruthfulness and deception for religious ends, apparent ‘humaneness’ (in reality, necessary doles for the poor and the need to keep
slaves alive and fit for work), internationalism (as far as the Mediterranean
can be counted as ‘international’), piety and an increasing number of religious
sects, and monotheism (of which Christianity was not the only variety). The
list may be incomplete and it may miss the point in some respects. For example, his emphasis on individualism and his vulgar-Marxist explanation for
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monotheism – as a reflection of imperial politics – are at least two questionable points.22 Yet the underlying assumption concerning the nature of texts
cannot be gainsaid. In my discussion of Kristeva in the next chapter, we will
see how she gives a more distinct form to these features of the Roman era. For
Kristeva, what we find is a whole range of psychological pathologies – from
masochism to psychosis – to which Christianity provides the answers.

Reconstructing economic history
The real achievement of Kautsky’s study is that it is the first book-length
effort to reconstruct the economic history of ancient Israel and the early
Church using Marxist methods. For that reason alone, it is worth renewed
attention, as much for the questions raised as for the answers provided.
He may have been hampered by a relative scarcity of information, at least
compared to the situation at the beginning of the twenty-first century. But,
then again, what looks to some like a glut of information23 is only so when
compared to other ancient civilisations. It is still a very small amount for a
period of about three millennia (3000–331 B.C.E.). While Kautsky had very
little information to go on, we have not quite so little.
Differentiation and slaves
Three items draw my attention in his reconstruction: the narrative of differentiation, the vital role of the slave-based mode of production, and the
perpetual question of the transition of modes of production. As for the narrative of differentiation, for Kautsky it is a fundamental resource; he resorts
to it in regard to the mode of production in Rome and in ancient Israel, and
then again when tracing the dissolution of Christian communism in both the
early communities and then the monasteries.24 At its most basic level, the
narrative moves from a given un-differentiated state to one of differentiation.
With differentiation comes the division of labour, exploitation and class.
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With regard to Rome, it goes like this: under certain conditions, such as the
varying quality of soil and rainfall, or the possibilities and quantities of trade
or booty, the differentiation of wealth and power sets in and is concentrated
in the hands of certain astute and unscrupulous individuals. Economic differentiation is the beginning of exploitation and therefore of class, in which a certain group is disconnected from the production of essential items for survival
such as food and clothing. This class then relies on those who do produce
these essentials and must extract it from them in some fashion, whether by
coercion or persuasion or some mix of the two. With more and more people
removed from production as exploiters, whether wealthy landowners, chieftains, clergy, or a scribal sub-class, a labour shortage arises: there is simply not
enough manpower to till the soil, especially since production was primarily
agricultural. The first full mode of production arises from this problem of
labour shortage, and the resolution is slavery at the expense of freemen. In
the case of Greece and Rome, the response was to resort to conquest in order
to find more people to put to work as slaves. The result: a slave-based mode
of production in which surplus was extracted from slaves.
With ancient Israel, the beginnings may be slightly different, but the result is
largely the same. Kautsky buys into the biblical picture that the early Israelites
were desert nomads, accepting the theory that they were probably Bedouin
tribes (a theory discredited now). Such a life on the move provided a vital and
relatively simple life. However, when these nomads settled in Canaan, they
took on an agricultural life on the land. From here, differentiation sets in, with
some gaining wealth on the land at the expense of others. Wealthy landowners began appropriating more and more land, which they then rented out to
landless peasants at the obligatory punitive rates. When these peasants inevitably failed to meet the exorbitant requirements to repay their debts – usually
a portion of the produce of the land – they forfeited their rights to the land and
were driven to the position of debt-slaves of those same landowners. From
here, the move into a slave-based mode of production was inevitable. In short,
although the actual mechanism was slightly different, producing chattelslaves in Greece and Rome and debt-slaves in Israel, the overall narrative of
differentiation is largely the same, running from chance distinctions through
to a full-blown mode of production and its mechanism of exploitation. The
result is the same as well, namely a slave-based mode of production.
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Underlying Kautsky’s narrative is an assumed primitive communism: the
undifferentiated agricultural life of early Rome or the nomadic life of the Israelites before they settled down in Canaan. This assumption becomes more
explicit when he turns to the story of Christian communism. In this case, the
early proletarian movement adopted a form of communism based on having all goods in common and sharing a common meal. However, in order to
maintain such a commune, it required some with wealth who were able to
distribute it. From here, the slide begins, slipping into further differentiation;
before long, having all goods in common turned into charity from the rich
for the poor, who then became dependent on them. Further, since Christian
communism only worked with a small group, as the movement grew in size,
differentiation became marked. The movement required organisation and
structure, with the result that a hierarchy of leadership developed. Since the
leaders and the organisation required material support, the goods that used
to be held in common were now provided to maintain the leadership and
church structures. Once again, division of labour leads to class difference and
economic exploitation. A similar path shows up with monasticism: initially,
it carried on the spirit of early Christian communism, although now based
on agriculture in the countryside, but, eventually, the monasteries became
wealthy (through the ban on marriage and passing of all possessions over
to the monastery), developed leaders who became the new exploiters of the
monks and nuns, and so on.
I will return to the question of a slave-based mode of production and the
nature of Christian communism below, but, first, let me tarry for a while with
the narrative of differentiation. What continues to surprise me is how pervasive this narrative is. Kautsky may use it to develop his position of the slave
mode of production, in which surplus is extracted from slaves by the slaveowners, or indeed to account for the breakdown of Christian communism.
However, a far more common usage of this narrative, especially in biblical
studies, is for the rise of the state. So what we also find is that with the concentration of wealth and power, chieftains and towns arise and then, at some
vague point when the extraction of essential items becomes sufficiently complex and requires some form of defence for such wealth, we get the city and
the state and its ruler, whether a king, despot or tyrant. For example, this
narrative turns up in the work of biblical critics such as Niels-Peter Lemche,
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Philip Davies and Norman Gottwald, as well as the Marxist work of Perry
Anderson, to name but a few.25
The narrative itself has a number of features: a progression from a non-differentiated to a differentiated state; a move from simplicity to complexity; a
versatile narrative that accounts for economic exploitation, class structures,
the end of primitive communism, and the formation of the state; and the need
for a trigger that sets differentiation under way. Let me say a little more concerning each item. The narrative assumes a state of non-differentiation and
simplicity as its starting point. In this respect, it has deep resonances with
two other narratives that are still powerful today, the one from evolutionary theory and physics, and the other from creation stories in the Jewish and
Christian traditions. Evolutionary theory postulates a simple origin for life
on earth, from which more complex organisms develop over time through
natural selection. So also in physics, the theory of the ‘singularity’ from which
the universe (or indeed universes if we take account of string or membrane
theory) began is a move from a simple one to a complex multiplicity. And so
also in the creation narrative of Genesis 1 (although less so in Genesis 2). Here,
we begin with an earth that was ‘without form and void’26 and then move
through stages of differentiation until creation is complete – light and dark as
day and night, the firmament that separates the waters above and below, the
seas and the dry land, which then produce their swarms of creatures and so
on. To a lesser extent, the creation story in Genesis 2 begins with simplicity,
with an earth devoid of plants, animals, rain and human beings only to be
rendered far more complex with the introduction of each of these items.
Given the pervasiveness of such a narrative of differentiation, whether in
myth, science or history, one could argue that this is the way things are or
that Marxism merely gives the narrative its own twist. So it may be reshaped
to provide a story of the origins of exploitation, class and, indeed, the state.
And Marxists might also want to note that this version of the narrative has
become a staple of much study of both the ancient Near East and ancient
Israel. However, a little ideological suspicion never goes astray. Has Marxist analysis merely taken over a mythical biblical narrative for its own pur-
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poses, a narrative that does service just as well in science or indeed in stories
about the emergence of capitalism? Now, one might want to argue that the
evidence points incontrovertibly towards such a narrative, but that is nothing
more than special pleading. In the case of ancient Israel and the ancient Near
East, the narrative really tries to put the relatively scarce pieces of evidence
in a coherent and progressive relation to one another. In that respect, it is no
different from any other imaginative narrative, but it is worthwhile recognising it as such – Kautsky’s included. But it also means that another narrative
may do just as good a job, for instance, one that notes the cycle of crises in
the ancient Near East that staggered from one collapse to another in terms
of increasing differentiation and then increasing simplicity. Or perhaps one
that argues against any narrative that moves from simplicity to increasing
differentiation, arguing that what we have is a good deal of complexity and
differentiation right from the beginning. This last position is in fact my preference and one I seek to develop elsewhere.27
One of the reasons for taking such a position is that it avoids what I would
like to call the ‘problem of paradise’. What I mean here is that the simple, nondifferentiated state is invariably a paradise: in that simple original state, we
find mythical stories of a natural harmony before the arrival of sin and disobedience to the deity, or indeed before exploitation in terms of economic relation,
gender, ethnicity and what have you. In Marxist terms, this is nothing other
than primitive communism, a theme that pervades a significant argument
concerning the origins of ancient Israel,28 let alone Kautsky’s own narratives.
It is also one to which Kautsky reverts in his analysis of Thomas More.29
Further, there is the problem of the trigger for differentiation that then leads
to exploitation, class, conflict and the oppression of the state. What exactly is
the trigger? Kautsky resorts to a naturalist argument, citing the quality of the
soil, differences in climate (which we might put, for the ancient Near East,
in terms of irrigation or rainfall agriculture), and the role of natural disasters such as drought or flood affecting crop yields. These natural differences
then produce relatively greater yields for some, healthier and more numerous cattle, and less for others, and so we find the first moments of economic
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differentiation. Or he makes use of the simple trigger of size with the early
Christian Church: once it moved beyond the small communist groups, the
Church had to find some structures to manage the larger movement. The
problem of the trigger for differentiation is, however, generated by the narrative itself; without a simple non-differentiated state, we do not need a trigger
for differentiation in the first place.
Slaves and other modes of production
At the end of Kautsky’s narrative of differentiation comes the slave-based
mode of production. On the one hand, the argument for such a mode of production in Greece and Rome remains, even despite the criticisms of Hindess
and Hirst, a staple of Marxist reconstructions of the Hellenistic world (and
indeed many other approaches influenced by Marxism). On the other hand,
it was and is controversial in regard to the ancient Near East, for, here too,
Kautsky argues for a slave-based mode of production. On this score, there
is an ongoing and fascinating debate, and so I would like to see how his
argument fares in light of developments in that debate.
To begin with, he challenges what would at the time have been the Marxist consensus concerning the ancient Near East. He was no mere scholastic,
refining the positions of his forebears; Kautsky makes a few bold moves of
his own. When he was writing the book in the early years of the twentieth
century, the dominant Marxist position was that the ancient Near East was
one instance of the Asiatic mode of production, a mode that also included
India and China before British colonialism, as well as ancient South America.
To see what Kautsky was challenging (and for readers not familiar with this
aspect of Marxist thought) let me outline the key elements of such an Asiatic
mode of production. The relevant material from Marx and Engels is dispersed
in their work over a thirty-year period. It includes newspaper articles, letters, critiques of political economy and ethnological research.30 Out of this
collection, the key features of the Asiatic mode of production are as follows:31
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common rather than individual private property in land, often personified in
the figure of the god-ruler; centralised control of public works by the government (irrigation, building, roads and so on); a self-sufficient and decentralised
economic world of villages with their resilient combination of agriculture
and handicrafts over against the imperial state; the social division of labour
in terms of usefulness. Marx is not always consistent on the Asiatic mode
of production, most (in)famously describing it as a stagnant economic form
that changed little over millennia, and yet elsewhere he writes of far greater
complexity, especially the exchange, surplus, rent (in labour and in kind) and
tax operating within the village community, between communities, between
communities and the state and then between the state and the limited longdistance trade generated by manufacturers. This was the position Kautsky
comprehensively challenged with his argument for a slave mode of production in ancient Israel.
All the same, Kautsky’s reconstruction has an extraordinary resonance with
Soviet studies of the ancient Near East that spanned the decades from the
1920s to the 1980s, the implications of which have yet to be fully appreciated
today. Kautsky’s argument for a slave-based mode of production became
the default position in Soviet scholarship from the 1930s until the 1960s. The
strange thing is that none of this work – at least work that I have been able to
find32 – refers to Kautsky, for he was branded as a deviationist for other matters in the Soviet Union, especially after he and Lenin disagreed.33
As far as that debate in the Soviet Union was concerned – a debate that
provides an extraordinary example of the dialectical interplay between data
and theory rarely matched in the West – it falls into a number of clear stages.
The early position that the ancient Near East, of which ancient Israel was a
part, was characterised by the Asiatic mode of production. That position gave
way briefly to feudalism which then fell beneath the sweep of the slave-based,
or ancient mode of production, which in its turn begrudgingly allowed the
return of a revived Asiatic mode of production. The ‘anti-Aziatchiki’, as the
up until 1980 (Pryor 1990). The problem is that these summaries tend to lose sense of
Marx’s dialectical approach in dealing with precapitalist modes of production.
32
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piecemeal. I am at this point heavily dependent on Dunn’s useful summary (Dunn
1981), as well as the collections edited by D’iakonoff (D’iakonoff 1969a, 1991).
33
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opponents of the Asiatic mode of production were called, swept the field early
in the debate and the Asiatic mode of production disappeared as a viable category. For a few years, feudalism became the preferred descriptor – a position that held sway long afterwards in non-Marxist scholarship on the ancient
Near East34 – but it soon fell away. The crucial moment in Soviet scholarship
was the influential lecture (four hours!) delivered in 1933 at the Academy of
the History of Material Culture in Leningrad by V.V. Struve. He dismissed
feudalism as a way to describe the mode of production in the ancient Near
East, pointing out, ‘If we say that everything is feudalism, then we get a feudal porridge in the literal sense from Babylon to Napoleon’.35 In a careful survey of all the crucial and available texts for ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt,
Struve persuaded most scholars that the evidence incontrovertibly suggested
a slave mode of production. Struve’s argument was ingenious, for he pointed
out that, although slaves were not as numerous as classes, especially free
labourers or landholders, the slaves were owned collectively by the state and
temple complex, worked the year round and were therefore the dominant
means for the extraction of surplus.
Struve may have been more of an expert on the ancient Near East – an
academician no less – and Kautsky more of a politician and populariser, but
it is remarkable how Kautsky anticipates the dominant position in the USSR
by a good three decades. In the end, the reconstruction of a slave mode of
production was to crumble, but not until the 1960s and even the early 1970s.
After much argument, that I have traced in more detail elsewhere,36 including refinements, challenges and qualifications, Struve’s argument finally gave
way, only to see a refined and refreshed Asiatic mode of production re-emerge
from the wings.
However, neither the slave nor the Asiatic modes of production have fared
all that well with regard to the ancient Near East. If the former faces the insurmountable problem that slaves were only a minority of the population and
that the primary location of production was the village-commune, then the
latter runs aground in the argument that the state was the prime exploiter by
means of tribute. For one of the staples of Marxist historiography is that the
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state arises in the context of class struggle: it is an outcome and manifestation of class struggle and not one class in that struggle. And as Hindess and
Hirst have shown in their strictly theoretical work,37 tribute or tax is neither a
unique nor a primary means for extracting surplus.
The sacred economy: prolegomena to a reconstruction
Kautsky’s is by no means the only effort to produce a systematic and workable reconstruction of the economy of ancient Israel or, indeed, the ancient
Near East as a whole. The efforts since Kautsky have been characterised by
two features: the search for the motor of the whole system and the multiplication of modes of production. For Kautsky, the key was the production of
surplus (although he is astute enough to see that this was not the surplusvalue characteristic of capitalism) and he found that in slavery. Others have
differed, offering multiple models. To cull a few examples from later studies,
some have argued that tribute was the key,38 or that it was really a feudal
system,39 or, as with Kautsky, that it was slavery, or patron-client relations,40
or, most anachronistically, a ‘market economy’,41 or that we can also find
what is variously called a communitarian or domestic mode of production
for which the motor was the extended household and which was opposed
to a dominant tributary system.42 Faced with the difficulties of reconstruction, some have simply given up and refused to propose a distinct mode of
production for the ancient Near East at all.43
So, it seems to me that we need to begin again, giving equal attention to
the available data along with a robust attention to economic modelling. The
building blocks of such a reconstruction include the following, although to go
into detail would take me too far from my concern with Kautsky. To begin
with, we are mistaken if we focus on imperial economic structures as the
basis. This is all too easy to do, since most of the records available come from
imperial sources, whether Babylonian, Assyrian, neo-Babylonian, Persian or
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Greek. Such a focus leads to an emphasis on tribute gathering, but the catch
is, as Marx was fond of pointing out, there must be something from which
tribute can be drawn. And that leads to the economy of the village-commune,
which was overwhelmingly agricultural. Indeed, 95 per cent or more of the
population was engaged in agricultural production, so this is where any economic reconstruction must begin.
On this matter, we can distinguish three areas for analysis: the old Marxist
question of ground-rent and what I call the regimes of allocation and extraction. A starting point for ground-rent is the long discussion in the third volume
of Capital.44 Yet, for all the discussion of both differential and absolute rent, or
indeed the differences between surplus-product in precapitalist formations
and surplus-value under capitalism, the basic issue for ground-rent is how
one accounts for and distributes the productivity of the soil and its variations.
The issue for an agricultural system like the one of the ancient Near East is
how the soil produces, to which I would add the productivity of animals and,
indeed, women, who were regarded as part of this system of production.
As far as distribution is concerned – or, as I prefer, allocation – the issue is
how one goes about allocating agricultural produce. There are four modes or
regimes of allocation that can be discerned in the ancient Near East: complex
family or clan structures, overlapping patron-client relations, the role of the
judiciary and constant warfare. Inserted within, and often in conflict with,
these systems of allocation, we also find tribute and trade, both of which may
be designated as régimes of extraction. Tribute was a feature of the imperial
economy and trade was a limited process restricted to luxury goods for the
ruling élite (although this has not stopped more than one historian being mesmerised by trade as the key). It seems to me that the economy of the ancient
Near East is distinguished by a contradiction between these régimes of allocation and extraction. It was a contradiction that both enabled that economy to
exist and also led to the pattern of crisis and collapse.45
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Transitions
Back to Kautsky: although I differ concerning the reconstruction of the economy of ancient Israel, I do share a deeper assumption with him, and that is
the narrative of modes of production. Now, that narrative has a number of
implications well-known to those who work with Marxist theory. Its starting
point is difference, for the theory of distinct modes of production operates
on the assumption of qualitative differences between each mode of production: feudalism is as distinct from capitalism as the slave (or ancient) mode is
distinct from hunter-gatherers, and so on. The question of continuities – such
as private property or money – then becomes a crucial issue. How does one
account for the role of private property in slave, feudal and capitalist modes
of production?
Further, the theory of modes of production more often than not generates
competing narratives of the progression of modes of production. Initially
Eurocentric, that narrative moved from hunter-gatherer through tribal, slave,
and feudal modes to capitalism. However, as D’iakonoff has argued,46 the
European situation is an anomaly when one takes a global perspective. So
what we find is that various complexities, alternative tracks, intersections and
disruptions have entered into the narratives, so much so that we have numerous narratives.47 All of them end, however, with a global capitalism. Rather
than seeing these various narratives as internal debates within Marxism, it
may be better to take them as an effort to deal with the way various parts of
the globe have arrived at capitalism.
Each of these mode-of-production narratives cannot avoid the tricky question of transitions. If modes of production are qualitatively different – in
terms of their distinct combinations of certain features rather than the originality of those features – then the way one replaces another becomes crucial.
For Kautsky, there is no problem with a transition from whatever mode of
production prevailed in the ancient Near East to that of the Hellenistic world,
for they were both slave societies. Where the problem does arise is in the
transition from slavery to feudalism.48 In Kautsky’s case, the question is more
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interesting than the answer: the inherent decadence and technical backwardness of slavery (the second point he derives from Marx, the first from Gibbon),
as well as the depredations of the barbarian invasions of the Roman Empire,
led to the decline and collapse of the slave mode of production. Already
embodied in the colonus, a tenant farmer that first arose in Egypt, feudalism
emerged as an answer to the bankruptcy of slavery.49 In short, it is a classic
Marxist narrative, relying upon the internal contradictions of a mode of production that eventually lead to its stagnation and collapse as well as external
factors such as the invasions of a weakened Roman Empire.
There is little to fault in this reconstruction, except for a detail or two. The
combination of internal contradiction and external forces is one of the great
Marxist contributions to historiography, and Kautsky provides as good an
example as any, although I do have a problem with his tendency to moralise
concerning the corruption and decadence of the Roman Empire (Gibbon’s
legacy is indeed persistent). However, in order to show how Kautsky’s reconstruction of this transition still holds up, let me refer briefly to Perry Anderson’s
reconstruction of the transition, which really is a model of Marxist analysis.50 Anderson tracks feudalism’s emergence from the intersections between
Roman slavery and a Germanic primitive communal mode of production in
which the Roman servus becomes, via the colonus or dependent peasant tenant,
the feudal serf. Yet these relations of production are part of a more fundamental shift in the mode of production in which the extraction of surplus moves
from the vital role of the ubiquitous slaves (only slaves in fact ‘worked’) to
that of the serfs, indentured to the lord but no longer ‘owned’ by him.
However, there is a point in Kautsky’s discussion of transition that provides both an unwitting insight and potentially undermines his argument for
the similarity of the ancient Near East and the Hellenistic world. It comes
in his discussion of the turbulent state of the Roman province of Judea at
the time of the early Christians.51 Here, he points out that Judea was riven
with competing groups, some of them decidedly insurrectionist. While the
Pharisees and Sadducees struggled over cultural and religious accommodation and resistance to the Romans, the proletarian Essenes withdrew from the
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world to await divine intervention. The proletarian Zealots, by contrast, took
the armed struggle up to the Romans with an early form of guerrilla warfare.
For Kautsky, all of this is a sign of ‘the spectacle of woe and blood that constitutes the history of Judea in the epoch of Christ’.52 It is in this context that the
Jesus movement, or early Christianity, first arose.
However, the only reason Kautsky can give for such violence and bloodshed was that it came as a response to Roman imperialism. Not quite, it seems
to me. Rather than merely the turmoil of Roman imperial expansion and control, what we have are the distinct signals of a tension, if not a shift, between
two very different modes of production. Needless to say, this argument runs
against Kautsky’s position on the two slave-based modes of production in the
ancient Near East and the Hellenistic world; these two comparable systems
merely bumped into one another at the flashpoint of Judea. How, then, do we
account for the widespread blood and woe?
Here, the recent work of Richard Horsley fills in some of the details in
light of more recent research.53 Horsley, and those who follow him, focus
on the extraordinary transformations brought about in the Roman Empire
by Augustus: the full-fledged development of the cult and gospel of the
Emperor, the centralisation of patron-client relations in the emperor, and the
profound impacts of such changes in regional cities such as Ephesus in Asia
Minor and Corinth, where the Christian movement took root. Above all, the
infamous pax Romana turns out to be a system of violence, bloodshed, systematic destruction and enslavement in order to expand and maintain the empire.
Here is Horsley:
During the first century B.C.E. Roman warlords took over the eastern
Mediterranean, including Judea, where Pompey’s troops defiled the Jerusalem
Temple in retaliation for the resistance of the priests. The massive acts of
periodic reconquest of the rebellious Judean and Galilean people included
thousands enslaved at Magdala/Tarichaea in Galilee in 52–51 B.C.E., mass
enslavement in and around Sepphoris (near Nazareth) and thousands crucified
at Emmaus in Judea in 4 B.C.E., and the systematic devastation of villages
and towns, destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, and mass enslavement
in 67–70 C.E. In the area of Paul’s mission, the Romans ruthlessly sacked
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and torched Corinth, one of the most illustrious Greek cities, slaughtered
its men, and enslaved its women and children in 146 B.C.E.54

Yet it seems to me that even Horsley does not go far enough either. Was it
merely the Emperor, warlords and the Romans themselves who are responsible for such acts? Such a concern with their agency loses sight of the political and economic issues at stake. One of the basic signs of change in social
formations is a high level of violence, social unrest and conflict as a new
system imposes itself on an older established one. Such troubled transitions
produce displacement, tension and violence, in demographic, economic,
social, political and psychological terms. I have highlighted the references
to enslavement in my quotation from Horsley, for the Greeks and especially
the Romans brought a new economic system to their Empire, a slave-based
economic system in which the slaves did all the work and the relatively few
‘citizens’ did not.55 In other words, what the Romans brought to the ‘East’
was a rather different mode of production than the one that prevailed there,
one that I have outlined briefly above in terms of the sacred economy.
But, then, Horsley is no slouch as a Marxist biblical scholar, for he goes on to
point out that while the Greeks under the Seleucids and then the Romans may
have imposed their economic and cultural system on the cities of Judea and
Samaria, the rural areas still operated according to the older system. All these
rural areas found themselves doing was rendering tribute to a new empire.
However, what was that older, different mode of production that the Greeks
and then Romans gradually replaced in a pattern of systematic brutality?
This is none other than the sacred economy (see above), which was gradually
replaced by a slave-based system in piecemeal fashion through systematic
violence and disruption, especially in the three or four centuries at the turn of
the era. The genius of Christianity in this brutal environment was to provide
a psychic, intellectual and emotional narrative that enabled people to make
sense of such a massive and brutal transition. This took place particularly
through the story, developed by Paul in the New Testament, of the violent
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crucifixion and resurrection of a certain Jesus of Nazareth, one who suffered
all the violence of the system and yet rose beyond it.
While my reconstruction may seem to be some distance from Kautsky, it
carries on in his spirit at a basic level. For Kautsky argues that Christianity
arose as a response to economic and social conditions, specifically the brutally
oppressive one of Roman rule in Judea. I have merely extended this position
to argue that the context of early Christianity marks the transition from one
mode of production to another, from the sacred economy to the slave mode of
production of the Hellenistic era.

Christian communism
The crucial question then becomes: what kind of movement was early
Christianity? Here, Kautsky follows and extends Engels: it was a proletarian,
militant response to Roman rule, an urban movement that mediated between
the militancy of the anarchistic and disorganised Zealots and the communist
escapism of the Essenes who escaped to the countryside.56 As a proletarian
movement, early Christianity gave voice to a hatred of the rich, expressed in
an image of rebel Jesus who condemns the rich and powerful, is anti-establishment and anti-clerical, identifies with the poor and oppressed, and loves
a communal life with the disciples who gave up all to join the group.57 Wellknown sayings still have bite, such as, ‘It is easier for a camel to go through
the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God’.58 Or
the words of the Son of Man, when he identifies with the poor and hungry
in the parable of the sheep and the goats:
I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink,
I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me,
I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.59

Kautsky 2001, pp. 268–72; 1908, pp. 338–43.
Kautsky 2001, pp. 272–80, 305–12; 1908, pp. 343–53, 384–92.
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Mark 10:25.
59
Matthew 25:35–6. If we thought that the arguments over Jesus as a revolutionary
figure date from the 1960s and especially from liberation theology, then Kautsky
shows that such a debate is not all that new. Kautsky’s engagement with an unnamed
theologian whom he calls ‘A.K.’ on precisely this question shows that it was already
an issue a century ago.
56
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Above all, Kautsky is probably most remembered for his claim that the early
Christian community, beginning with Jesus and then reflected in the Acts of
the Apostles,60 was a communist one:
At first the community had been permeated by an energetic though vague
communism, an aversion to all private property, a drive toward a new and
better social order, in which all class differences should be smoothed out
by division of possessions.61

Indeed, this was the secret of the success of Christianity, for only a ‘communistic mutual aid society [kommunistische Unterstüssungsorganisation]’62 would
have enough impetus to move beyond the death of its founder. Kautsky
was not the only one who saw something here, for people as diverse as
Gerrard Winstanley and the Diggers in seventeenth-century England and
Étienne Cabet and his Icarian communities in the nineteenth century also
found inspiration here.63
The reconstruction of a supposed Christian communism is very close to
Rosa Luxemburg’s own reconstruction. And they share the same argument
concerning the demise of this early form of communism, yet, despite the fact
that, both texts were written at about the same time (Luxemburg’s appeared
in 1905 and Kautsky’s in 1908), they do not refer to each other. Kautsky argues
that, for all its proletarian base and for all its communistic organisation, Christian communism was flawed, for without an agricultural base it remained a
communism of consumption rather than production. It is all very well for
people to aspire – based on the stories in Acts – to share everything, to sell all
they have and own it communally. But that does nothing to change the way
such things are produced. What happens when the goods run out? Do people
go back to their various professions in order to produce or buy more goods so

Acts 2:42–5; 4:32–5.
Kautsky 2001, p. 346; 1908, p. 433.
62
Kautsky 2001, p. 317; 1908, p. 403.
63
See Boer 2007b, pp. 105–27. Étienne Cabet argued that communism is in fact pure
Christianity. Cabet (1788–1856) was a fiery character and endeared himself neither
to the Roman Catholic hierarchy nor the French Government. Soon enough, the
deeply Christian but anti-clerical Cabet was found guilty of treason and fled France.
In his later years, he attempted to establish socialist – or ‘Icarian’ as he called them –
communities in the United States, basing them on the model of his book Travel and
Adventures of Lord William Carisdall in Icaria [Voyage et aventures de lord William Carisdall
en Icarie] from 1840.
60
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that they can sell them again or share them once more? Indeed, for Kautsky,
a communism of consumption needs the larger economic system to continue,
for the commune’s members would need to keep on generating some income
in order to distribute it to each other.64 So we find that early Christianity had
no effect on the economic system based on slavery.
Again, like Luxemburg, Kautsky traces the way this initial Christian communism dissipates: having all things in common becomes charity and almsgiving by the rich; the commune becomes a community that is increasingly
attractive to the rich; the common meal (a real vestige of primitive communism)
was divided into the symbolic Eucharist, and a meal for the poor members
who receive alms; as the community grows it develops its own administrative hierarchy of bishop, apostle and prophet. So great was the change that
by the time Christianity was adopted by Constantine and became the religion
of the Roman Empire, it had become yet another mechanism for exploitation.
Yet Kautsky ends his narrative on an ambiguous note: for all the changes that
took place, the communist drive could not be eradicated entirely, so it was
shunted off into monasticism. Here, we find an obverse of the urban-based
communism of consumption, for the rural basis of the monasteries lent themselves to a communism of agricultural production – a communism of production rather than consumption. For all the expansions of the monasteries,
their latifundia and concentrations of wealth, for all the exploitation of slaves
and unpaid workers, they maintained ‘uncommon resistance and capacity for
development’.65 All of which was to lead into the Middle Ages and its communist movements.
What are we to make of this reconstruction of Christian communism, especially since it is historically dubious (see my discussion of Luxemburg)? Let
me pick up an argument I began in my discussion of Luxemburg. Both of
them took the book of Acts in the New Testament as an accurate description
of the early-Christian community. (For Kautsky, at least, it was one of the
many times he forgot his caution about the reliability of the Bible for historical reconstruction.) But this story functions far better, it seems to me, as a
‘founding myth’, for the book of Acts is as unreliable as any biblical text for
historical data. Here, we face a delightful contradiction: the less historically
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Kautsky 2001, p. 388; 1908, p. 488.
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reliable such a story is, the more powerful it is as a political myth. In fact, it
is important to insist that this picture of the early-Christian community rests
on the flimsiest of evidence – the book of Acts – since only then can we avoid
the tendency of trying to restore some pristine state that has been disrupted
by a ‘Fall’. As long as the belief holds that Acts presents what was once a real,
lived experience, the more efforts to restore that ideal early Church become
reactionary. Any effort at restoring what was lost, of overcoming a ‘Fall’, is
reactionary in the first degree. However, if we insist that the communal life
of the early Church is myth, that it projects a wish as to what might be, that it
gives us a powerful image of what may still be achieved, then we are able to
overcome the reactionary desire to return to the early Church in the book of
Acts. It might then be possible to reclaim it as a radical rather than a reactionary myth.
This extension of Kautsky actually builds on one his major projects, which
was nothing less than the effort to reconstruct a much longer history of socialism of which modern socialism is the culmination. In this light, Christian communism becomes one moment in this longer history. For example, in his great
study, Vorläufer des neueren Sozialismus [Forerunners of Modern Socialism],66 he
looks to the Middle Ages and then the period of the Reformation for various
movements, mostly inspired by Christianity, that he identifies as socialist in
some sense, although he describes them as ‘heretical communists’. Among
many others, he discusses the various mystical and ascetic movements, the
Waldensians (deriving from the twelfth century and still existing today in
Piedmont, they hold to the model of Christian communism in Acts), Lollards
(followers of Wycliffe who stressed personal faith, divine election, the Bible
and were involved in a series of uprisings in England), Taborites (a fifteenthcentury religious movement that championed asceticism, communal living
and the establishment of the kingdom of God by force of arms), those around

66
Kautsky 1976. Kautsky could manage only two volumes, one called Kommunistische
Bewegungen im Mittelater and the other Der Kommunismus in der deutschen Reformation.
This second volume has been translated into English as Communism in Central Europe at
the Time of the Reformation (Kautsky 2002). The third volume was completed by Marx’s
son-in-law, who added Kautsky’s discussion of Thomas More to his own sections on
Thomas Campanella and the Jesuits in Paraguay (Kautsky and Lafargue 1977). The
final in what is now a four-volume set was written by Hugo Lindemann and Morris
Hillquit, focusing on socialism in France in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
and early socialist and communist movements in North America (Lindemann and
Hillquit 1977).
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the Peasants’ Revolt and Thomas Müntzer (who took Luther’s reforms to their
radical and logical conclusion), the Bohemian Brethren (who believed that the
kingdom of God was among them in a communal life and worship and who
had a profound influence on Czech literature through the translation of the
Bible) and the Anabaptists of the radical Reformation more generally. Ernst
Bloch would tread a similar, albeit more philosophically sustained path in his
search for the utopian impulse through various heretical religious currents.
However, Kautsky’s great hero is Thomas More, whom he calls the first
modern socialist.67 More’s Utopia is, for Kautsky, one of the major socialist
texts before Marx and Engels. But what is it that unites all of these various
movements? They draw upon various features of primitive communism, such
as the common meal, communal living and sharing all things. Indeed, it is this
tradition – of which Christian communism is one of the earliest and clearest
expressions – that also inspired Thomas More. For Kautsky, More finds that
element in both the ‘old, feudal, popular Catholicism [Volks-katholizmus]’68
and the monasteries which kept alive the spark of Christian communism. It
was this Catholicism of which More was the last representative and for which
More died as a martyr. Yet More also offers sustained criticism of economic
exploitation in the England of Henry VIII and offers his Utopia as an economic,
political and social alternative to what he experienced. At this level, he is also
a materialist critic. More, then, becomes the crucial link between the older
Christian and primitive communism and modern communism, the one who
links medieval religiosity and modern materialism.69 Or, in Kautsky’s words:
We believe that we have disclosed the most essential roots of More’s
Socialism: his amiable character in harmony with primitive communism;
the economic situation of England, which brought into sharp relief the
disadvantageous consequences of capitalism for the working class; the
fortunate union of classical philosophy with activity in practical affairs –
all these circumstances combined must have induced in a mind so acute,
so fearless, so truth-loving as More’s an ideal which may be regarded as a
foregleam of Modern Socialism.70
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Kautsky 2002, 1947.
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In Kautsky’s reconstruction of this long history of pre-Marxist communism,
religion plays a central role. Indeed, it is only with Marx and Engels that a
complete materialist communism emerges, for which all of these earlier forms
are incomplete forerunners.
This narrative of the forerunners of communism is curious for a number of
reasons. It plays a double game regarding both the continuity and originality
of socialism. I can see great value in stressing the continuity of revolutionary history, of which Marx and Engels then become the latest exponents. But
the catch is that it undermines the efforts by Marx and Engels to distinguish
between these religiously inspired movements and their own. The moniker
for such movements was of course ‘utopian socialism’, which took a beating in both the manifesto and Engels’s Socialism: Utopian and Scientific.71 Yet
Engels himself played the same game, proclaiming loudly against such revolutionary movements and then claiming them as precursors.72
Further, I am suspicious of this narrative, not only because it is inescapably
teleological – the path leads inevitably to Marx and Engels (a problem that also
beset Ernst Bloch) – but also because it operates with a dubious assumption.
It assumes that the religious moment and motivation is primary. More often
than not, Kautsky takes the religious impulse as the source of these pre-Marxist
communist movements. By contrast, I would suggest that the religious nature
of these movements is one form they may take, but it is not necessarily their
source or original power. What we have, then, is the religious form of a longer
and deeper revolutionary and insurrectionary current which at its core is the
search for a whole new collective social formation. This is how I would like
to read Kautsky’s reconstruction, although I will return to the question of
the religious moment of this tradition in my discussion of Georg Lukács and
Raymond Williams.

Conclusion
I could have focused on the various points where Kautsky falls short in his
Foundations of Christianity, such as his argument that mercantilism profoundly
affected Israel’s thought, nationalism and sacred text, as well as being the
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basis for anti-Semitism, or the conspiracy theory concerning the role of the
Church in editing and canonising the Bible, or, indeed, his tendency to moralise regarding wealth and its attendant decadence. Yet, his study of the
foundations of Christianity is full of enticements and questions, especially the
unfinished nature of the projects he inaugurated – a Marxist reconstruction of
the economic logic and history of the ancient Near East, ancient Israel and the
early Church, as well as his effort to find pre-Marxist forms of communism.
His answers may fall away as inadequate, but not the questions raised.

Chapter Five
The Forgetfulness of Julia Kristeva

We may need to be slightly Marxist . . .1
Now one realizes that one cannot just make the
system of a society from the model of ideology. It
is necessary to transform it. But not on this side
of it, but by passing to the other side.2

This chapter is a little different from the others in this
book, for I seek to recover a neglected and forgotten
Marxist dimension of the work of Julia Kristeva. I do
so for two reasons: Kristeva has made a good number
of forays into biblical studies and she still reverts to
Marxist analysis when her favoured psychoanalysis
boxes her into a corner. Indeed, Kristeva has hidden
a former (for her) Marx in a dark corner of her mind
in favour of psychoanalysis. I would like to recover
this repressed Marx in order to revisit some of Kristeva’s readings of biblical texts. However, I am not
interested in trotting him out, freshly scrubbed and
in new gear for the sake of a small point in my argument: I am after a Marxist Kristeva with her memory
intact. And there are moments enough in Kristeva’s
work to encourage me to recover Marx.
Kristeva has also written on the Bible on more
than one occasion, along with theologians such as

1
2

Kristeva 1996a, p. 70.
Kristeva 1996a, p. 45.
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Augustine and Anselm. The problem with these biblical reflections is that
they are, at best, patchy. There is some very good and there is some absolutely
dreadful Kristeva. As far as the Bible is concerned, her readings of Ruth,3
the Song of Songs,4 or Hebrew language5 are ordinary and superficial, if not
simply bad. She trots out conventional, even conservative positions as though
they are blindingly new discoveries. If we thought that Kristeva’s patchiness
was restricted to her biblical interpretations – stretching herself a little too
far perhaps – then we would be mistaken, for her theoretical work shows a
similar oscillation between the good and the dreadful. Given her tendency to
offer sweeping analyses of a single theme, too often her work betrays a certain
thinness. Thus, we find a theme like melancholia6 or the stranger7 or love8 or
the abject9 traced through signal points all the way from ancient Greece, via
the Bible, and into the West. I find myself wanting the tangled materialist
complexity of Marxist analysis, not least of which would be to trouble the
assumed classicist narrative of such efforts. And, like her biblical readings,
some Kristeva is cringingly awful, such as ‘Love will save us’,10 as are her
naïve political comments11 or sweeping social analyses based on anecdotes
and personal encounters, whether they be of France or Europe or America
or Bulgaria, efforts to pinpoint a global social malaise and offer a cure.
At the same time, there is some very good Kristeva. The reading of the
Levitical taboos in Powers of Horror12 is one such moment. It contains a distinct
insight or two that have been noticed in biblical studies.13 The same applies to
her engagements with Paul, where she focuses on the formation of the individual subject in Tales of Love14 and then on a much more collective agenda
from Strangers to Ourselves.15

3
Kristeva 1991, pp. 69–76; 1988, pp. 102–11; Clément and Kristeva 2001, pp. 101–3;
1998, pp. 163–6.
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Kristeva 1987c, pp. 83–100; 1983, pp. 83–98.
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Kristeva 1989b, pp. 98–103; 1981, pp. 105–11.
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Kristeva 1989a, 1987b.
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Kristeva 1991, 1988.
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Kristeva 1987c, 1983.
9
Kristeva 1982, 1980b.
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Kristeva 1996a, p. 121.
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See Kristeva 2002, pp. 223–68; 1998.
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Kristeva 1982, pp. 90–112; 1980b, pp. 107–31.
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Black 2006.
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Kristeva 1987c, pp. 139–50; 1983, pp. 135–47.
15
Kristeva 1991, pp. 77–83; 1988, pp. 113–22.
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In what follows, then, I track the strategies by which Kristeva sidelines,
conceals and bypasses Marx while never really being able to get rid of him.16
In the process, I bring Marx back into view, especially since Kristeva’s work
is barely understandable without Marx. Secondly, I turn to consider one of
Kristeva’s readings of biblical texts – the taboos in Leviticus 11–14 – rereading it in the company of a somewhat more Marxist Kristeva. Thirdly, I focus
on another of her interpretations of the Bible, this time her engagements
with Paul. Once again, I bring a much more Marxist angle to these texts. In a
nutshell, my argument is that, while her psychoanalytical readings of these
biblical texts fall short, a Marxist reading is able to offer a more comprehensive assessment of what is of value in her interpretation regarding both the
Levitical taboos in the Hebrew Bible and Paul in the New Testament. In short,
Kristeva’s shortcomings do not incite me to turn away from her work; rather,
they encourage me to look further, to seek out Marx and then to see how her
incomplete readings of biblical texts might be enhanced.

Flushing out Marx
Kristeva’s preferred method, one that she has been reworking consistently for
more than three decades, is psychoanalysis.17 She practises it in her consulting
rooms and in her writings, moving from individual to global society with
ease, claiming that it offers, through a chance to restart psychic life, the only
viable form of human freedom, indeed that it is the vivid, fleshly realisation
of Christianity.18 With such increasingly strong claims, it becomes a struggle
to find some sense of the conditions – historical, political or cultural – of
psychoanalysis in her work.19 So what better way to temper these universal

16
flect in
their personal and intellectual trajectories the recent history of Eastern Europe (See
Boer 2007d).
17
She will resort to psychoanalysis too when nervous about being identified as a
religious person, especially when a few too many interested in feminist spirituality turn
to her work. So, not only does she swamp the question of ‘faith’ in psychoanalysis, but
she asserts that she is, after all, ‘not a believer’ (Kristeva 1987a, p. 23; 1985, p. 35).
18
See also her translation of the biblical and theological elaborations on the death
of Christ in psychoanalytical terms (Kristeva 1989a, pp. 130–5; 1987b, pp. 138–45).
19
When asked this question, Kristeva sidesteps it by asking questions in response
or showing some political or social benefit of psychoanalysis – not quite the same
thing (Kristeva 1996a, pp. 24–5).
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claims for psychoanalysis than through Marx? However, there is no need to
introduce Marx from outside, for he resides deep within her work.
We need to work backwards to find Marx in Kristeva, a little like her native
Bulgaria that she claims to have all but lost. Here, I would like to focus on a
key essay written in 1968, ‘Semiotics: A Critical Science and/or a Critique of
Science’,20 an essay that is an extended engagement with Marx. At the end
of the essay, we find a Marx who is trumped by Freud. Although Kristeva
remains faithful to Marx’s critical perspective, she needs to move past him,
to show where he falls short. Two parts of ‘Semiotics’ interest me. Firstly,
Kristeva identifies what she sees as Marx’s great insight, namely the immanent method. Secondly, she argues that, for all his insight, Marx is inadequate
when he comes to discuss the key categories of production and work. At this
point, according to Kristeva, Freud provides a far better analysis.
I deal with these two points in reverse. Marx falls short, argues Kristeva, by
focusing on the questions of production and work. This is fine as far it goes,
but it does not go far enough. Freud’s great insight was to draw attention
to the realm of pre-production, and that is located in nothing other than the
unconscious. To bring home her point, Kristeva focuses on Freud’s category
of the ‘dream-work’. Here, Freud reveals a different type of work that precedes and pre-conditions Marx’s notion of work. In the dream-work, where
the unconscious and scattered patterns of the dream take on a definite narrative sequence, where the unconscious and conscious intersect, semiotics takes
root in the play of signs in the dream. And, for Kristeva, at this point in her
thought, a semiotics indebted to Freud is the way forward from Marx.
In this early essay, Kristeva trumps Marx by identifying a more original
cause – the dream-work – that lies beneath Marx’s categories of work and
production. Now, while we might suspect that she has fallen into the trap of
identifying original causes, at least with Marx she is not content to rest with
such an argument. In her later work, she asserts time and again that psychoanalysis outruns Marx in the final stages, providing a more comprehensive
answer than he ever could. Thus, Freud achieves Marx’s programme of trying
to unite the increasingly fragmented fields of human activity, or at least those
separated fields of theory and action.21 Further, Freudian social analyses and
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solutions outperform an exhausted socialism.22 For Kristeva, then, psychoanalysis is not only more comprehensive than Marxism, but it also provides
the personal, social and political healing that socialism fails to provide.23
I am, however, reading Kristeva’s ‘Semiotics’ essay backwards. Earlier in
the essay, she identifies Marx’s great insight, what she calls his crucial ‘epistemological break’.24 And that is the immanent method, a method that emerges
from the item or work in question rather than from outside. It also means that
criticism must arise from the object under criticism. Thus, if we want to interpret the work of someone, say, like Kristeva, it means that we will use their
own methods to interpret them. For Kristeva, Marx is ‘the first to practise’ this
method.25
Kristeva’s interest, at least at this moment in her thought, is on the implications of Marx’s insight for semiotics. Thus, ‘No form of semiotics, therefore,
can exist other than as a critique of semiotics’.26 Or, in the dense detail of her
early writing, semiotics is the very act of producing models. Let me quote
Kristeva again:
It is a formalization or production of models. Thus, when we say semiotics,
we mean the (as yet unrealized) development of models, that is, of formal
systems whose structure is isomorphic or analogous to the structure of
another system (the system under study).27

Marx, it seems, could not be more important, marking a fundamental break
in the history of knowledge. In effect, Marx subverts ‘the terms of a preceding science’28 in the terms of that science itself. So, he overturns economics by means of economics. For instance, he takes the term ‘surplus-value’
from Smith, Rodbertus, Ricardo et al. and shows how the term means not
the ‘addition to the value of a product’ but the extraction of surplus – both
constant and variable – in the wage-relation. The key is that he does so from
within the theories of these political economists. Like their own noses, they
Kristeva 1995, pp. 209–10; 1993, pp. 252–4.
Kristeva 1996a, pp. 24–5.
24
Kristeva 1986, p. 79; 1969, p. 32.
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Kristeva 1986, p. 78; 1969, p. 31. In her early Revolution in Poetic Language, she
also gives Marx his due for pointing out that the signifying process lies outside the
sphere of material production (Kristeva 1984, p. 105; 1974, p. 153).
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simply cannot see the proper origins of surplus-value. Once this is done, we
get the generation of a whole new set of terms that marks the rise of a new
science.29
Marx is even more important for Kristeva than at first appears to be the
case. This essay on semiotics is not the only place where Kristeva must rely
on Marx. Let me give a few of examples where Kristeva cannot dispense with
Marx, especially at a sticky spot in her argument. The first is historical, the
second political and the third deals with feminism. In an effort to deal with
the rise of the avant-garde in literature – the moment of modernism from the
end of the nineteenth century and embodied in the work of Lautréamont,
Mallarmé and Bataille – Kristeva is able to mix good Marxist social theory
with the best of them. At moments like these, her efforts to depict the big
picture with a few firm, rapidly drawn lines, work extremely well. Thus, the
avant-garde is a signal and effort to deal with the massive changes that took
place with the comprehensive onset and spread of capitalism:
A new phenomenon has arisen since the rise to power of the bourgeoisie,
the onset of the free market, the inflation of capital permeating relationships
of production and reproduction and dominating them, and the crisis of the
patriarchal family.30

At this moment of crisis in state, family and religion, capitalist excess and
restructuring take precedence over restraint and structure. Everything must
give way! Here, of course, she is paraphrasing the famous statement concerning the constant revolutionising of capitalism in The Manifesto of the Communist
Party – ‘All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man
is at last compelled to face with sober senses his real conditions of life, and
his relations with his kind’.31 Psychoanalysis, then, becomes one of the new
29
Kristeva herself is rather well-known for a series of new terms – semanalyse,
abjection, intertextuality and so on – at the emergence, or even the hint or semblance
of an emergence, of a new method or idea.
30
Kristeva 1996a, p. 96.
31
The full paragraph reads: ‘The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly
revolutionising the instruments of production, and thereby the relations of production,
and with them the whole relations of society. Conservation of the old modes of
production in unaltered form, was, on the contrary, the first condition of existence
for all earlier industrial classes. Constant revolutionising of production, uninterrupted
disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish
the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their
train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed
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modes of dealing with such profound social and economic changes, especially
the relationship between the unconscious and the social restrictions Freud
argued were crucial for any society to function.32
Secondly, on a more political note, Kristeva’s definition of the ‘Left’ is a
moment of sheer insight. Rather than seeing it as one side of the eternal shifting binary of Left and Right in our current political landscape, she sees the Left
as ‘the locus where the question of politics, and above all of the limits of the
political (from the viewpoint of symbolic formations, that is, the acquisition
of culture and knowledge), can be formulated and dealt with’.33 A psychoanalytical version, if you will, of the Marxist notion of the ‘withering away of
the state’. But it is also an extraordinary recognition of the Marxist point that
politics is, after all, part of the domain of culture and religion and knowledge
and ideology, and the point that this is what Lacan’s notion of the Symbolic
– of language and society and culture – is really about. In the crossover, then,
between Lacan’s Symbolic and Marx’s superstructure, we find politics. But it
is not only a point where political battles are fought, but where the Left identifies itself by identifying the limits of politics and thinking beyond them.
Finally, and crucially for my engagement, when she faces difficulties in her
dealings with feminism, Kristeva reverts occasionally to Marxism. She has,
infamously, kept feminism at an arm’s length, especially US liberal feminism.
She teases such an audience with comments like the one concerning the phallus, which, as ‘numerous scholars’ have shown, is indeed the basis of signification and religion.34 More substantially, in her trilogy, Female Genius, she
focuses on three women who were independent from and placed themselves,
like Kristeva herself, above and beyond feminism as well as Marxism – Hannah Arendt, Melanie Klein and Colette.35 From this perspective, Kristeva can
then view feminism in terms of three overlapping stages: the demand for
political rights by the suffragettes; the assertion of ontological equality; and,
ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that
is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his, real
conditions of life, and his relations with his kind’ (Marx and Engels 1976a, p. 487).
32
For other examples, see Kristeva’s argument for a different social context for
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faced by Mitterand’s socialism in France (Kristeva 1996a, p. 154).
33
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Kristeva 2000, p. 88; 1996b, p. 111. She also claims to despise anything that is
politically-correct (Clément and Kristeva 2001, p. 12; 1998, p. 24).
35
Kristeva 2001, 2004a, 2004b, 1999.

128 • Chapter Five

since May ’68, the search for sexual difference. The problem, as far as Kristeva
is concerned, is that feminism is trapped between two dogmatisms,36 either
the dogmatism of ‘leftism’, as she tends to call it, or a conservative dogmatism of patriarchy and the Right. Feminism tends either to mirror this second
dogmatism, the one that it opposes, or take up communist dogmatism in its
drive for liberation for all women. Caught between a rock and a hard place,
it will not be long before she trots out the conventional argument, following
Hannah Arendt, that we need to avoid the two totalitarian extremes of fascism and Stalinism – a refrain from her earliest texts37 – by means of some
mythical middle way. Otherwise, feminism finds itself slipping into either
form of totalitarianism.
Her answer to this problem is as important as it is intriguing. In response to
feminist agendas for social change based on gender, she states:
. . . what is happening now, in Eastern countries, is that the collapse of the
Marxist and socialist idea is showing something else. It shows that we can
arrive at a better society not before bourgeois individualism but after. I think
they ought to revise their ideas, seeing what is happening in the East now.
Because many feminist ideas were unconsciously calculated and modeled
on the image of communist and Marxist countries, as if a progressive and
communitarian ideology could produce the economy of bourgeois society.
Now one realizes that one cannot just make the system of a society from the model
of ideology. It is necessary to transform it. But not on this side of it, but by
passing to the other side.38

Just when I began to suspect that Kristeva was yet another liberal in disguise,
or perhaps even a conservative who bemoans a supposed religious crisis generated by the deterioration of belief 39 and thereby the end of viable revolt,40
she produces an extraordinarily central Marxist point. Too often, Kristeva
invokes terms such as freedom and democracy (without any qualifiers), or
‘plurality of consciences’41 or the importance of the individual, and dismisses

Kristeva 1996a, p. 7.
Kristeva 1980a, p. 23; 1977, p. 357; see also Clément and Kristeva 2001, p. 13;
Clément and Kristeva 1998, p. 25.
38
Kristeva 1996a, p. 45, emphasis added.
39
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40
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Kristeva 1996a, p. 51.
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communism as inherently totalising. But, here, she produces a statement
that would have been heresy in the countries of ‘actually existing socialism’
such as Bulgaria, but one that is deeply faithful to Marx. Firstly, against any
notion of idealism, she states bluntly that an ideology – here, feminism –
cannot a society make. Secondly, feminism, understood as a progressive and
communitarian ideology, is incompatible with bourgeois society.42 You cannot just take a Marxist ideology and graft it onto a capitalist one. Thirdly,
the society desired by feminism and communism must come after bourgeois
individualism – i.e. liberalism – and not before. This flies in the face of the
argument that became increasingly common in former Communist countries,
namely that it was possible to bypass fully-fledged capitalism and move
straight to communism.43 Here, Kristeva calls on the Marx who argues that
the full run of capitalism must be experienced first before anything different may come into being. One might argue that, with globalisation, brought
about by the collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe, we are only beginning to glimpse what a full capitalism might be, what a fully commodified
world might look like.
This is the Marxist Kristeva who interests me. So, let me list the points that I
want to take with me in my rereadings of her readings of Leviticus and Paul:
no gender without political economics; no ideological change without social
and economic change; no mismatches between bourgeois ideology and feminism; a communitarian rather than an individual feminism; in short, Marxist
feminism rather than bourgeois feminism, but a Marxist feminism willing to
bide its time and let capitalism run its course. Given the variety of feminisms
that make up a multifaceted movement, Kristeva clearly sides with a communitarian and progressive feminism rather than an individualist and liberal
feminism that focuses on rights. In other words, the individual has a place but
only when one begins from the collective.

42
She makes a very similar point concerning the incompatibility between Mitterand’s
socialist agenda and France’s capitalist economy in the context of the European
Common Market (Kristeva 1996a, p. 154).
43
In a further twist that echoes Chinese arguments, it is sometimes asserted in
post-Communist countries that there are many capitalisms, and there a gentler form
might grow.
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Monocausality, or, the taboo of the mother
From this more Marxist Kristeva, I turn to her better efforts at biblical
interpretation. Here, my concern is her interpretation of the food taboos in
Leviticus 11–14 in the Hebrew Bible.44 After identifying the core of her own
argument, particularly the moment where it falls short, I ask what it might
look like with a decent dose of Marxism. Among her most well known biblical interpretations, Kristeva argues that, at the heart of all the various taboos
that we find in Leviticus – food taboos (crustaceans, pigs, carrion eaters and
so on), menstrual taboos, taboos over skin diseases, to name but a few – lies
what she calls the ‘taboo of the mother’.
Although Kristeva argues that a psychoanalytical reading goes all the way,
far beyond the historian of religions (by which, I suspect, she means biblical
critics of a historical bent), who stops at the point of identifying loathing as
the key to the taboos, and the anthropologist (here, she really means Mary
Douglas), who stops a little further on the way by pointing to the role of symbolic systems as markers of social boundaries, I want to argue that Kristeva’s
argument is merely the first step. It is an astute observation about the logic of
the Levitical taboos, and yet she too stops far too short.
Let us first see what she argues. The ‘mythème originaire’ of the Levitical
taboos, she concludes, is the ‘taboo of the mother’ that manifests itself in the
prohibition of incest.45 The key text is: ‘You shall not boil a kid in the milk of
its mother’.46 Boiling a kid in its mother’s milk is a metaphor of incest,47 she
argues, but incest itself points to the fundamental taboo of the mother, by
which she means the abomination of the fertile female body. This is the foundation for her notion of the abject, that which is abhorred and vital, rejected
and inescapable at the same time – in short, her version of the constitutive
exception. There are, then, three steps, each one pointing to the next: the prohibition against boiling a kid in its mother’s milk, the incest taboo, and then
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Unfortunately, Athalya Brenner’s useful essay ‘On Incest’ (Brenner 1994) does
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subject-object relations.
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the taboo of the mother. Once there, we have the foundational taboo that provides the interpretive key to all the others.
How does Kristeva get to this point? Leviticus 11 contains the dietary regulations made famous by Mary Douglas.48 Here, the thoroughly carnivorous
Israelites may eat the cud-chewing cloven-footers on land, the finned and
scaled in the waters, four-legged winged insects with legs above their feet,49
but not those who break or mix these categories, such as camel, pig, and those
swarming things with many or no feet.50 Kristeva espies three overlapping
and determining features of the taxonomy of the food laws: the extension of
the commandment ‘You shall not kill’ to food laws (carnivorous animals are
forbidden, except, of course, human beings); admixture between the categories such as cud-chewing and cloven-footed; and then confusion between the
fundamental elements of earth, water and air.51
The key to Leviticus 11, at least for Kristeva, is Chapter 12, but, before pondering her reading more closely, let me jump past these two chapters and
consider the obsession with skin diseases in Chapters 13 and 14. In two long
chapters, we find all manner of swellings, eruptions, spots, boils, burns and
itches,52 discussions of their colours, depths, whether they have hair in them
or not and what colour that hair might be,53 whether they have raw flesh in
them or not,54 whether they spread or not,55 whether garments or indeed
houses are infected,56 and then the endless assessments, rituals and sacrifices
at the direction of the priest.57
While Kristeva notes that the issue of disease itself is a problem, she is
more concerned with the type of disease, namely disease of the skin. And
the problem here is that the skin is an ‘essential if not initial boundary of

Douglas 1966.
Respectively, Leviticus 11:3, 9, 21. The birds do not gain a positive identification:
all we find is a list of those banned, such as eagle, vulture and ostrich (Leviticus
11:13–19). One may imply that they are rapacious or carrion eaters, but the text gives
no reason, unlike the other groups.
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biological and psychic individuation’.58 Break that boundary and we have,
like the dietary taboos of Leviticus 11, the problem of admixture and the threat
to identity. But what is really going on here, argues Kristeva, is that breaks
in the skin become another version of childbirth. Like the various emissions
from male and female bodies in Leviticus 15, the eruptions, breaks and openings in the skin of Leviticus 13–14 indicate a much darker view of childbirth
itself. These chapters present a decayed body that breaks forth, a signal for
Kristeva of her key category in Powers of Horror, namely, the abject. Note carefully, however, that she does not rest with the simple point that giving birth
is pathologised by being connected with disease and emissions. Rather, her
point is that the generative power of women is the key to these other abominations and regulations. At the basis of the abhorrence of skin diseases and
their different pusses,59 as well as the various emissions from female and male
bodies,60 lies the abhorrence of the fertile, generative, offspring-emitting bodies of women.
Now we can see why Leviticus 12 is the key for Kristeva. For, here, we find
the taboo of the mother manifested in the regulations concerning uncleanness
and purification around childbirth:
Yahweh said to Moses, ‘Say to the people of Israel, If a woman conceives,
and bears a male child, then she shall be unclean seven days; as at the time
of her menstruation, she shall be unclean. And on the eighth day the flesh
of his foreskin shall be circumcised. Then she shall continue for thirty-three
days in the blood of her purifying; she shall not touch any hallowed thing,
nor come into the sanctuary, until the days of her purifying are completed.
But if she bears a female child, then she shall be unclean two weeks, as
in her menstruation; and she shall continue in the blood of purifying for
sixty-six days’.61

In this brief account of the purity rules for childbirth, the birth of a male child
produces uncleanness for seven days until his circumcision on the eighth day,
whereas for a female child the initial uncleanness is two weeks. The doubling
also applies to the period of purification, or ‘the blood of her purifying [dheme
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taharah]’,62 after this initial time: for the boy child it is 33 days, whereas for
the girl child it is 66 days. At the completion of either period, the mother is
to offer a yearling lamb (a pigeon or turtledove if too poor) as a burnt offering and a pigeon or turtledove as a sin offering.63
After pointing out that the mother is the one defiled rather than the child
and that circumcision sticks out in this passage (the violent severance and
thereby sacrifice and purification of the boy from the mother),64 Kristeva
moves to her main argument: the abomination of the fertile feminine body is
the foundation of the other abominations.65 Or, rather, the separation between
the sexes enacted in this abomination is the primary cause that makes sense
of all the other abominations, and even extends to the nature of language and
social organisation. The mother – fecund, archaic and phantasmatic – must be
separated, identified, objectified and located in a distinct place.66 Through that
act everything follows:
. . . that evocation of defiled maternality, in Leviticus 12, inscribes the logic of
dietary abominations within that of a limit, a boundary, a border between
the sexes, a separation between feminine and masculine as foundation for the
organization that is ‘clean and proper’, ‘individual’, and, one thing leading
to another, signifiable, legislatable, subject to law and morality.67

Her distinct insight is that this logic finds its most succinct formulation in
the text I noted earlier: ‘You shall not boil a kid in the milk of its mother’.68
Initially, we might object that Kristeva has used a text from outside, from
Exodus and Deuteronomy to make sense of Leviticus 11–14, but our objection would miss the psychoanalytical move that the key lies with what is
Leviticus 12:4, 5.
Leviticus 12:6–8.
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excluded – with the constitutive exception no less. In the same way that the
taboo of the mother is the hidden logic of these chapters, so also a text found
outside the chapters of Leviticus reveals the logic of those chapters. Now,
all of this is insightful and swift, and, as far as I can tell, the first time such
connections have been made.69
However, I did emphasise the phrase ‘as foundation for the organization’
in the quotation above for a reason. Indeed, what we have here is another version of the primary cause, the first mover, and all the appropriate suspicions
of mono-causal explanations come to the fore at this point. The terms are telling: the ban on boiling a kid in its mother’s milk is the ‘unconscious foundation’ of the logic of separation that runs not merely through the Levitical
abominations, but through the ‘whole biblical text [tout le texte biblique]’.70 This
text on boiling a kid in its mother’s milk is the key, and its taboo is the cause
of all the others. In fact, the taboo of the mother is dietary, incest and maternal taboo all in one. The main problem with this mono-causal explanation
is that it marks an analysis that stops far too short. It is merely a first step –
an insightful one, but a first step all the same. It is possible to take such an
analysis much further, above all to situate it within a wider context, but, for
that, we need Marx.
If we allow Kristeva’s repressed Marxism to speak, then the argument begins
to look somewhat different. In particular, I would like to pursue the implications of the two elements in her work that I identified in the previous section:
no gender without political economics and a preference for communitarian
over against individualist feminism. In light of these principles, Kristeva’s
mono-causal argument concerning the taboo of the mother becomes decidedly untenable.
The problem with mono-causal explanations such as the one proposed by
Kristeva is the first half of the term, the ‘mono’. In isolation, the taboo of the
mother takes on an overarching role, but such a mono-causal approach is
not consistent with that dimension of Kristeva’s feminism that I am stressing
69
Kristeva gains a crucial hint from Jean Soler (Soler 1979) concerning the connection
between eating and sex in the ban on boiling the kid in its mother’s milk. I find it
strange, however, that Rashkow’s psychoanalytical reading (Rashkow 2000, pp. 38–42),
which follows Soler as well as Eilberg-Schwartz (Eilberg-Schwartz 1990), makes the
same point without any reference to Kristeva, whose work predates hers, even in
translation.
70
Kristeva 1982, p. 105; 1980b, p. 123.

The Forgetfulness of Julia Kristeva • 135

here, namely the communitarian agenda and the connection with economics.
In short, I want to suggest that the taboo of the mother is but one element of
what may be called a sacred economy.
What happens to the taboo of the mother when it is understood in such
a wider context? To begin with, that taboo of Leviticus 11–14 is closely connected with the obsession over the womb. Time and again, Yahweh closes and
then opens wombs, whether in Pharaoh’s court when Abram and Sarai visit,71
Sarai’s own womb, and those of Rebekah, Leah and Rachel.72 This obsession
over the womb, along with the taboo of the mother, is part of a wider concern
with fertility, not only of a woman’s body but also of the soil and domestic
animals. The over-riding metaphor that links them all is one of a receptacle for
seed, whether that is a woman for a man’s seed, the ground for crop seeds, or
female animals with the seed of male animals. The catch is that Yahweh in his
various names ultimately controls and thereby allocates such fertility, as the
legislation that separates the producing mother indicates, as do the narratives
of opening and closing wombs of both women and animals, as does the fear
of famine and celebration of plenty.
I suggest that the theme of fertility operates according to a logic of allocation, indeed that it can only be understood within the framework of an allocative economics. This allocative economic logic – characteristic of the ancient
Near East – attempted to account for production outside human control and
knowledge by attributing both the production itself and its allocation to the
gods. The deity or deities were responsible for the fertility of the soil, rains,
open wombs and so on, and for the various mechanisms of allocation, which
include kinship, patron-client relations, warfare, and the judiciary. As the
gods provide the ideological glue to the system, I suggest that we use the
term theo-economics to designate the ideological logic behind such an allocative economics.
In this light, the taboo of the mother is hardly an isolated element, nor
indeed is it a primary cause: it is but one part of a larger item, that of fertility, within an even broader context, that of theo-economics or the sacred
economy. Women, but also animals, crops and land, are part of what may be
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called a régime of fertility.73 The taboo of the mother, or, as I have renamed
it, the régime of fertility, is neither isolated nor the prime cause of the system
as a whole. Rather, the economic logic of fertility is similar to other parts of
that economy: if the deity (re-)allocates land, just as he allocates fertility to
animals, women and soil, then the (re-)allocation of the produce of such items
takes place through the channels of clan structure, the patron-client relationship, the war machine and the judiciary.
This, I would suggest, is the context in which Kristeva’s taboo of the mother
operates. Rather than the prime cause of the system as whole, the taboo of
the mother is but one element in a wider concern of fertility, a concern that
includes those of animals and land. The key is that all of them produce by
themselves, and so we find an over-riding effort to control that auto-production. Of course, that economic system is threaded through with all manner of
contradictory patriarchies that ultimately cannot hold the system together. If
the ideology is one of sacred control, where the deity is the one responsible for
controlling fertility and for allocating the products, then the economic system
relies on kinship structures, warfare, the patron-client system and the judiciary to ensure such allocation. That ideology may be called a ‘sacred’ one,
and its purpose is to justify an economic system or (re-)allocation – hence the
‘sacred economy’.
I have sought to bring a repressed Marx out in Kristeva’s work and then
to bring a more Marxist Kristeva back to one of her most influential readings
of the Bible, the taboo of the mother in Leviticus 11–14. Her psychoanalytical
reading of this text brings to the fore that taboo as the key to the text, if not the
whole Hebrew Bible. However, when Marx returns to Kristeva’s analysis, we
find that her delineation of such a taboo is but the first step. For it turns out
that the taboo is merely part of a wider socio-economic system.

Paul the Apostle, both ways
From the taboos of Leviticus in the Hebrew Bible, I turn to the New Testament,
especially the letters of Paul. On two occasions, Kristeva deals with Paul, the
first concerning the themes of agape [love] and Paul’s narrative that cuts
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through the various psychological pathologies74 and the second with the collective role of the ekklesia in dealing with psychosis.75 As with my discussion
of the taboo of the mother, I argue that, while her psychoanalytical readings
of Paul fall short, a Marxist reading is able to offer a more comprehensive
assessment of what is of value in her interpretation, especially on the questions of agape as something that comes from completely outside the human
realm, the social and historical context of the pathologies cured by Paul, and
the political implications of her focus on the collective.
My primary concern is to uncover the repressed Marxism in Kristeva’s
work on Paul, but I read her interpretation at the intersection of two very
different approaches to Paul. Since this chapter on Kristeva and the next two
on Alain Badiou and Giorgio Agamben deal with Paul to some extent, the following survey of Pauline scholarship provides the necessary background for
those less familiar with this arcane corner of scholarship.
The two approaches to Paul are biblical scholarship on Paul and political
philosophy. Even if they hardly talk to each other, they are my conversation
partners. To begin with, there lies the unruly thicket of biblical commentators
on Paul. In that jumble a couple of things are striking about Pauline studies at
the moment, one extremely familiar, the other an anomaly of New-Testament
studies. On the first count, readings of Paul are no different from readings of
other biblical texts: the text is either good for you, or it is not (or perhaps a
rare mix of the two). And if it is not, you try to detoxify it. Feminist scholarship on Paul is a good example of this approach, as – to name but a few – the
efforts towards a liberating potential of Romans 8:22–3,76 or the possibilities
that emerge from Paul’s use of birthing metaphors,77 or the search for an antihierarchical strain in Paul’s thought,78 show only too well. I might add the
efforts to come up with an anti-colonial79 or liberating Paul,80 or the eradication of anti-Semitism and sexism through a recasting of Paul as one element
in that ‘Jewish book’, the New Testament.81 Kristeva falls into the same trap:
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Paul’s writings can be good for you if you read him in the right way. The
work of Økland82 and Fatum,83 who argue that the fundamental images and
constructions of space in Paul’s work are inescapably male, come as welcome
corrections to this tendency to detoxify Paul. Indeed, the biblical Left has been
and continues to be wary of Paul. He is, after all, the one who is responsible
for ensuring a distinct structure of patriarchy was locked into the very ideology of Christianity, for the dangerously conservative text in Romans 13 about
being obedient to one’s rulers, and who denigrated and argued for the sublimation of the libidinal dimensions of human existence in his idealisation of
celibacy in 1 Corinthians 7, to name but a few of his more stellar achievements.
The second element of New-Testament studies is such a given of the ‘megatext’ of Pauline studies that it is now hardly questioned: the key to understanding Paul is his Hellenistic context within the Roman Empire. This is the latest
phase of Pauline scholarship that may be called the ‘new new perspective’ on
Paul. Let me explain: for much of the twentieth century, German scholarship
held sway in biblical studies, as it had done since the middle of the nineteenth
century. Given the weight of Lutheran assumptions, for this scholarship,
Paul was very much a theologian and an introspective one at that. The key
names include Karl Barth with his neo-orthodoxy and the argument that God
addresses us here and now, Rudolph Bultmann and his demythologising of
the New Testament and recasting in existentialist terms, and Ernst Käsemann,
the last of the great German scholars.84 They presented a Paul who was, above
all, concerned with the universal concerns of one’s inner relationship with
God through Christ.
However, with the exodus from Germany to the United States before and
during World War II, German biblical scholarship dramatically gave up its
international leadership. A few hung on until the 1960s and 1970s, but the
majority had bolted and German scholarship turned inward, aided by a conservative academic system. The break with the old hegemony came in the
1970s with a couple of works, one by Krister Stendahl and the other by James
Sanders,85 which challenged this introspective and theological Paul. While
Stendahl argued that Paul simply did not share what he called the ‘introspec-
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tive conscience of the West’ (which really stems from Augustine), Sanders
in great detail placed Paul within his Jewish context. Soon enough, this contextual shift was dubbed the ‘new perspective’ on Paul and dominates much
Pauline scholarship today. However, we can detect a third phase, still very
much concerned with context. The difference is that Paul is to be understood
not so much in his Jewish context but in his relation to the Roman Empire. So
we find an increasing number of studies that have ‘empire’ in the title, seeking to show how much or how little Paul responds to and challenges Rome.86
I have dubbed this emerging third phase the ‘new new perspective’ on Paul,
since it is not that new after all. The basic assumptions remain largely in place,
for context remains the key. What one needs to do is locate an as yet neglected
feature of Paul’s context, a feature that then becomes the secret passage to a
new understanding of Paul.87
The other conversation partner is a group of sundry philosophers of a
Marxist bent. In a fl
in developing a distinct political position, especially in The Fragile Absolute,
On Belief and The Puppet and the Dwarf.88
the radical political core of Christianity. (Kristeva will in fact come closest to
first to Alain Badiou’s
magisterial Being and Event89 and then later to his reading in Saint Paul: The

Elliott 1994, 1997, 2000, 2008; Carter 2006; Horsley 1997, 2000, 2002, 2003.
This search for context has led other scholars to seek that key to Paul in all manner
of places, none of which have gained the hegemonic position of Paul’s imperial context.
For example, there is the ideological place of the androgyne as the answer to the
tension between universalism and dualism in Paul’s writings (Boyarin 1994, 2004), or
the Stoics who provide the inescapable philosophical and social background for Paul’s
thought (Swancutt 2004), so much so that he is a philosopher first (Engberg-Pedersen
2000), or the various encomia, progymnasmata, physiognomics and other rhetorical treatises
that provide us with a picture of collective ‘Mediterranean’ notions of personality that
must not be confused with ‘Western’ individualist notions in our understanding of
Paul (Malina and Neyrey 1996), or inheritance rights throughout the ancient Near
East, Greece and Rome which give some sense to Paul’s theme of adoption (Corley
2004), or Hellenistic perceptions of sexuality and the body that become the necessary
background for reading Paul (Martin 1995), or the psychagogia, the ‘leading of souls’
that runs through the moral philosophy of Greece and Rome which give us a sense of
what Paul is on about in Philippians (Smith 2005). I cannot help the thought that Paul
must have been extraordinarily astute to be in touch with all these various currents
of Hellenistic thought and culture.
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Foundation of Universalism.90 For Badiou, with whom I deal in the next chapter,
Paul is the first militant who outlines the structure of event via his doctrine
of grace, and who thereby establishes a political group faithful to that event.
In Italy, Giorgio Agamben (my focus in Chapter Seven) also responded to
Badiou’s interpretation with a very different take that focused on the messianic and remnant themes in Paul, themes that keep alive the possibility
of political disruption.91 Standing at a variance to all of these, there was the
‘spiritual testament’ of Jacob Taubes, his last lectures that were transcribed
from an audio tape and translated as The Political Theology of Paul.92 All of this
activity sent people scurrying back to Heidegger’s lectures on religion where
he too focuses on Paul.93
Strangely, there is a distinct lack of fit between my two conversation partners. Biblical scholars, especially of the Pauline variety, are all too quick to
dismiss the philosophers for being out of touch with the current debates in
Pauline scholarship or of not contributing anything new. One such scholar
confided in me that little could be found of use in the philosophical work,
although it seems to me that, in light of the megatext of Pauline scholarship –
the overbearing concern with historical context, the need to detoxify Paul, the
unquestioned assumption that we have access to the ipsissima verba of the man
himself no matter how little that might be – some blinkers are firmly in place
concerning Paul, although no more than one would expect in any other highly
specialised sub-discipline. The philosophers, for their part, see no need to saturate themselves in that scholarship, preferring to touch on a few key works
here and there. But they are after other things: neither the historical Paul nor
the father of a particular ideology (theology) for a particular institution (the
Church) draws them, but, rather, Paul’s thought as a key moment in political
theology, indeed political thought as such. For some reason or other peculiar to the discipline and the institutions that sustain them, political theology
barely makes the agenda of Pauline scholarship. The fact that these philosophers are all Marxists of various stripes makes them even more intriguing.
To sum up the lack of fit between these two angles on Paul, if Pauline scholarship is fixated on historical context and origins, philosophical work on Paul
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is concerned with his place in the genealogy of Western political thought.
While Pauline scholars relegate subsequent interpretations and appropriations of Paul to the realms of Rezeptionsgeschichte and Wirkungsgeschichte
(where this is conscious), trying to ignore 2,000 years of appropriation in the
search for Paul in his context, the philosophers understand Paul precisely in
that long tradition of appropriation, especially the Reformation and Enlightenment. The Paul of political philosophy comes out of the many variations of
this history of interpretation that is largely ignored by Pauline scholarship.
Into the empty space between these two groups comes Kristeva; or, rather,
that is where I would like to place her in my following discussion. On one
side, the Marxists will allow me to bring out a repressed Marx in her work,
while, on the other side, the Pauline scholars will – unwittingly or not – keep
her honest, especially when she gets too soppy about love saving us and so
on. Before proceeding, let me outline the three points of my rereading of
Kristeva’s reading of Paul. Firstly, I am interested in the political implications of her argument that agape comes from completely outside the human
realm. Secondly, I want to ask why Paul’s focus on Jesus Christ cuts through
all the psychological pathologies. And, lastly, I pursue the implications of her
focus on the collective, both in the ‘love your neighbour’ command and in her
notion of the ekklesia as an ideal community that soothes psychic stress.
Other-than-human love
In the first of her two texts on Paul, ‘God Is Love’, Kristeva argues that the
‘true revolution’ of Christianity was its focus on agape as the centre of its message. Elevated over against eros, agape becomes, in Paul, theocentric: rather
than human love of God, the key becomes God’s love for human beings
(Kristeva forgets the crucial role of philia in all of this). In fact, God is the
locus of agape while human beings become the place of pistis: ‘God is the first
to love; as center, source, and gift, his love comes to us without our having
to deserve it – it falls, strictly speaking, from heaven and imposes itself with
the requirement of faith’.94 If Kristeva sounds more like a theologian than a
biblical critic, then her reliance on the Swedish theologian Anders Nygren’s
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Agape and Eros95 plays a large role. To be frank, I am less than impressed by
Kristeva’s concern with love. Indeed, given the steady stream of self-help and
philosophical books on love, and indeed ethics, we really ought to impose
at least a half-century ban on discussions of love.
However, I am more interested in the slips of her argument. One of those
slips comes at the point where she speaks of a ‘gift-love’, of love as a disinterested gift that breaks out of a reciprocal gift-economy. The problem here is
that, without naming it directly, she is actually talking about grace, not love.
Indeed, we might expect Kristeva to favour texts on love such as 1 Corinthians
13, but it is nowhere in sight. Her preference lies with Romans and its heavy
emphasis on grace. In fact, the majority of her references are to Romans.96 In
this light, her efforts to rope the texts on grace in Romans under the banner
of love are less than convincing. Is not the gift another term for grace, and is
not Paul’s great discovery in Romans that of grace? The key texts have been
rehearsed often enough, with the canonical decision to place the epistle to
the Romans first playing a significant role. Thus, Paul winds himself up in
the first chapters of Romans until he gets to the final verses of Chapter 3,
where he distinguishes sharply between justification [dikaiosune] through
works of the law and justification through ‘grace as a gift’.97 This distinction
then becomes either the law over against grace98 or works versus grace.99 It is
no great surprise that Paul’s key myth should resonate through the various
dimensions of this position, for grace is inseparable from the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, who was ‘put to death for our trespasses and raised for
our justification’.100
The odd Pauline scholar might be forgiven for thinking that Kristeva has a
wholly unreconstructed Paul in her sights. Love? Grace? Justification? Works?
Are these not the catchwords of Pauline scholarship before the old ‘new perspective’ in which Paul was no longer read as a singular, introspective and
apolitical theologian, but in terms of his context, especially that of Judaism?101
As for what we might call the new ‘new perspective’, in which Paul must
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now be understood in the context of the Roman Empire and its imperial cult,
Kristeva’s Paul seems very remote indeed. If one were to remain within the
rarefied confines of Pauline scholarship, it would be all too easy to dismiss
Kristeva. But such scholarship deludes itself if it thinks it is free from the
long theological traditions that shape not merely biblical scholarship, but also
societies and cultures. A scholar from Denmark will bear indelible traces of
the Danish Lutheran Church, while one from Bulgaria would be hard put to
deny the Orthodox heritage of reading Paul, and so on. Such influence may
operate at a personal level (how many biblical scholars are not also believers
and members of a church or synagogue?), an institutional one (the place of
biblical studies within an educational establishment) or a cultural level (in
the broad framework of the societies in which such scholars work). In their
enthusiasm for the various ‘new perspectives’ on Paul, biblical scholars have
lost sight of something more than their own shaping influences. I speak here
of the inherently political nature of the old Pauline slogans, indeed their vital
contemporary importance, something that the political philosophers have
brought unashamedly to the fore.
Paul’s few letters are, of course, the great site in which ecclesiastical, cultural and political battles have been and continue to be fought. I need only
mention the long political struggles around the Reformation and CounterReformation, especially the infamous Thirty Years War (1618–48) between
the various alliances of Roman Catholics and Protestants. That the Reformers
stressed grace, justification and predestination, while, in response, the Roman
Catholics took up Molinism, with its emphasis on giving human beings as
much involvement as possible in ensuring their own salvation,102 shows how
deeply these theological slogans provided the language in which these cultural and political oppositions took shape.
If we thought that these days are well and truly past, that the time when the
Bible provided the language of politics belongs to a dim and distant memory,
then we need to think again. While Kristeva gets to the edge of such analysis,
hampered as she is by her devotion to psychoanalysis, other Marxist readers
of Paul throw into relief the inescapably political nature of Paul’s texts. I think
102
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here especially of the old Maoist, Alain Badiou, for whom Paul is a vibrant
political thinker dealing with urgent matters. In his Paul book, Badiou argues
that Paul’s central message is grace, and that grace can be laicised. Badiou
writes:
The pure event is reducible to this: Jesus died on the cross and resurrected.
This event is ‘grace’ (kharis). Thus, it is neither a bequest, nor a tradition,
nor a teaching. It is supernumerary to all this and presents itself as pure
givenness.103

For Badiou, the key text is Romans 6:14, the Reformers’ slogan: ‘since you
are not under law, but under grace’. I will write more on Badiou in the next
chapter,104 so all I need do here is point out that he is not interested in the
resurrection per se, for it is a fable or pious myth. Rather, as a Maoist, atheist and one of France’s leading philosophers, he seeks to ‘extract a formal,
wholly secularized conception of grace’.105 Later, he will variously name this
a laicised or materialist grace. In other words, Badiou is interested, firstly,
in the way Paul deals with the resurrection, which is in terms of the notion
of grace, and, secondly, in the way it can be turned into a materialist, political and militant doctrine. How does he do this? Grace emphasises what is
inexplicable, unexpected, what comes from outside human experience and
causality. Badiou will call this the Event, over against our everyday world
of Being. In Badiou’s words:
it is incumbent upon us to found a materialism of grace through the strong,
simple idea that every existence can one day be seized by what happens to
it and subsequently devote itself to that which is valid for all.106

Badiou, then, reads Paul for the urgent political tasks of today, and, in the
process, Paul becomes a militant, acting as the go-between for small cells of
the new society, writing letters, thinking on the run. Badiou’s great contribution is to remind us that Paul’s thought is thoroughly political in and of itself:
it does not have political implications; one does not read a politics from it. It
is political as such. You might be forgiven for thinking that I would rather
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Badiou’s Paul than Kristeva’s. True enough, in some respects, but, here, I
want to use Badiou to bring out an element in Kristeva’s work: what she
argues with regard to love in Paul, Badiou presents as central to his notion
of grace. But I would not have arrived at this point without a much more
visible Marx, whom Badiou has helped me bring to the fore.
Crucifying the pathologies
The catch with the focus on love, indeed on God’s love, is that it neatly sidesteps another of Paul’s recurring themes – the wrath of God with its own
delicious kick. Paul is no hippy, and love is not all there is, but just when we
think his diatribes against ‘unnatural’ passions really wind up to a hysterical crescendo that condemns all those unworthy sinners out there, he gives
it all a twist that puts everyone in the same boat.107 In short, no-one stands
above anyone else and each person is subject to God’s wrath. So how does
Kristeva deal with this other theme of Paul’s thought? She does so through
Paul’s narrative of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. For her, the
sacrifice of the body of the son is the distinctive and scandalous element of
agape. But what intrigues me is her argument that Paul’s standard narrative
about Jesus Christ – the predictions in the Hebrew prophets, his death and
resurrection, his designation as son of God, and the gifts of grace and faith –
cuts through nearly all the psychological pathologies. As for Paul, he never
fails to seize an opportunity to trot it out.108 For Kristeva, Paul’s genius is
that this narrative of Christ’s temporary death is able to deal with narcissism,
masochism, fantasy, repression, death drive and oral sadism.
I suspect there is something in this point, one that comes out of Kristeva’s
own interests. Let me take masochism as an example and examine it a little
more closely. While agape goes beyond masochism, it must do so by traversing masochism. There are two steps in Kristeva’s argument. To begin with,
she dives into Paul’s convoluted arguments to come up with nothing other
than a variation of the scapegoat. Here is Kristeva: ‘Sacrifice is an offering
that, out of a substance, creates Meaning for the Other and, consequently, for

See Romans 1:18–32 and the twist in Romans 2:1–11.
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the social group [l’ensemble social] that is dependent on it’.109 In other words,
you obliterate something concrete – a red heifer, a goat, a human being – in
order to produce the abstract sense of the group. The most common way in
which that happens is to transfer the group’s ‘sins’ symbolically onto the
scapegoat and then cast all this evil out of the community for its own wellbeing. The catch here is that you create the symbolic notion of the group in
the very process of identifying what is good and bad about it. The second step
picks up Romans 6:5: ‘If in union with Christ we have imitated [omoioma] his
death, we shall also imitate him in his resurrection’. From imitation, we move
via identification with the victim to the internalisation of murder and thence
to masochism. Kristeva does not shy away from stating that Paul’s logic is
masochistic – ‘Jubilatory suffering inflicted on one’s own body by a supreme
and cherished authority probably is the trait they have in common’.110 But
Paul goes beyond it by making the masochism analogous rather than real.
Just as the initial sacrifice was symbolic rather than real, so the second, masochistic sacrifice is analogous and not real. But, note how Paul does it: Christ
intervenes in order to overcome the pathology. Here, Christ is the means by
which masochism becomes analogous: believers die in a manner analogous to
Christ, not as Christ.
What about the other pathologies? Paul’s writing brings up one pathology
after the other, but, in each case, he either negates or goes beyond the pathology in question, and, just as in the case of masochism, each time he does so
by means of Christ. Thus fantasy is neutralised by making the passion of the
cross a universal narrative. This short-circuits fantasy since we can no longer
identify ourselves as Christ. Further, repression is avoided by means of
idealising one’s own death; that is, one’s death is brought to the fore, rather
than repressed, in the narrative of Christ’s death and resurrection.111 So also
do we avoid the destructive path of the death drive (unlike Sade or Artaud),
since this narrative is a collective one that prevents us from identifying with
the Father on our own, of writing ourselves into the story. If repression and
Kristeva 1987c, pp. 142–3; 1983, p. 140.
Kristeva 1987c, p. 143; 1983, p. 141.
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the death drive are negated, narcissism is appropriated and then overcome.
First, the appropriation: the acceptance of death, as the limit of negative narcissism, becomes the way to achieve salvation. Then the overcoming: Paul
simply shifts the death onto Christ, and so it ceases to be narcissism, since it
is focussed on another.112 We still have the salvation, but no longer the narcissism. Since narcissism is so close to Paul’s logic, Kristeva will later argue that
the command to love your neighbour as yourself completes the overcoming of
narcissim. Finally, oral sadism is conquered by the mediation of Christ: placed
in between the self and its destructive hunger, Christ redirects oral sadism.
Since oral sadism is primarily directed at the Mother, the Son overcomes this
by stepping in between and being eaten himself. Kristeva is of course referring to the Eucharist or the love-feast. There is no sadistic satisfaction in such
an eating of the Son of the Father (not the Mother), and so it becomes the
means for identification with the Father.
The pattern is remarkably similar: fantasy, repression, the death drive, narcissism, oral sadism and even masochism are either negated or traversed by
means of Christ. To some extent, Kristeva has a point concerning these crucified pathologies in Paul. But I find myself longing for some good old history,
some of the better versions of those intense concerns with Paul’s context that
I discussed in the previous section. However, all Kristeva can manage on the
historical question is that the success of the new line of thought articulated
by Paul answered problems that had arisen within Paul’s Hellenistic context.
Much more can be said, but, for that, we need the Marx Kristeva has hidden
so carefully.
On that score, I am intrigued by the recent focus on the Roman Empire
as the context for Paul’s thought, and the New Testament as such. Richard
Horsley113 has been instrumental in this work, and I have cited his work in the
preceding chapter on Kautsky, so let me summarise. In light of the vast amount
of enslavement, mass crucifixions and brutal repression of social unrest that
Horsley traces in detail, it seems to me that we have all the marks of a shift
in modes of production. In my discussion of Kautsky, I described it in terms
of a shift from a sacred economy to the slave-based mode of production of
the Hellenistic era. This transition gradually transformed the Roman Empire.
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The imposition of a different economic and social formation took place in a
piecemeal fashion through systematic violence and the imposition of a different economic and social system, especially in the three or four centuries at the
turn of the era. Such troubled transitions produce displacement, tension and
violence, in demographic, economic, social, political and psychological terms.
I would suggest, then, that the various pathologies Kristeva sees answered in
Paul’s missives may be regarded as the result of such a massive and brutal
transition. The troubled genius of Paul, then, is that he may unwittingly have
found a myth – the crucified and risen Jesus – that provided a means of dealing with these pathologies.
Collectives
Among the list of the various pathologies, there is one that Kristeva does not
mention – psychosis. Or, rather, she does not mention it in Tales of Love, but
the section on Paul in Strangers to Ourselves114 is a different story, for there
we find the idea that Paul’s ekklesia speaks to psychic distress and soothes
psychosis (which is usually divided into schizophrenia and paranoia). To my
mind, Kristeva’s enthusiasm for the ekklesia is where the collective dimension of her feminism comes into its own.115 I should not need to point out
that collectivity is one of Marxism’s great contributions to political thought
and practice.
As before, I track Kristeva’s argument in order to locate its shortcomings.
Although she does not raise the question of psychosis in the section on Paul in
Tales of Love, Kristeva does come around to the collective in that text, even if it
is via the individual. Here, she argues that the final step of Paul’s reworking
of agape is love of one’s neighbour, or more specifically loving one’s neighbour as oneself.116 And, just in case narcissism should creep in the back door,
Kristeva makes sure she points out that the self now includes neighbours,
foreigners and sinners in the definition of ‘Self’. The capital ‘S’ is important
here, for it is a collective Self. This point comes out much more clearly in the
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passage from Strangers to Ourselves. The last thing we could say about this
text is that Kristeva has an unreconstructed Paul in mind: over against the
distinctly Protestant emphasis on an introspective and individualist Paul, or
the great polemic of the Enlightenment in which the private individual is the
point from which one must consider any group or society, or, indeed, Margaret Thatcher’s chilling comment, ‘there is no such thing as society’, in Strangers
to Ourselves Kristeva sides firmly with the collective, specifically the ekklesia.
This ekklesia is ‘une communauté d’étrangers’, ‘a community of foreigners’.117
It is an ‘ideal community’, ‘an original entity’, a ‘messianism that includes all
of humankind’.118 Note carefully Kristeva’s language: although we might suspect she is getting carried away in all the eschatological excitement, what she
sees here is the image of a transformed society. This sense of a new society is
one of the most Marxist and feminist elements in Kristeva’s work, as we will
see in a few moments.
Indeed, Paul is not only a politician, for he is also ‘a psychologist, and if the
institution he sets up is also political, its efficiency rests on the psychological intuition of its founder’.119 And what marks that new community is that
it speaks to people’s psychic distress, or rather spoke to the psychic distress
of Hellenistic people and does so presumably today.120 More specifically, the
ekklesia soothes psychosis: it answers the schizophrenic split of the foreigner,
for the ekklesia is by its very nature a foreign collective. But Kristeva goes further, for the ekklesia embodies, assumes within itself this psychosis. The way
this works is that, instead of trying to insert foreigners into an existing social
body, Paul recognises the foreigner’s split between two countries and transforms it into the passage between and negotiation of two psychic domains –
between flesh and spirit, life and death, crucifixion and resurrection in a body
that is simultaneously the group and Christ’s body.121 Their external division becomes an internal one, internal to the collective’s construction and the
individual’s psyche. The way Paul soothes such psychosis is that such a split

Kristeva 1991, p. 80; 1988, p. 117.
Kristeva 1991, p. 80; 1988, p. 118.
119
Kristeva 1991, p. 82; 1988, p. 120.
120
For Kristeva, this is also a feature of sacred texts more generally: ‘If it is true
that all texts considered “sacred” refer to borderline states of subjectivity, we have
reason to reflect upon these states, especially since the biblical narrator is familiar
with them’ (Kristeva 1995, p. 117).
121
See Romans 12:4–5.
117
118

150 • Chapter Five

is ‘experienced as a transition toward a spiritual liberation starting from and
within a concrete body’.122
I must admit that I find Kristeva’s reading appealing, although not quite
for the reasons she provides. I will come back to this question, for I need to
deal with a few problems. Firstly, Kristeva shares with some critics, feminists
among them, the idea that reading Paul can be good for you; or rather, that
if we search carefully we can redeem or liberate Paul. For instance, Hawkins
argues that we can locate an anti-hierarchical strain in Paul’s thought.123 And
Horsley agrees, for in 1 Corinthians Paul finds an ekklesia that is an egalitarian
alternative society to the Roman patronage system. Texts such as 1 Cor 5:9–13;
6:1–11 and 10:14–22 show up exclusive, eschatological communities that draw
from but do not participate in wider imperial society.124
The problem with such a reading lies in the language used: Paul uses exactly
the same language in modelling an alternative social, political and religious
ekklesia as that which was used for the Imperial cult. Is it really an alternative,
or another of the same? Kittredge, for one, is wary.125 She argues that, since
political language shapes the internal organisation of the ekklesia, it threatens
to replicate the patriarchal structures of the other bodies on which it is modelled, particularly in terms of patriarchal marriage.126 Kittredge’s hesitation
echoes that of Økland,127 who makes use of Marxist studies of space in conjunction with feminist and ritual studies to reconfigure the domestic politics
of the Corinthian correspondence. Focusing on 1 Corinthians 11–14 – the part
that deals with ritual gatherings – Økland argues that Paul clearly demarcates
the ‘sanctuary space’ of the ekklesia by means of a gender hierarchy of cosmic
proportions, the model of the male body of Christ and women’s dress and
speech. She makes use of ancient literary texts, ritual materials, archaeological evidence on gender roles, as well as some sophisticated theoretical work
in Marxism and feminist studies, to argue both that such a ‘sanctuary space’ is
distinct from the Hellenistic context of public and private space, that it is inescapably gendered, and that the Corinthian correspondence begins to mark a
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shift from gender segregation into a hierarchical integration in which the male
was closer to the godhead. Alternative this ekklesia may be, but that does not
make it any more egalitarian than the bodies it opposes.
The second problem follows from the first. For Kristeva, the ekklesia becomes
something of a therapeutic device. Thus, if we look at Romans, we soon find
Jew and Greek, Greek and barbarian, wise and foolish, mortal and immortal,
and so on and on, along with a distinct narrative to account for the passage
between these splits. But, what if we give this a Foucauldian twist? What if, in
the very act of providing therapeusis for psychosis, Paul’s theory and practice
of ekklesia may in fact be responsible for psychosis and other pathologies in
the first place? We need to keep this question constantly in mind, since Paul’s
soothing ekklesia does not provide therapeutics for all – hierarchical and intolerant, it has a history of repressing sexual and gender difference, of denigrating the libidinal, of expelling or absorbing heretics, and of being intolerant to
the foreigner.
Thirdly, Kristeva’s picture of a great universal collective of happy expsychotics is not quite the political collective that emerges from Paul’s texts.
Here, I would like to introduce an insight from Giorgio Agamben that has a
direct bearing on the collective: he argues that Paul continually introduces
oppositions that undermine his earlier ones. For example, if we assume that
one of Paul’s great splits is between Jew and Greek,128 then he has already unsettled this with the earlier one between Greeks and barbarians.129 Are the Jews
barbarians? Or are the Greeks split themselves? Agamben develops this much
further to argue that Paul continually cuts across his binaries in new ways –
flesh and spirit, grace and works, life and death, grace and law, sin and law,
the law of God and the law of sin, and so on – so that we end up with a highly
unstable collective.
This instability intrigues me, for it provides a somewhat different image of
the ekklesia. Not quite the same of the politico-religious gatherings on which it
was modelled, different yet similar, egalitarian, segregated and hierarchical,
providing an answer for and yet perpetuating pathologies, it is a curious body
indeed. What is going on here? Let me return to my earlier point concerning social formations, especially that of the troubled and violent transition
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from a sacred economy to a slave system. The problem may be put in this
way: what is the question to which Paul provides an answer? We have the
answer but not the question. Yet the traces of the question leave their marks
all over the answer, especially in the instability of the ekklesia. It seems to me
that Paul’s collective is a political, religious and psychological answer to the
brutal changes everywhere apparent in economic and political forms. His
response, as the old socio-psychological point would have it, was to provide
unwittingly the forms that would facilitate the shift into the different slavebased social formation. It is not for nothing that this answer would become
the ideology and practice of the later Roman Empire.

Conclusion
For all her shortcomings, for all my frustrations with the thinness of her
analysis, Kristeva does incite me to undertake two tasks: locate the buried
Marx within her work and then complete her unfinished insights. When she
lets a distinctly Marxist feminism come to the fore, one that is collective,
progressive and socially transformative, then I find it possible to enrich her
analyses of biblical texts. Let me reiterate the main points of my argument.
On the taboo of the mother: with the help of Marx the taboo uncovers a crucial aspect of the regime of fertility within the sacred economy of the ancient
Near East. On love: although Kristeva argues that agape is a love that comes
entirely from outside any human action or causation, and although she also
evokes the traditional theological category of grace, she nevertheless falls
short on the political implications of her argument. On the pathologies: for
all the insight that Paul provides a means for curing, or rather, crucifying the
various pathologies, she is woefully thin on why this might have been the
case for economic and historical reasons, which I then explored in terms of
the transition from a sacred economy to a slave based mode of production. On
the collective: her welcome focus, via the ekklesia in Paul, on the collective as
a new society comes up short when this ideal image of happy ex-psychotics
floats free of its economic and political context.
As far as Paul is concerned, Kristeva invests heavily in a Paul who is good
for you. Her Paul provides a transformative focus on love [agape] and the collective [ekklesia], a transformation effected by the myth of the death and resurrection of Christ. In short, she wants a Paul whose thought and collective is
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innovative and therapeutic. One might be forgiven for thinking that Kristeva
is still searching for the redemption in Christianity and psychoanalysis that
Marxism failed to deliver.130 I must admit to being more than a little suspicious of such an agenda, not least because Paul becomes a vehicle for her own
therapeutic desires. For instance, while Kristeva regards Paul’s invention of
the ekklesia as a new political and psychological body, it turns out, as I argued
above, that this body is only partially and ambiguously innovative, saturated
as it is in the social, spatial, gendered and hierarchical space of the Roman
Empire; or, as I would prefer, of the slave-based mode of production system
violently enforced by the Romans.
The problem is that, while Kristeva brings out some of the political dimensions of Paul’s texts, she is in the end not political enough. This is where some
of the crop of current Marxist philosophers who have commented on Paul,
such as Badiou and Agamben, may be of some assistance. For what they have
recovered, in contrast to New-Testament critics who bury themselves in the
first century of the Common Era, is the inescapably political nature of Paul’s
theological slogans in the present. What, then, might be retrieved from a more
Marxist and political Kristeva in her reading of Paul? If theology is inescapably political, then her stress on the external and undeserved nature of agape
(really a code for charis, grace) has some mileage. The great political insight
here is that political, cultural and socio-economic change does not necessarily rely on human agency. Nearly all theories of substantial and qualitative
political change rely in some form on human agency. And most such theories
rely on models of past change, such as the shift from feudalism to capitalism. What if, by contrast, the agency for such change was to come from nonhuman sources? I do not mean the gods or some divine sphere, but rather the
vast realm of life on this planet beyond human existence. In particular, I think
here of the ultimate contradiction between unlimited capitalism and a limited
planet where the natural environment created by capitalism itself begins to
break down, bringing with it a whole range of political upheavals.131
As for her enthusiasm for Paul’s shaky ekklesia, Kristeva’s collective agenda
is something I would rather endorse than discard, but not in the form she
presents it. Rather, given that such an ekklesia is riddled with gendered,
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hierarchical, slave-bound and politically conservative elements, it would be
worthwhile to invoke Ernst Bloch’s dialectic of utopia at this point: even the
most degraded collective forms give voice to some utopian impulse. The trick
is to extract that impulse from its oppressive content.

Chapter Six
The Fables of Alain Badiou

[W]hoever enters into this text either abandons
it or else grasps its movement and perseveres
with it.1

A tension runs through the lucidly militant work of
Alain Badiou. It takes various shapes, such as the
tension between the rigorous ontology of mathematics and the structures of narrative, or between fiction
and argument, image and formula, poem and matheme, or Anglo-American analytic rationalism and
continental lyricism.2 However, the shape of that
tension that interests me most is between the triumphant banishing of theology via mathematics and its
perpetual recurrence in his thought. For all Badiou’s
efforts to dismiss theology as the philosophy of the
‘One’, for all his efforts to read Pascal, Kierkegaard or
Paul as exemplars of the ‘event’ without buying into
the belief system they purvey, for all his dismissals
of the pious myth or fabulous core of Christianity,
it seems as though he cannot avoid theology. The
question, then, is whether this philosopher who is
‘rarely suspected of harbouring Christian zeal’3 may
actually provide an insight or two into theology.
The texts on which I base my reading are Being and
Event, the short book on Paul, Logiques des Mondes,
1
2
3

Desanti 2004, p. 63.
See Badiou 2006a, pp. xiii–xiv.
Badiou 2006a, p. 222; 1988, p. 245.
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especially the section on Kierkegaard, and parts of the disparate collection,
Theoretical Writings.4 A rather formidable collection, to say the least. In what
follows, I begin by considering the absolute blockage of theology in Badiou’s
philosophy, specifically through his banishment of the One. And yet, despite
his best efforts to seal his system against theology, it has an uncanny knack
of returning. I am particularly interested in the way theology has a ghostly
presence in what appears for all the world like a fifth ‘procedure of truth’
(alongside the four pillars of art, science, politics and love), in his enthusiastic
affirmations of Pascal and Kierkegaard, and the play between fable and truth
in his engagement with the apostle Paul.

Banishing the One
Badiou’s effort to close down theology comes with the opening assertion of
Being and Event that the one is not – ‘l’un n’est pas’.5 And since theology is
the thought par excellence of the One, theology is thereby ruled out of order.
Let us see briefly how he gets to this point. In saying that the one is not, he
seeks to overcome the philosophical problem of the one and the multiple,
expecially in the way it asserted the priority of the one and thereby created
a problem of the multiple. Rather, for Badiou, the multiple is, not the one.
And the way the multiple, the pure multiple, steps to the fore is through the
set theory inaugurated by Cantor and then perfected by Zermelo, Fraenkel,
von Neumann and Gödel. Cantor’s simple definition of the set – ‘By set what
is understood is the grouping into a totality of quite distinct objects of our

4
Badiou 2006a, 1988, 2003, 1997, 2006b, 2004b. Over the long and slow process
of reading Being and Event, on various ships and trains throughout Europe, I began
to feel as though I was reading a somewhat strange novel: early on there is a death
or murder, specifically of the One. Then we meet who is left, the old partner of
the One, namely the Multiple. This Multiple is a complex character, bristling with
mathematical formulae, a specialist in set theory. In place of the One, we encounter
the enigmatic Void, a mysterious character who is both necessary and a danger that
sometimes needs to be warded off. The Void brings with it (through the dense thicket
of formal language) an event, be it in politics, science, art, or love. The event is the
great turning point of the story. Before the resolution of the story, we must face the
great challenge of constructivism (it is all language!) which forbids any event for it
is unconstructible. Having won through, at last the hero (the ‘subject’) emerges to
claim the event that has risen from the edge of the Void and force the way through
to the future of truth.
5
Badiou 2006a, p. 23; 1988, p. 31.
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intuition or our thought’6 – establishes the fact that only multiples exist and
not the one (except for the operation called ‘count-as-one’, that is, that one
may count a set of multiples as one).
How does all of this have a bearing on theology? For Badiou, thought of the
one, or indeed an ontology of the one, is the definition of theology.7 Of course,
by the one, he means a singular transcendence, for which ‘God’ is the usual
term. Immediately, we come upon a problem, one that Badiou will partly
recognise a little later. That problem is as disarmingly simple as it obvious:
theology is by no means excluded to the zone of the one. If we take theology
in a broader sense as the development of a distinct discipline that deals with
the various ramifications and problems of a religion or of religious belief and
practice, then I would point to the many polytheisms for which the multiple
is the dominant category. And, if we understand theology in its narrow sense
as a distinctly Christian discipline with its own history, language and modes
of argument, then even here we come upon two further problems, namely the
multiplicity of names for God in the Hebrew Bible and the paradoxical Trinity. In the Hebrew Bible, monotheism is a very late imposition upon polytheistic texts, the most obvious signals of which are the multiple names that turn
up – Yahweh, El, El Shaddai, Elohim, Baal, Adonai and so on. As far as Trinitarian theology is concerned, we find a complex interaction of the one and the
multiple, for, according to this doctrine, God is both singular and plural, with
neither permitted to dominate. As we will see, Badiou notes later that Christianity in fact avoids the problem of the one with its initial split between Two.
It is a little problematic, then, that he will continue to connect theology with
the one. His only targets end up being strict monotheisms, such as Judaism
and Islam, as well as certain forms of Greek philosophy with their unmoved
mover and prime cause.
For now, however, let us see how Badiou develops his argument. He goes
on to wrest ontology itself from the arms of the one and thereby theology,
placing it under the care of the multiple. This is a relatively simple move, for
if the one is not and the multiple is, then the concern of ontology – as reflection on being – is the multiple. For Badiou, since it is mathematics that has

Quoted in Badiou 2006a, p. 38; 1988, p. 49.
See, for example Badiou 2006a, p. 90; 1988, pp. 104–5, although it is a recurring
theme.
6
7
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banished the one and given us the multiple, then mathematics itself is concerned with ontology; or, rather, mathematics is ontology. All of which means
that one cannot shirk the necessity of mathematics in any philosophical endeavour, as Plato showed only too well.8
Mathematics, it would seem, provides Badiou with a thoroughgoing way
to banish anything that even vaguely smells of theology from philosophy.
Apart from the ban on the one and the claim that mathematics is the ontology
of the multiple, there are two further steps in this argument. One of those is
really a historicising move, where he suggests that theology is tied in with
Greek concepts of finitude.9 When theology first becomes a distinct mode of
thought – through the combination of Greek philosophy and biblical narrative – God fits into the whole scene as that which is beyond the known limit of
finitude. This is really what ‘infinite’ means. Thus, theology works perfectly
well within a Greek framework of finitude, but, once it encounters the discovery of a proper infinity (of the multiple) with Cantor, Zermelo and Fraenkel’s
discovery of set theory, it meets its own limit and is no longer viable. At this
historical juncture, theology comes to an end.
A final step, which may be seen as the logical step beyond the previous
historicising move, is to argue that mathematics absorbs God into its workings, thereby overcoming the divine. Badiou makes this explicit in a rather
striking discussion of Spinoza: ‘God has to be understood as mathematicity
itself’.10 Indeed, for Spinoza, ‘God’ is really a place-holder for mathematics.
Let us see how this happens. Spinoza’s God or Substance is what Badiou calls
the ‘count-as-one’.11 Now, this count-as-one is not the one, for the count-asone marks a mathematical operation, namely the ability to say that a certain
group of items constitutes one set. Thus, my bicycle, the statue of Lenin from
Bulgaria that was given to me, a 1951 baseball glove from Canada, and Annie
Sprinkle’s Post-Porn-Modernist constitute the one set of things I can see right
8
I am not so troubled by the effort to recover Plato (the more the better), but there
is an unexamined classicism at work here. Such a classicism assumes a narrative that
runs from ancient Greece to the West. Now, it may well be that the story has become
true through its constant use, but it is always useful to note the bump and ruptures
such as the fact that Greece is part of the Balkan East, or that the insights of Greek
philosophy passed through the Arab world before making their way via Spain into
Aquinas’s work.
9
Badiou 2006a, pp. 142–4; 1988, pp. 161–3.
10
Badiou 2004b, p. 93.
11
Badiou 2006a, pp. 112–20; 1988, pp. 129–36.
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now. So, for Spinoza, God marks an operation of counting as one a whole
range of items, whether singular things or multiple individuals.12 Mathematics, then, consummates the death of God. Or, rather, mathematics is the full
realisation of what theology was able to glimpse in a glass darkly. If theology
was once the queen of the sciences, Badiou would affirm the slogan of Karl
Friedrich Strauss that now ‘mathematics is the queen of the sciences’.13
So we have reached the point where one of the most formidable materialist
philosophers (a former Maoist, no less) writing today, systematically excludes
any possibility of theology from philosophy and indeed political thought.
And yet . . . For one who decisively breaks philosophy from its long and tortuous dance with theology, it is surprising how often theology, or indeed God,
explicitly turn up in his works. Of course, I will now pick up those moments,
exploring their implications not only for his own thought but for theology
itself. We come across a scent on the breeze in the discussions of mathematics, and I deal with it first. Yet all that such a foretaste does is point me in
the direction of the Event, where there is more theology than we might have
expected.
As far as mathematics is concerned, I am less interested in some of the more
general problems – the tension between the intrinsic ontology of the ZermeloFraenkel system and the ‘forcing’ of Cohen that he needs to break through to
the margins of that system,14 or the sense that the formidable code of formal
language provides an impression of rigour,15 or Badiou’s tendency to follow
a ‘great-men-of-the-history-of-mathematics’ approach.16 Rather, I am much

12
Badiou’s quibble with Spinoza lies in another area, namely that Spinoza tries
to close down the void. The trick is that this cannot be done, for there is always an
excess of the void.
13
Quoted by Weintraub 2002, p. ix.
14
Desanti 2004; Surin in press, pp. 408–10.
15
In my less charitable moments I begin to wonder whether the dense undergrowth
of mathematical formulae provides an impression of a rigorous basis for the erudite
(and usually shorter) engagements with the likes of Mallarmé, Hölderlin and Pascal.
We are more inclined to believe that Badiou has a formidable system because of those
pages of formulae. I must say that this sense comes not from throwing my hands up
in despair after an attempt to read and understand. Rather, it comes from a patient
and slow reading while on a long journey by ship, train and bicycle through Russia,
Scandinavia and The Netherlands, a reading in which I can indeed claim to have
understood most of Being and Event (or rather Oliver Feltham’s Herculean translation),
except for the last section on forcing where Badiou really goes overboard.
16
When dealing with mathematics, or more strictly the history of mathematics,
Badiou slips into the age-old practice of focusing on various individuals and their
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more interested here in the fact that mathematics bumps into theology every
now and then. In fact, it does so at a rather telling point, with none other than
the inaugurator of set theory and sometime theologian, Cantor.
For Badiou, Cantor is a curious figure, for he both makes the discovery that,
according to Badiou, declares the end of the one and yet he uses his theory to
take the path to God. Badiou finds this a wrong turn, for Cantor resorts to the
absolute when a set becomes too large or cannot be conceived as a unity (the
paradoxical multiple). In the face of this inability to see the totality of a set,
he argues that such sets are absolutely infinite. From here, it is a short step to
God. In other words, when we reach the limit of a set, we must postulate God
outside the system, one who provides a deeper and more powerful consistency. For Badiou, this is a mistake, although he gives various reasons for it.17
The first is that Cantor fails to see that with such an infinity we reach, rather
than the limits of a set, the limits of language, the point at which language can
no longer give an adequate description. But this will not get Badiou very far,
since this argument has been used by more than one theologian to argue for
God. So, Badiou switches tactics and suggests that Cantor, perhaps through
a loss of nerve, failed to see the radical implications of his discovery. Indeed,
rather than the ‘folly of trying to save God’,18 Badiou argues that there is no
need to postulate beyond the multiple an infinite supreme being who holds it
all together. What if we allow the inconsistency of the pure multiple to be as it
is? In this case, we simply do not need God, or the one. At one level, Badiou is
perfectly correct, for the set theory that Cantor inaugurated, which was then
completed by Zermelo, Fraenkel and Gödel, is a closed system. It is, to use the
term of Desanti, an intrinsic ontology that is sufficient unto itself, that simply
cannot permit any contact with the margins.19 In this light, God is out of the
question. Yet, towards the end of Being and Event, Badiou himself comes to
a problem very similar to Cantor’s: how does the event break into the given
multiples of set theory? Here, he must make use of Cohen’s theory of ‘forcing’

unique contributions to the body of mathematical knowledge. As Weintraub points
out (Weintraub 2002, p. 3), this narrative of brilliant ‘discoveries’ or even events in
the hands of Cantor, Zermelo, Fraenkel, Gödel, Cohen and others perpetuates the
impression that these discoveries take place in a disembodied vacuum.
17
Badiou 2006a, pp. 41–3; 1988, pp. 52–4.
18
Badiou 2006a, p. 43; 1988, p. 54.
19
Desanti 2004.
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to break the boundaries of such a closed system. Perhaps Cantor saw more
than Badiou grants him.
I did say earlier that this moment provides a first whiff of a deeper pattern
in Badiou’s thought, for theology somehow will not leave him alone. He may
have killed off the one at the beginning of his story, but it continues to have
a ghostly presence in his work. It haunts Badiou, particularly with his theory
of the Event.

Theology and the Event
Perhaps the most well-known element of Badiou’s philosophy, the canonical
account of the Event, goes as follows. In the four realms of politics, art, love
or science,20 an entirely chance, incalculable and unexpected Event smashes
its way into the status quo, which goes under various names such as Order
of Being, the situation, or even the ‘there is’. The terms cluster heavily around
the Event, which Badiou also describes as a supplement to or excess of a
situation, or as a subtraction from the ‘there is’. The catch is that the pure
Event – or rather ‘Events’ since the Event is a multiple and not a one – can
never be apprehended directly. It can only be identified after it has happened by its consequences. If someone says, ‘that was an event x’, then that
is a naming after the fact. Thus May ‘68, the words ‘I love you’, Galileo’s
discovery or Mallarmé’s poetry are the always inadequate names of an Event
that had already taken place. They are traces of something that has abruptly
taken place and then passed. An Event, therefore, leaves in its wake what
Badiou calls procedures of truth, patterns of language and thought and action
through which an Event is identified – and thereby constituted – as a contingent moment. These patterns appear as the ‘illegal’21 naming of the Event, the
constitution of the subject as a result of the Event, and an evental fidelity to
which others are attracted. What an Event does, then, is thoroughly rearrange
the co-ordinates of the way things are. Like an earthquake or a tsunami, we

20
On these four, apart from numerous references in various essays, see Badiou
2006a, pp. 339–41; 1988, pp. 374–6; 2006b, pp. 18–42.
21
‘Illegal’ because the process of recognising and deciding must avoid drawing its
terms from the situation or order of being. Any name for the Event must be made
out of an unpresented element – hence ‘illegal’. See Badiou 2006a, pp. 202–4; 1988,
pp. 224–6.
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can know that an event has happened through its effects. The ‘there is’ will
never be the same as the result of the Event, its identification and the truth
procedures it generates. It really is a thoroughgoing philosophical elaboration of the category of revolution, or, rather, it subsumes revolution within
a much wider philosophical discussion. Indeed, for Badiou, it is possible for
something genuinely new to happen, against the adage from Ecclesiastes,
‘there is nothing new under the sun’.22
The ingenious thing about Badiou’s theory is that philosophy is not one of
the generic procedures or conditions of the Event. Unlike art, love, politics
and science, philosophy does not produce truth, nor is it the bearer of a truth.
Should it do so, that would be a disaster: too often throughout its history, philosophy has tried to pass itself off as art, as the means of love, or as politics, or
indeed as a science. Truth, therefore, should not be detained and imprisoned
by philosophy. Rather, the task of philosophy is what I have just outlined: to
discern the procedures of truth generated by Events. Philosophy’s proper role
comes after the fact of an Event, grasping and organising the procedures of
truth. It does not produce truth in and of itself.
Theology, it seems, is nowhere to be found, at least according to this canonical presentation (one that has been propounded time and again by Badiou
himself, let alone his interpreters). However, there is more to the Event and
its procedures of truth than at first appears to be the case. Indeed, I want to
run against this received text of Badiou’s thought and argue that he himself
opens up a space for theology. There are three moments in such an argument:
a ghostly presence of a fifth procedure of truth that is nothing other than theological; an explication of that procedure by means of Pascal’s advocacy of the
miracle; and then the opening up of the possibility that truth itself, as a result
of the Event, is just as much concerned with fable or myth as it is with any
propositions of truth. These three moments constitute the real test, for Badiou
attempts to read Christianity, Pascal’s Pensées and the letters of Paul, especially the epistle to the Romans, in a thoroughly secular manner, as a source

22
A point that Badiou makes, offering a loose version of the Latin Vulgate from
Ecclesiastes: ‘there is some newness in being – an antagonistic thesis with respect to
the maxim from Ecclesiastes, “nihil novi sub sole” ’ (Badiou 2006a, p. 209; 1988, p. 231).
Apart from pointing out that the text actually reads ‘nihil sub sole novum’ (Ecclesiastes
1:10 in the Vulgate), it is a rather telling mark of his Catholic context.
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of political insight.23 In other words, I want to suggest that theology cannot be
banished all that easily from Badiou’s thought.
A generic procedure of religion?
Among the classic four conditions or ‘generic procedures’ of truth, theology
seems to be far from the scene. It was thus with some surprise that I came
across a few pages in Being and Event where religion, or more specifically,
Christianity, does indeed seem to join the other generic procedures. Badiou
does not say so directly, but, by a repeated series of examples, Christianity
becomes part of the group.
The context of this underhand appearance of theology is his discussion of
the ‘theory of the subject’ (a reconsideration of his early book by the same
name). Here, he deals with the themes of subjectivisation, chance, nomination
and forcing. In brief, subjectivisation designates the way a ‘subject’ appears as
a result of an Event, chance designates the way a truth unfolds after an Event
(or the way the ‘procedures of truth’ develop), nomination is the process in
which the subject names the Event and certain features associated with it, and
forcing speaks of the way those names expect some future fulfilment (they
‘will have been true’, as the future anterior would have it).
In order to ground these theoretical distinctions and steps, Badiou sprinkles
his discussion with a number of repeated examples. As far as subjectivisation is concerned, he mentions ‘. . ., Lenin for the Party, Cantor for ontology,
Schoenberg for music, but also Simon, Bernard or Clair, if they declare themselves to be in love’.24 Let me state the obvious: these are the realms of politics,
science, art and love – the four generic procedures of truth. Now let me fill in
the ellipsis: ‘Saint Paul for the Church, Lenin for the Party, Cantor for ontology,
Schoenberg for music, but also Simon, Bernard or Clair, if they declare themselves to be in love’.25 It seems as though we have a fifth procedure of truth,
one that comes at the beginning of the list. In case we might think that this is
an isolated occurrence, I provide the rest.

23
Badiou 2006a, pp. 212–22; 1988, pp. 235–45; 2003, 1997. While I would have liked
to discuss the whole area of a laicised and militant grace in Badiou’s reading of Paul,
I should say that I have already done so in Boer 2007a, pp. 372–6.
24
Badiou 2006a, p. 393; 1988, p. 431.
25
Badiou 2006a, p. 393; 1988, p. 431; emphasis mine.
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Badiou goes on to point out that each moment of subjectivisation also makes
a subjectivising split between ‘the name of an event (death of God, revolution,
infinite multiples, destruction of the tonal system, meeting) and the initiation of a generic procedure (Christian Church, Bolshevism, set theory, serialism, singular love)’.26 As he proceeds, Badiou uses various combinations of
these examples, such as the evental site for the first Christians in Palestine or
Schoenberg’s discovery in the symphonic universe of Mahler,27 or the production of names that trail an Event, asking us to think of ‘“faith”, “charity”, “sacrifice”, “salvation” (Saint Paul); or of “party”, “revolution”, “politics” (Lenin);
or of “sets”, “ordinals”, “cardinals” (Cantor)’.28 In order to hammer the point
home, one more example, now with the category of ‘forcing’:
That such is the status of names of the type ‘faith’, ‘salvation’, ‘communism’,
‘transfinite’, ‘serialism’, or those names used in the declaration of love, can
easily be verified. These names are evidently capable of supporting the future
anterior of a truth (religious, political, mathematical, musical, existential) in
that they combine local enquiries (predications, statements, works, addresses)
with directed or reworked names available in the situation. They displace
established significations and leave the referent void: this void will have
been filled if truth comes to pass as a new situation (the kingdom of God, an
emancipated society, absolute mathematics, a new order of music comparable
to the tonal order, an entirely amorous life, etc.).29

It is quite a collection: ‘Saint Paul for the Church’, ‘death of God’, ‘Christian
Church’, ‘Palestine for the first Christians’, ‘faith’, ‘charity’, ‘sacrifice’, ‘salvation’, ‘religious’, and ‘the kingdom of God’. To all appearances, it would
seem as though we have a fifth generic procedure of truth – the theological –
alongside the four of art, science, politics and love.
I am not quite sure what to make of all this. Is this a remnant of an earlier
draft in which religion was present, only to be excised rather imperfectly from
the collection at the final stages? Or is it, perhaps, an unconscious recognition
that his heavy use of Paul and Christianity point to another generic procedure? What I do know is that this ghostly presence opens up the possibility

26
27
28
29

Ibid.
Badiou 2006a, p. 394; 1988, p. 432.
Badiou 2006a, p. 397; 1988, pp. 435–6; emphasis mine.
Badiou 2006a, p. 399; 1988, p. 437; emphasis mine, except for ‘displace’.
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for religion – it is actually theology – to play some role in Badiou’s thought,
no matter how much he may wish to banish it.
Pascal’s miracle
So let us see how this ghost haunts Badiou’s text. The signal moment where
theology takes on all the trappings of a procedure of truth is in his treatment
of Pascal, which now makes a good deal more sense after I came across the
pages I have just mentioned. In short, Pascal’s attraction for Badiou is that,
through his championing of the miracle, he points to the evental kernel of
Christianity itself.
There is, of course, a slightly longer answer as to why this intense Jansenist
attracts Badiou so. Badiou writes that although he is ‘rarely suspected of harbouring Christian zeal’, what he admires so much about Pascal is that he goes
‘against the flow [à contre-courant]’, that he does not go the way of a weak and
sceptical world, holding out instead for the possibility of changing the world
itself. In other words, Pascal (like Paul) is committed to the ‘militant apparatus [dispositif militant] of truth’;30 indeed, he writes and acts (again like Paul) as
a militant himself. It does help matters that Pascal was quite a mathematician
and sprinkles his Pensées with the word ‘truth’.
Why is Pascal at odds with the world? It is not because he simply rejects
the world and retreats into solitude in despair. This was indeed the position
of some of the Jansenists, as we saw more fully in my discussion of Goldmann. Nor is it because he falls back on what appears on a first read (which
is indeed my own experience) to be the most reactionary and credulous of
positions – belief in miracles, the Church’s doctrines, the prophecies, and so
on. No, the reason lies in a much more difficult path. And that is the effort
to find some connection between two stern dialectical extremes: one is the
radical assertion of the truth of a miraculous Christianity, and the other is
the equally radical embracing of the rush of modern developments in science
and mathematics to which he made a few signal contributions himself. The
connection he seeks is not via some accommodation to the world, watering
down Christianity in the process. Rather, it is through a radical and dialectical
affirmation of both. This is why Pascal prefers to address the staunch atheist

30

The preceding three quotations are from Badiou 2006a, p. 222; 1988, p. 245.
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rather than any lukewarm believer who has made a home in the world. At this
point, we find two of his central means for bringing the dialectic into play –
the miracle and the wager.
I will say a little more on the miracle as intervention, the evental truth of
Christianity (in Badiou’s opinion), and the wager before focusing on a curious vacillation, namely Badiou’s switching between speaking of the ‘event’
of Christianity and the ‘emblem of the event’. As for the miracle, Badiou
embraces Pascal as follows: ‘the miracle . . . is the emblem of the pure event
as resource of truth’.31 Pascal, after all, holds that ‘all belief rests on miracles
[toute la créance est sur les miracles]’.32 What Pascal does for Badiou is provide
an intricate instance of the workings of the intervention, which boils down to
the line – the diagonal of fidelity – that connects a previous Event to the next.
It does not lead one confidently to expect an Event, nor does it allow one to
calculate when and how it will happen; what it does is to establish continuity
from the previous Event to this one so that it becomes possible to intervene in
a situation when a new Event happens. Or, in Badiouese, fidelity to the first
Event opens up the possibility of the next without making it necessary. What
it does is enable those who are faithful to the first to decide a new Event has
occurred, intervene accordingly and name it as their own. Indeed, in light of
the new Event, the truth of the first Event is clarified.33
This is precisely how miracles work, at least in Badiou’s reading of Pascal. They provide that crucial diagonal line of fidelity from the prophecies of
Christ’s coming (suitably interpreted in an ambiguously Christian and typological sense)34 to the ‘Event’ of Christ’s death and resurrection. Even more,
they set up the possibility of the third Event in the sequence, the Last Judgement. Add the faithful avant-garde (the ‘spiritual’) as the custodians of the
Event and we have our agents of decision and intervention in the new Event.
By the time we get to the Paul book, Badiou will argue for the form of such
Badiou 2006a, p. 216; 1988, p. 239.
Pascal 1961, p. 229; 1950, p. 277; quoted in Badiou 2006a, p. 216; Badiou 1988,
p. 239. Pascal is, of course, as a Jansenist, faithful to Augustine here: ‘I would not
be a Christian without the miracles, says Saint Augustine’. Pascal 1961, p. 229; 1950,
p. 278.
33
Badiou 2006a, pp. 216–19; 1988, pp. 239–42.
34
I write ‘ambiguously’ since the prophecies have a double meaning: the literal
meaning of immediate clarity and the proper prophetic meaning that only comes to
light with Christ. There is nothing particularly complex about this since it is a rather
old and mainstream Christian way of appropriating Hebrew prophecy.
31
32
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a sequence – Event, fidelity and intervention. But that is not his take here.
Rather, what we have is a translation into Badiou’s schema of the classic theological narrative of history.
Now, this is where it all becomes quite interesting, for when he shifts from
his discussion of Pascal to Christianity as such, Badiou comes out in favour
of certain features of Christianity insofar as they exhibit his own theory. Or
as he puts it, ‘All the parameters of the doctrine of the event are thus disposed within Christianity’,35 although they are muddied with an ontology of
presence. So, let us see what these elements of the Event look like once the
waters have cleared. The main Event is none other than the Passion – the
suffering, torture and death – and resurrection of Christ, and Badiou has no
qualms calling it an Event on a number of occasions. Further, it takes place
in what Badiou calls a ‘site’, namely the Jewish background and the fact of
human life at the edge of the void (marked by suffering and pain), and a ‘situation’, which is none other than the incomprehending and embarrassed state
(the province of Palestine and the Roman Empire) that treats this Jesus as yet
another nuisance agitator. So far, so good, for all this is rather conventional
terminology for Badiou, although it does have the clear point that Christianity
is, at root, a revolutionary and militant movement.
Until this point, we have been in what might be called the story of Jesus of
Nazareth – the ‘historical’ story of political revolutionary that is standard fare
among Christian socialists, as well as political and liberation theologians. But,
now, Badiou shifts gear and drives full speed into theological doctrine. On the
way, he links his discussion of Pascal to the creedal affirmation of the three
points of what is nothing other than salvation history: the Christ-Event is the
fulcrum of two other Events – the Original Sin of Adam and the Last Judgement.36 This is a curious move on a number of counts. Badiou really produces
a sleight of hand here, since he moves from what might be regarded as the
historical Jesus to a distinct theory of history. Indeed, he asserts that there is
an ‘essential historicity’37 about this periodisation in terms of Original Sin/
Christ-Event/Last Judgement. This phrase – ‘essential historicity’ – is nothing
but ambiguous. Does it mean that Christianity is based on verifiable historical
Badiou 2006a, p. 212; 1988, p. 235.
It was a pattern that fascinated Walter Benjamin as well; see Boer 2007a, pp.
96–102.
37
Badiou 2006a, p. 213; 1988, p. 236.
35

36
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events such as the resurrection of Christ? I suspect not. Perhaps he means that
this schema moves in a line from beginning to end rather than in some circular, agricultural pattern? If so, then it is neither original nor correct. Is it the
case that Christianity and especially the Bible break with myth? Once again,
not an original point and hardly justifiable, for this schema of history is also
a mythical pattern. Indeed, it is not so much a biblical pattern, for the Bible is
far too diverse for such a uniform view of history; it is a theological extraction
of certain elements from the Bible to give us such a schema. What about the
point that any idea of history is heavily ideological and schematic? Then, of
course, Christianity has an ‘essential historicity’, but then so does any other
schematic story of how things have come about and where they will go. At the
heart of this point concerning the historicity of Christianity lies, I suspect, the
need for some historical kernel in order to link it with his theory of Event and
truth, for they indeed must be ‘historical’.
Not his strongest point, it seems. Badiou goes on to stress the way these
‘Events’ provide both a pattern of fidelity from one Event to the next and
the possibility of intervention in a situation by the avant-garde or ‘faithful’
in light of this fidelity. We have seen this argument in relation to Pascal, so
I will not dwell on it here. Rather, what is far more interesting is Badiou’s
point that Christianity avoids the trap of the one. As we saw earlier, Badiou
has pronounced the end of the one, banishing it to the nether darkness where
there is much gnashing of teeth. Even more, he will again and again connect
theology with the one: all talk of theology is talk of the one, and for this reason
theology is no longer viable. Yet, here, he gets Christianity off the hook, if only
partially. He writes:
The ultimate essence of the evental ultra-one is the Two, in the especially
striking form of a division of the divine One – the Father and the Son –
which, in truth, definitively ruins any recollection of divine transcendence
into the simplicity of a Presence.38

I hardly need to point out that this is a theological point, honed in the intricate debates of the first centuries when Greek philosophy was harnessed to
the biblical stories. But what it does is reveal the deep problem that attaches
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Badiou 2006a, p. 213; 1988, p. 236.
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to Badiou’s elision of the one with theology, and that problem is none other
than the ‘nonsense’ of not merely the split between Father and Son, but the
Trinity itself. My earlier objection that not all religions have an ontology of
the one also applies to Christianity, for here is a curious multiplicity at the
heart of the one.
I am no great admirer of the doctrine of the Trinity, but what is fascinating
is the way it allows Badiou to retrieve Christianity – understood in his own
way – into his theory of the Event. It works even better because of the incarnation: this earthy presence simply ruins any notion of divine transcendence.
For one who asserts the end of transcendence (inextricably tied up with the
one) in favour of immanence, this is good news indeed.
What we have, then, is a bold appropriation of two dimensions of Christianity into Badiou’s philosophy: the Event of the revolutionary Jesus of Nazareth
and his death, and the evental schema of Christian theology, with the bonus
of sidestepping the one and transcendence. Like others, I get the impression
every now and then that the examples – such as Pascal and Christianity – of
the Event and its truth are rather neatly moulded to fit the over-arching philosophical framework. But what are we to make of all this?
Badiou seems to have come rather close to affirming Christianity, at least as
an authentic case of the Event and its truth procedures. However, just when
it seems as though he has paid his dues and received his membership card,
he opens up an escape route or two – one via the suggestion that the Church
has betrayed its fidelity to the Event, another via Pascal’s wager and a third
through a vacillation over the authenticity of what he calls the ‘Christ-Event’.
He is, after all, not noted for his ‘Christian zeal’.
To begin with, Badiou dabbles with the possibility that the Church has
betrayed the initial Event, that it is no longer characterised by fidelity to the
Event that it claims as its own founding moment. The problem lies with a
faulty ontologisation, for the Church seeks to contain the effects of the Event
(such as fidelity) within its own domain by means of transcendence. In my
terms, by referring to God, the Church tries to limit the possibilities generated by an interruption. The most telling examples are heresies: if you cannot
absorb them, burn them. Or, in Badiou’s terms, the Church limits the set of
multiples to the flock of the faithful. It does so by positing transcendence as the
maximal point and by locking everything into a hierarchy in which there can
be no further errancy. Thereby, like communism and classical metaphysics, it

170 • Chapter Six

effects a closure to thought.39 This argument is all very well, but all it does is
present in new garb the tired old argument that the Church, or indeed the various churches, have lost touch with, or betrayed, or prostituted, the authentic
moment of Christ and the early-Christian movement. There are as many variations on the nature of the betrayal (Emperor Constantine the Great, the split
between East and West, the venal popes before the Reformation, those wayward churches that ordain women and gays) as there are theories of what the
authentic original moment actually was (an existential Jesus who calls us to
faith, a revolutionary Jesus, a morally pure movement, and so on). It is no surprise, then, that Badiou makes relatively little of this argument from betrayal.
A more viable escape hatch opens up via his treatment of Pascal’s wager.
Initially it poses few problems for Badiou (he leaves its treatment until last).40
However, if we peer a little closer, he makes two curious moves: he switches
from ‘wager [pari]’ to ‘choice [choix]’ and then he opts implicitly for what he
sees as the libertine’s choice. Now, despite Badiou’s impression that choice
and wager are interchangeable, choice is a little different from a wager. Pascal
argues that one cannot avoid making a wager on Christianity, and that the best
wager is one for infinity itself. Yet, if we shift the terminology to choice, the
immediate effect is a greater certainty: one may choose clearly and decisively
one way or another. Indeed, Badiou later makes choice, of which Kierekgaard
is the model, a central feature of his Logiques des Mondes.41 So we find Badiou
arguing that, since the Event is itself undecidable, one must of course make
a choice.42 Indeed, once an avant-garde of true Christians have decided that
Christ was the crucial event, then one cannot avoid making such a choice. The
catch is that one need not make their choice, for the option of the libertine –
Pascal’s chosen interlocutor – is also possible, namely to choose not to buy
into that Event and its consequences. If we replace each ‘choice’ or ‘choose’ in
the preceding few sentences with ‘wager’ or ‘bet’, the whole sense shifts to far
greater uncertainty. Why the shift? I suspect that the reason lies in Badiou’s

See Badiou 2006a, pp. 238, 283–4, 392; 1988, pp. 263–4, 313–14, 430.
Badiou 2006a, pp. 220–2; 1988, pp. 243–4. See Pascal 1950, pp. 93–7; 1961, pp.
155–9.
41
Badiou 2006b, pp. 425–46.
42
Yet he seems to feel that wager and choice are interchangeable, for he writes
a little earlier, ‘Since it is of the very essence of the event to be a multiple whose
belonging to the situation is undecidable, deciding that it belongs to the situation is
a wager [un pari]’ (Badiou 2006a, p. 201; 1988, p. 223).
39
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own certainty; he certainly does not wager that the one is not, that God is
dead and that theology has no content. No, of this he is certain; it is a truth and
he has chosen so. For that reason, he can side with the libertine: ‘I am forced to
wager [read: choose] . . . and I am made in such a way that I cannot believe’.43
A new problem arises in light of his choice not to buy into this Event, as
well at its truth and fidelity. Is it a real Event? Is it true? It seems to have the
form of an Event, but Badiou cannot assert that it is a genuine Event – unlike
the French Revolution, or the Russian Revolution, or Cantor and Cohen’s
discoveries in mathematics, or indeed falling in love. Is it a semblance or a
pseudo-Event, such as the Nazi takeover of power in Germany, or perhaps
the attack on the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001? These have the
form of Events – nothing will ever be the same! – and yet, for Badiou, they
cannot be genuine Events.44 It seems as though it is neither. He would be loath
to put Pascal and Christianity in general in the same boat with the Nazis or
the neoconservatives in the USA, and, yet, he will not assert the truth of this
Christian Event.
For all its affronting boldness, this claim for Christianity really lies in noman’s land, a vacillation between the Event and the semblance of an Event.
This vacillation rises to the surface if we look awry at Badiou’s word choice.
On the one hand, Badiou writes of the ‘Event’ at the heart of Christianity ‘that
is the death of God on the cross’.45 He will occasionally even use the term
‘Christ-Event’, l’événement-Christ. On the other hand, he speaks of the miracle
as the ‘emblem [l’emblème]’ of the pure Event or as the ‘symbol [symbole]’ of
an interruption.46 The effect of both terms is to put some distance between
the miracle and the Event. Let me follow the path of emblem first. Badiou
uses ‘emblem’ again when referring to the cross, this time as a synonym for
naming the truth of the Event of Christ’s death and resurrection that establishes – for the Christians at least – that he is indeed the Messiah.47 Now, this is
Pascal 1950, p. 96; 1961, pp. 158; translation modified.
A pseudo-Event or semblance of an Event follows the following precept: ‘I
have never said that every transformation or becoming is a truth procedure and
consequently dependent upon a founding event and a fidelity to this event’ (Badiou
2004a, p. 236). Surin notes the way the Right is all too ready to use the terminology of
43
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Badiou 2006a, p. 212; 1988, p. 235.
Badiou 2006a, p. 216; 1988, p. 239.
Badiou 2006a, p. 217; 1988, p. 240.
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a tell-tale move, for the lining up of both the cross and the miracle as ‘emblems’
of the Event merges them together. The initial impression is that Badiou has
acknowledged the connection of Christian theology: the cross is the central
miracle of the Christian proclamation. The other miracles, of healing, of the
multiplication of the loaves and fishes, of the water into wine, are supports for
this one great miracle. However, implicit in this connection is a double move
on Badiou’s part that shifts the miracle imperceptibly away from the Event.
To begin with, it seems that, for most of the argument, the miracle is another
term for the Event. Is not that which breaks into our mundane, everyday existence in an unexpected fashion precisely the miracle? This would be one step
too far, for Badiou does after all affirm the libertine’s response that he is made
in such a way that he cannot believe. So we find the next move, namely to designate the miracle as an emblem of the Event, just like the cross. In this shift,
the miracle is no longer on par with the Event; rather, it is one move away, as
its emblem or name.
Now Badiou’s other term, ‘symbol’, comes into its own. Although it overlaps somewhat with ‘emblem’ in French, there is much that lies beneath it. It
too shifts the miracle away from the genuine Event: the miracle functions as
a symbol that may point to the Event (in the same way that the Bible, according to some interpretations, is a symbol that points to God). The trick here is
that the symbol is not the thing itself. Thus, the miracle may be a symbol of
the Event but it is not the Event. There is a further connection with the French
symbole, for it is used not merely to designate a symbol, but it is also used for
‘creed’ as in symbole des apôtres and symbole de saint Athanase – the Apostles’
Creed and the Athanasian Creed.48 I assume Badiou is aware of these connections; indeed, it enables him to shift the miracle into the realm of a creed that
one can assert or deny.
For all Badiou’s affirmation of the militantly unconventional Pascal, for
all his assertions that Pascal’s thought gives an insight into the Event-based
nature of Christianity, he leaves the question very much in limbo. Is the ‘miracle’ of the death and resurrection of Christ an Event that Christians name as
such and to which they are faithful? Or is the miracle an emblem or symbol,
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In this respect, the French is closer to the Classical Greek sense of the word

σύμβολον. Not merely a token, ticket or omen, it was also the term used for the

distinctive mark of Christians, which then became the creed or the confession of
faith.
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a creedal statement which one can freely accept or refuse? This vacillation
becomes much sharper in his discussion of Paul, the one who is far more of a
radical, a far greater revolutionary than Pascal.49
Kierkegaard’s encounter
Before turning to Paul, I pick up Badiou’s engagement with a theological
comrade of Pascal, namely Kierkegaard, in the recent Logiques des Mondes.50
Here, too, we find an ambivalence, for, despite Badiou’s systematic translation of Kierkegaard’s radical encounter with God into the terminology of a
revamped theory of the Event, he will not buy into Kierkegaard’s explicitly
Christian content. In fact, he finds that Kierkegaard’s search for a path to
God, along with his heavy reliance on the religious ‘sphere’ (the other two are
the ethical and aesthetic), waters down the full realisation of Kierkegaard’s
insight.
The only surprise of Badiou’s engagement with Kierkegaard is that it comes
so late. It seems to me that the inner encounter, the radical disruption of coming face-to-face with God and the decision called for, all seem like the parts
of a classic instance of the Event. I would go so far as to say that the whole
theory of the Event has a deeply existential feel about it. After all, God’s radical interruption in Kierkegaard’s system is as unexpected, undeserved and
unaccountable as the Event itself.
Systematically, throughout his discussion, Badiou points to the correspondences with his own theory, although that theory now has the elaboration
of what he calls the ‘point’,51 which turns out to be both the absolute choice
generated by the irruption of the Event and the localised place in which it
happens. With Kierkegaard, absolute choice is the pivot: ‘For Kierkegaard,
the key to existence is nothing other than the absolute choice, the alternative,
the disjunction without rest’.52 Other than this item, all the usual suspects turn
up. Thus, the paradox of the encounter with eternity in a moment in time is
nothing other than the specific and contingent moment of the Event and its
truth. The process of Christian subjectivisation in that encounter may be read
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2003, pp. 47–50; 1997, pp. 50–3.
2006b, pp. 447–57.
2006b, pp. 425–46.
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as Badiou’s theory of the subject. The identification of truth that comes only
from a radically inward gesture for Kierkegaard all too easily lines up with
Badiou’s procedures of truth that follow an Event. In short, for Badiou, the
moment of the impossible intersection between eternity and existence generates the crucial possibility of choice, which is the point where the subject of
truth emerges.
It would seem that Kierkegaard, like Pascal, is another embodiment of that
ghostly theological procedure of truth that I traced a little earlier. Indeed,
Badiou feels that Kierkegaard’s position is close enough to his own, mentioning ‘the Christian paradox (which is, for us, one of the possible names of
the paradox of truths)’.53 And Kierkegaard, writes Badiou, thinks and understands ‘as we do [comme nous]’.54
Yet, despite the delicious scandal of this self-professed atheist lining himself up with some like-minded theologians, Badiou still holds himself back.
He concludes the section on Kierkegaard by pointing to the limits generated
by the latter’s Christian commitment. The attachment to the highest religious
sphere, the dependence on God, the need for repentance and reliance on God’s
love, the fact that the choice itself is weighted in favour of God – all of these
lead to the despair of the being who is not absolute. Let me pick up my earlier
comment concerning choice in my discussion of Pascal: implicit in Badiou’s
assessment of the limits of Kierkegaard’s thought is the possibility of another
choice, however much Kierkegaard may seem to weigh it in God’s favour.
Should Kierkegaard free himself from the paraphernalia of Christian doctrine
(the content of the religious sphere), then he would indeed find himself with
Badiou’s own conclusions. In other words, like Cohen, he has taken a wrong
turn, thereby vitiating his insights.
Paul’s fable
Now, at last, it is Paul’s turn. What interests me about Badiou’s analysis
of Paul, apart from what I take to be a fascinating but unwitting Calvinist
flavour, is the way the event that lies at the core of Paul’s truth claims is
inextricably tied up with a pure fable. Indeed, Paul’s central proclamation
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is that Christ has been raised, a claim that he produces whenever possible.55
Paul identifies the Truth-Event of Christ’s resurrection only after the fact,
only in his outright militancy, in occasional pieces written on the run (the
epistles). But, the Event in question, the Resurrection, is, for Badiou, pure
fable or mythological core; it has no verifiable or historical truth.56 However,
what draws my attention in Badiou’s book on Paul is a comment barely made:
the Resurrection is not merely a fable, but a necessary fable.
At this point, we need to introduce a distinction: the ‘Event’ in question
should be designated a fiction and the ‘truth’ concerning it is actually a ‘fable’.
So we end up with parallel sequences: Event-Truth is parallel with fictionfable. Indeed, Badiou himself insists on this distinction, arguing that, in the
realm of religion, we necessarily deal with fiction and fable. Thus, when we
are dealing with religion, the Event has the structure of fiction. Even though it
is named as an Event, even though it produces all of the procedures of truth,
even though we find people who act in fidelity to the Event, the Event itself
must be fiction. And so we would expect fable to play a central role in formulating and determining the ‘truth’ of the Event – as, for instance, in political
movements such as the one around Thomas Müntzer. By contrast, in other
cases, such as May ‘68 or the Chinese Revolution, the Event has the structure
of fact, so there is no room for fable.57
For all its neatness, the distinction is not as clear as it first appears. It all seems
straightforward: if one can only know an Event by the truth that declares and
names it, then the same applies to the fable in relation to fiction. Yet, how
does one know we are in the realm of fact or fiction? We cannot rely merely
on the word of those faithful to the Event in question, for they will claim
that it really happened, whether that is May ’68 or the resurrection of Jesus.
If we bring in external criteria of verification (whatever they might be), then
we introduce evidence that is inadmissible in the terms of the Event itself –
it is, after all, unexpected, unknowable and unverifiable.58 The distinction is

Romans 1:2–6; 3:21–6; 4:24–5; 5:6–11; 6:3–11; 8:11, 32; 10:9; 14:8–9 and so on.
Badiou 2003, pp. 4–6; 1997, pp. 5–7.
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Duke University, 26 March 2005, organised by the Institute for Critical Theory.
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further troubled by Badiou’s argument in the Paul book that he is interested
not in the content of Paul’s fable, but in its form.59 This form exhibits a paradigmatic case of the procedures of truth. But then, just as with his discussion of
Pascal, the boundaries between fable and truth blur even further. If truth and
fable have the same form, then there is even less to distinguish them.
So, I would rather take the stronger line: it is not that truth procedures have
some element of the fabulous about them, but that a truth is necessarily fabulous. Indeed, let me push Badiou here and argue that the very strength of
Paul’s central claim – that Jesus is resurrected – is that it is pure fable, that it
is not tied to any element of the ‘earthly’ life of Jesus, or, more generally, any
historical conditions or causes. It is not falsifiable or verifiable in terms of the
order of fact, according to any of the canons of scientific or historical enquiry.
And this fable of the Resurrection has all of the procedures of truth in a paradigmatic fashion – the naming of the Event as a truth, a militant movement
characterised by fidelity and certainty. It seems to me that Badiou’s Paul book
reveals the truth of his position as a whole: a truth necessarily deals with the
fable.
However, I have run on too far in my argument, neglecting to ask what
should in fact be the prior question – what is a fable? In terms of genre, the
definition is straightforward: a fable is a story that takes place in the world
of animals, plants, or inanimate objects with a point to make about human
society.60 However, I am intrigued by Badiou’s use of the adjective ‘fabulous’,
fabuleux, or indeed ‘element of fabulation’, point de fable,61 for they break out of
the strict confines of the definition of fable I have just given. While ‘fabulation’
suggests the legendary and mythical, ‘fabulous’ moves beyond these associations to suggest the tremendous and extraordinary – all of which means that
the story of the resurrection of Jesus is not a fable in the strict sense, it is both
fabulation and fabulous, or, if you like, a myth. Indeed, the ‘fable’ of the death
and resurrection of Jesus in Badiou’s hands actually means myth.
In fact, it seems that, for all Badiou’s efforts to keep fable and myth under
lock and key so that they will not taint the philosophical task of dealing with
the Event, truth, fable and myth constantly mingle and rub up against one
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another. The first instance comes, tellingly, from mathematics, Badiou’s
favoured mode of thought. I cannot help but notice that in a variety of texts
Badiou broaches what can only be described as a fabulous wonder at the beauty
of mathematics, precisely when he asserts the ontological priority of mathematics.
Out of a number of such moments, those of Mallarmé and Fernando Pessoa
(in the persona of Álvaro De Campo) stand out. As for Mallarmé, Badiou
writes: ‘the injunction to mathematical beauty intersects with the injunction to
poetic truth’.62 A brief poem from Pessoa is even more to the point: ‘Newton’s
binomial is as beautiful as the Venus de Milo. The truth is few people notice
it’.63 It is not merely the oft-made observation that underlying Plato’s rigorous
philosophy lie the Orphic Mysteries, the music of the spheres and so forth, nor
even that Plato struggles desperately with the quarrel between philosophy
and art, resorting to images, metaphors and myths at the limit of thought,64
but that, at the heart of the stark and courageous discipline of mathematics,
we happen upon a Platonic wonder at the beauty of mathematics.65 It reminds
me of the mathematician, whose name escapes me, who was overcome with
the beauty of the simplest of formulae. Is it perhaps a wonder at the fabulous –
and here I take the word in all its nuances – nature of mathematics?
The second instance of fable’s unavoidable presence follows from this first
example. Let me put a question to Badiou: is mathematics the only way to
identify the procedures of truth that follow the Event? How might he
respond?
I have always conceived truth as a random course or as a kind of escapade,
posterior to the event and free of any external law, such that the resources
of narration are required simultaneously with those of mathematization for
its comprehension. There is a constant circulation from fiction to argument,
from image to formula, from poem to matheme – as indeed the work of
Borges strikingly illustrates.66

The play of oppositions is crucial here: narration and mathematisation, fiction and argument, image and formula, poem and matheme. And, I would
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add, myth and truth, as Plato’s myth of Er the Pamphylian at the end of the
Republic with all its ‘traps and birfurcations’67 shows only too well. Except
that they are not so much oppositions as a series of points in a continual
circulation, or, perhaps, an Adornoesque dialectic. So it seems that narration,
fiction, image, poem and fable – all of these are as necessary for dealing with
the truth of an event as are argument, formula and matheme.
What else would we expect for something that breaks into our everyday
multiplicity? After all, the Event is extraneous, unexpected and undeserved,
operating at the edge of language and beyond. It is not for nothing that Badiou
resorts to poetry, plays and fiction time and again, not merely in his own writing practice but also in speaking of the Event. Indeed, just as speaking about
the Event takes place at the moment when ‘language loses its grip’,68 so also
mathematics at times enters the ‘liminality of language’.69 Poetry is no different, for it signals the instance when language itself starts slipping: ‘Poetry
makes truth out of the multiple, conceived as a presence that has come to the
limits of language’.70 So also with the fable of the Event that speaks its truth.

Conclusion: necessary fables
Perhaps we can sum up Badiou’s take on theology as follows: with the death
of God at the hands of Cohen’s set theory (even though Cohen himself argued
in favour of God), theology turns out to be a distinct language that provides
a paradigmatic instance of the Event and its procedures of truth. We can see
this model in the letters of Paul, the writings of Pascal and Kierkegaard, and,
indeed, in the creedal statements of Christianity. Minus the divine referent –
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the transcendent one – there is no risk that we will buy into this pious
fable.
At one level, Badiou may well come under the suspicion of secularised theology that Adorno expressed so well,71 for the trace of the former theological
use of a term or an idea is not excised so easily. However, there is a slight
difference: Badiou does not so much seek to secularise theological concepts
and processes as see them in terms of his own system. These concepts then
become instances, fully decked in their theological garb, of the event and its
truth procedures.
More to the point is the argument of this chapter as a whole, namely that
Badiou cannot quarantine his own system of thought from the implications of
theology. By that, I mean that the religious fable leaks into Badiou’s thought
on the Event and truth. For, at the heart of each instance – the ghostly theological procedure of truth, Pascal’s miracle, Kierkegaard’s encounter and Paul’s
militant proclamation – there lies that strange thing called the ‘Christ-Event’
(a term Badiou himself uses). If these various examples are paradigmatic
cases of the procedures of truth, we cannot escape the conclusion that truth
and fable are inseparably entwined. Indeed, I would prefer to take the strong
position and stress the necessary role of the fable. If the procedures of truth
set in motion by the Event also apply in the case of a religious fable like the
Resurrection, then the fable itself becomes a necessary feature of what Badiou
calls a truth. Or, more sharply, a primary mode for telling the story of the
Event takes the form of fable and myth.
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Chapter Seven
The Conundrums of Giorgio Agamben

. . . the Messiah is the figure in which the great
monotheistic religions sought to master the
problem of law . . .1

I must confess to a certain disquiet over Giorgio
Agamben’s engagement with theology. To be sure,
his political appeal for many lies in his uncanny ability to show how elements sidelined in conventional
political wisdom – such as the concentration camp,
biopolitics (the inclusion of natural life within the
machinery of power), the category of the non-citizen,
martial law or the state of exception and totalitarianism – are, in fact, constitutive of capitalist parliamentary democracy. Yet, when we come to his study
of Paul, there are some profound problems. This
chapter, then, is an effort to bring those problems
to the fore: his confusions concerning Paul’s letters,
his reliance on Christology in order to develop his
idea of messianism, his clear decision to make Paul
a thinker of the law, thereby sidelining the question
of grace, and the shaky category of pre-law as a solution to Paul’s arguments.
Yet, in the midst of these problems a usable insight
emerges: Agamben tries to relativise the absolute
claims made on behalf of theology, specifically by

1

Agamben 1998, p. 56.
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reaching back over theology to find the pre-theological usage of political
terms that are still with us. In this way, he attempts to negate the argument
that most of our central categories – hope, sovereignty, love, promise and so
on – are ultimately theological. What he sets out to do – relativising theology –
is sorely needed, but the way he does so leaves much to be desired.2 This is
particularly the case when we come to his study of Paul, which is the focus of
my discussion. Although I will draw on his other works where necessary, this
chapter is primarily a commentary on his commentary on the letter of Paul to
the Romans in the New Testament, namely The Time That Remains.
In what follows, I focus on the problems before exploring the insight
that emerges from their midst. There are four main problems. In the effort
to shake up the field of Pauline scholarship, Agamben embarrassingly slips
up too often, using non-Pauline letters and making dubious arguments. Second, although he pursues a secularised reading of Paul’s letters, especially to
develop a theory of messianic time and act, he cannot escape the problems
surrounding that Christology so easily, for the idea of the messianic with
which he works is inescapably Christological. Third, his decision to take the
opposition between faith and law as the central one in Paul’s thought may be
seen as a direct counter to Badiou’s emphasis on grace. While it may be seen
as a necessary correction, Agamben ends up going too far, for he can make
little sense of Paul’s concern with grace, which becomes a mere placeholder
of the void between faith and law. Finally, we come to the argument that the
key to Paul’s thought is the whole realm of Hellenistic (and a little Hebrew)
law, or rather pre-law. To my mind, this resort to pre-law in order to understand Paul is the major argument of the book. The problem is that Agamben constructs this category of pre-law on the flimsiest of evidence (linguistic
arguments derived in part from Benveniste), he assumes that Paul must make
sense and, for that reason, seeks a point of coherence outside Paul, and he gets
caught in the quicksand of a narrative of differentiation. However, this trek in
search of pre-law also contains a promising insight. In straining and stretching to reach as far back as he possibly can, Agamben attempts to relativise
theology’s claim to the absolute. At this moment, he marks a transition in the
structure of the book, for, in this chapter, we pass from those who engage

2
My unease over Agamben’s reading of Paul’s stands in sharp contrast to Kroeker’s
enthusiastic embracing of Agamben. See Kroeker 2005.
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with the biblical Paul (Kristeva and Badiou) to the effort to think past theology (Lukács and Williams), or what I call the passing moment of theology.
Agamben straddles both.

The search for Paul
Agamben’s enthusiasm for Paul is almost infectious. Indeed, Agamben feels
that he has happened upon elements of Paul’s thought that biblical scholars,
locked into their own small worlds, have simply missed. We find comments
like, ‘Now as much as it may embarrass those theologians . . .’.3 Or his own
work ‘paves the way for a correct understanding’;4 it ‘undoubtedly aids our
understanding . . . of the history of Christian theology’.5 One more example:
‘Even the most elementary knowledge of Greek would have shown . . .’.6
While I am perfectly happy to grant that Agamben has been able to identify
a few threads that Pauline scholars have missed, indeed that he is able to follow them to places of genuine insight, he runs the risk of missing what may
be called the mega-text.7 This is nothing other than the collection of assumptions, knowledge and positions – a generic common knowledge – with which
it is crucial to become acquainted. We have all come across the novelist, for
instance, who dabbles in a new genre such as science fiction, thinking that
she is doing something breathtakingly new, only to find that it is not so new
after all.
So I find it a little embarrassing to come across examples in Agamben’s
treatment where he makes obvious, if not outmoded, observations on biblical topics. Let me give a few examples. In his comments of the category of
‘prophet’, he assumes that such figures operated largely as depicted in the
Hebrew Bible (rather than being constructs of the texts that bear their names)
and that their focus was indeed the future.8 There is nothing new in his comments concerning the Hebrew term berit [covenant] and its basic meaning of

Agamben 2005c, p. 117.
Agamben 2005c, p. 121.
5
Agamben 2005c, p. 124.
6
Agamben 2005c, p. 96.
7
I owe this point to Fredric Jameson in a conversation. For a brief sketch of the
state of scholarship on Paul, see the chapter on Kristeva.
8
Agamben 2005c, pp. 60–1.
3
4
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‘to cut’.9 The discussion of ‘faith in’ and ‘faith of’ Jesus is very ordinary,10 as
is that on pisteuein eis, or ‘belief in’.11 I suspect, in part, that these observations
are targeted at a biblically illiterate audience, but then, instead of claiming
that they are insights, perhaps a word or two to indicate that these are introductory and explanatory remarks would have been useful.
The worst case is his search for a historical Paul and his thought.12 In doing
so, he uses the pseudo-Pauline epistles along with the genuine ones. That is,
out of the eleven letters to which he refers (there are thirteen in total) four
are not written by Paul but by someone else under the name of Paul.13 Now,
this would not be a problem if he were concerned only with ‘Paul’s letters’,
as he claims. Indeed, the Paul of these letters, who we might call the Church’s
Paul, the one of all thirteen letters, has been far more influential in theology,
philosophy and culture than the scholarly Paul of the seven genuine letters.
A problem does arise, however, with Agamben’s search for a real, flesh-andblood Paul to whom he can attribute these thoughts. It is, at best, somewhat
capricious and mischievous to use four of the pseudo-Pauline epistles as a
way into the thought of Paul.14

Agamben 2005c, pp. 117–18.
Agamben 2005c, pp. 124–6.
11
Agamben 2005c, pp. 126–7.
12
Despite Agamben’s claim that he focuses on Paul’s letters (Agamben 2005c, p. 1),
he actually wants a real, historical Paul who is responsible for the letters.
13
He deals with sizeable pieces of all seven genuine epistles, especially Romans,
1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, and smaller snippets from Philippians,
1 Thessalonians and Philemon. Out of the pseudo-Paulines we find Ephesians
(Agamben 2005c, pp. 75–7, 90, 94, 118), 2 Thessalonians (Agamben 2005c, pp. 96,
111), Colossians 1:29 (Agamben 2005c, p. 90), and he even refers to a pastoral epistle,
1 Timothy 4:7–8 (Agamben 2005c, p. 87), which is a very long way from the Pauline
thought world and semantic field. Elsewhere, Agamben continues the same pattern, as
the reference to Colossians 1:26 in Potentialities shows (Agamben 1999, pp. 39–40). These
references are often used to make crucial points. For instance, Agamben challenges
one of his main protagonists, Carl Schmitt, especially Schmitt’s interpretation of the
pseudo-Pauline 2 Thess 2:3–9. Schmitt’s doctrine of the exception as the basis of
sovereignty turns on the exegesis of these verses from 2 Thessalonians, especially
concerning the term katechon, holding back or arresting force (Agamben 2005c, pp.
108–11). In response, Agamben argues that ‘2 Thess. 2 may not be used to found a
“Christian doctrine” of power in any manner whatsoever’ (Agamben 2005c, p. 111), for
it is not the realm of the state that is in question, but the realm of Satan for Paul.
14
This is not the only time that Agamben is somewhat mischievous in his citations.
Dimitri Vardoulakis of Monash University noted a similar problem in a seminar on
Agamben, Spinoza and the idea of impassivity on 9 August 2006.
9
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I find myself wanting Agamben to shake up the smug and closed world of
New-Testament scholarship. Indeed, I would dearly like him to ‘embarrass’
scholars in the field with an insight or two so that they do indeed engage with
philosophers and others outside their own field like Agamben. I just wish he
had done a better job of it.

Christology, or the problem of Jesus Messiah
I move now to the explicit content of Agamben’s argument, so let us see
how he fares. That content has three dimensions: the pervasive concern with
messianism, the opposition of faith and law, and the crucial role of what he
calls ‘pre-law’. Let us begin with the messianic, which is, for Agamben, the
name for a dual tension, one in terms of time and the other in terms of act:
the name of the first is proleptic messianism, and the name for the second is
deactivation. As for proleptic messianism, it is a suspended moment [kairos]
between an instant of chronological time and its fulfilment. Deactivation is
then the mechanism by which the law is deactivated in order to pump up
its potentiality so that it may be fulfilled: act [energeia] is disengaged so that
potentiality [dynamis] may flourish – like the scribe whose full potentiality
manifests itself when he does not write.
I must admit that I am dismayed by the pervasive presence of messianism
in Agamben’s text, for it cannot avoid the enticements and traps of Christology and secularised theology. In brief, my criticism of his use of messianism is
twofold: firstly, messianism cannot function without a messiah, as Agamben
shows all too clearly; secondly, for all Agamben’s desires to secularise theology, messianism in this day cannot be thought without Christology, which
has its own group of problems.
Despite all the talk about messianism without a messiah, whether that is in
Derrida,15 or in Walter Benjamin, or in whoever follows such a line, Agamben
throws into relief the impossibility of speaking of the messianic without a
messiah waiting in the wings. It matters not whether such a messiah is purely
literary or metaphorical or even thoroughly secularised; it is still a messiah.
Agamben’s own argument is revealing in this respect. His analysis of the

15
On Derrida, Agamben is absolutely correct: ‘Deconstruction is a thwarted messianism, a suspension of the messianic’ (Agamben 2005c, p. 103).
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temporal logic of messianism is brilliant. Despite Agamben’s protestations
otherwise,16 this is one of the best descriptions of proleptic messianism that I
have read. Rather than the conventional presentation of proleptic messianism
as a time that has been inaugurated and yet awaits its fulfilment, Agamben
argues that messianism is ‘the time that is left us’.17 If we live within chronological time as though we are powerless under its control, messianic time (or
what Agamben also calls ‘operational time’) is the time that we seize for ourselves, that we make our own and bring to an end. It is, in other words, kairos,
the seizure of a moment of chronos that brings it to fulfilment.18 May I suggest
that such a notion of time is impossible without the narrative of the ‘ChristEvent’ – note the terminology – in which Christ comes once, dies and is resurrected, is therefore present with us from that moment on even when he has
gone, and yet remains to complete that presence on his return? The kairos is
then Christ’s life and death, one that seizes a moment of chronos, but one that
can come to fulfilment only with his return.
In its second, juridical aspect, messianism marks a deactivation of the law
in order to enable its fulfilment. I want to ask, ‘fulfilled through whom?’ But
I will hold that question for a moment. Agamben must rely on a good deal
of imported material here, particularly the Aristotelian distinction between
dynamis and energeia in order to make his juridical argument. He rather likes
this distinction, using it also in his discussion of sovereignty in Home Sacer,19
so much so that one begins to suspect it is a template to make sense of a
whole range of problems. As for Paul, the crucial verb is katargein,20 which he
reads as ‘to deactivate’ or ‘make inoperative’. He then invokes the distinction
between dynamis and energeia in order to try and unravel Paul’s contradictions
concerning the law. For, Paul both casts the law aside in moments of radical
antinomianism and reaffirms the law as good and just.21 How does all this
work? Agamben argues that, once the law is rendered inactive (in Christ),
Agamben 2005c, pp. 69–70.
Agamben 2005c, p. 68.
18
See also Agamben 1999, p. 168. Intriguing as it is, this essay from Potentialities,
‘The Messiah and the Sovereign’ (Agamben 1999, pp. 160–94), is problematic since
it follows the false lead that sees the Cabala everywhere in Walter Benjamin’s work.
For a discussion of this essay, see Mills 2004.
19
Agamben 1998, pp. 39–48.
20
Romans 3:3, 31; 4:14; 6:6; Galatians 3:17; 1 Corinthians 1:28; 13:8, 11; 15:24; 2
Corinthians 3:14 and so on.
21
Romans 3:19–20, 28; Galatians 3:11–12, and then Romans 3:31; 7:12.
16
17
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then, instead of existing in a dual role of being both active and potential, it
shifts completely to the realm of potentiality. From here, it builds up its potential, gaining a telos that remains to be fulfilled. Thus, in Romans 10:4, ‘Christ is
the telos of the law’, both end and fulfilment. Here is Agamben:
This is the meaning of the verb katargeo: just as, in the nomos, the power of
the promise was transposed onto works and mandatory precepts, so does
the messianic now render these works inoperative; it gives potentiality
back to them in the form of inoperativity and ineffectiveness. The messianic
is not the destruction but the deactivation of the law, rendering the law
inexecutable.22

The final triumphant piece of evidence for Agamben is Romans 3:31: ‘Do we
then make the law inoperative [kataergoumen] through faith? No, we hold
the law firm [histanomen]’. It is, to extend an example Agamben himself uses
elsewhere (borrowed from Avicenna), like the scribe who no longer writes. In
doing so, his potential to write increases all the more. Or, as I would prefer,
like the football player who sits on the bench, breathing in oxygen and sucking down high-energy drinks in order to come on in the last minutes, reactivated and ready to make a crucial spurt in the last minutes of the game.
I am less interested here in Agamben’s curious, if not ludicrous, argument
concerning the messianic import of the switch from Saul to Paul in Acts,23 or
the equally strange comments on the messianic origins of rhyme in Paul’s
writing.24 Nor am I interested in his formal plays with Walter Benjamin, especially the interlinear translation of some Pauline texts at the end of the book
that echoes the last sentence of Benjamin’s essay ‘The Task of the Translator’,25
or his all too clever argument for Benjamin’s secret hints concerning his reliance on Paul,26 or his intriguing argument that Paul develops the messianic
remnant through a persistent process of division, each division cutting across
the previous one,27 or even his polemic against Carl Schmitt’s use of katechon,
‘holding back’, from 2 Thessalonians 2:3–9 (a Pseudo-Pauline text) as the basis

22
23
24
25
26
27

Agamben 2005c, pp. 97–8.
Agamben 2005c, pp. 10–11.
Agamben 2005c, pp. 78–87.
Benjamin 1996, pp. 253–63; Agamben 2005c, pp. 147–85.
Agamben 2005c, pp. 138–45.
Agamben 2005c, pp. 53–7.
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for a doctrine of the state.28 Rather, my interest is in how the temporal and
juridical logic of messianism that Agamben explicates is unthinkable without
a distinct messiah, namely Jesus Christ.
Actually, I should use Agamben’s preferred translation, ‘Jesus Messiah’. Not
only can messianic time not be thought without the contracted time, the time
that remains between Jesus’s resurrection and return, not only can the deactivation of the law in order to fill it with potentiality happen except through
the Christ-Event, but the Jesus Messiah himself is all over Agamben’s text. My
initial impression, especially when I came to the third chapter on aphorismenos29 was that all Agamben’s talk of the ‘messianic’ was an effort to deal with
the term without a messiah. This seemed highly problematic, but then, by the
fourth chapter, the messiah, Jesus Messiah, appeared with a vengeance. This
is particularly the case with the definition of apostolos, the favoured word of
this fourth chapter and usually translated as ‘apostle’. Agamben offers instead
‘emissary of the Messiah’.30 As if that were not enough, in the second half of
the last chapter,31 Jesus Messiah is back, whether in terms of faith in him or his
own faith, the performative act of faith and, most curious of all, the argument
that ‘Jesus Messiah’ is in fact a nominal sentence. Neither predicate (Jesus
is the Messiah), nor epithet (Jesus as Messiah), the nominal sentence shows
forth the entwined inseparability of Jesus and Messiah. This, argues Agamben, is the expression of Paul’s faith. Perhaps I should let Agamben have his
say at this point:
But what then is this world of faith? Not a world of substance and qualities,
not a world in which the grass is green, the sun is warm, and the snow is
white. No, it is not a world of predicates, of existences and essences, but a
world of indivisible events, in which I do not judge, nor do I believe that the
snow is white and the sun is warm, but I am transported and displaced in
the snow’s-being-white and the sun’s-being-warm. In the end, it is a world
in which I do not believe that Jesus, such-and-such a man, is the Messiah,
only-begotten son of God, begotten and not created, cosubstantial in the

28
Agamben 2005c, pp. 108–11, even though this is a brilliant piece of work, showing
how these verses refer to the period of demonic control.
29
Agamben 2005c, pp. 44–58.
30
Agamben 2005c, p. 61.
31
Agamben 2005c, pp. 124–37.

The Conundrums of Giorgio Agamben • 189
Father. I only believe in Jesus Messiah; I am carried away and enraptured
in him, in such a way that ‘I do not live, but the Messiah lives in me’
(Galatians 2:20).32

In this effort to depict Paul’s ‘experience’,33 what Agamben shows is not only
that messianism cannot really operate without a messiah, but that it is, since
the emergence of Christianity, inescapably Christological. Indeed, he writes
of the ‘originary messianic – that is, Christian – experience of the word’.34
In a moment, I will return to this inescapably Christological nature of messianism, and draw on Adorno’s critique of such secularised theology, but,
first, I need to hold Agamben to account for his confusion over eschatology,
messianism and apocalyptic. His confusion comes from producing a binary
opposition out of what is really a triadic relation. Thus, for Agamben, eschatology and apocalyptic are one and the same: they are concerned with the end
of time, the last things, or eschata. Messianic time, by contrast, is concerned
with the time of the end, or the time that contracts itself and begins to end. The
catch is that eschatology and apocalyptic are not the same things.
Let me outline the triadic relation first before making a few comments.35
Eschatology is the base category; its concern is the process of change from
an undesirable present age to another that is qualitatively better, a shift from
hardship to peace and plenty. Isaiah 42:9 is as good a statement of eschatology
as any: ‘Behold, the former things have come to pass, and new things I now
declare; before they spring forth I tell you of them’. Indeed, eschatology first
emerges as a distinct genre in the prophetic literature of the Hebrew Bible.
Its generic signals are an end to social, economic and bodily ills, a new age
of freedom and plenty, and an unavoidable use of figurative language, all of
which is announced by a prophetic figure.

32
Agamben 2005c, p. 129. It is passages like this that suggest Badiou’s comment on
the ‘latent Christianity’ of this ‘Franciscan of ontology’ may not be far off the mark
(Badiou 2006b, pp. 583–4).
33
Agamben 2005c, p. 129.
34
Agamben 2005c, p. 134.
35
See Caird 1980, pp. 243–71, where he gives a good account of the history and
uses of the term, although his suggestion that it is a metaphorical way of providing
a theological interpretation of history betrays his own heavy theological tendencies.
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Messianism is quite simply eschatology plus a messiah. Often confused
with eschatology, messianism is, in fact, a subset of eschatology. In the prophetic literature,36 the messianic genre overlays pure eschatology. The difference is that we now have a divinely appointed individual who brings about
the transition from old to new. The messiah, or ‘the anointed one’, is, in the
Hebrew material, mostly a royal figure based around the figure of King David,
but then later, especially at Qumran in the Dead Sea Scrolls, we find royal,
priestly and possibly a prophetic messiah for whom Moses, Aaron and Elijah
become the models. And the Christians simply followed suit with a twist or
two of their own.
As for apocalyptic, it too assumes the background of eschatology, and, at
times, includes a messiah. The difference here is that now we have a genre of
literature marked by a body of revealed knowledge (apocaluptein in Greek)
about the end times, fevered speculation and calculation of the end, often
by means of calendars and numerology, a dualism between good and evil,
between God and the Devil and a host of angels and demons, an esoteric
method of interpreting the sacred scriptures to find hidden messages, and an
overly metaphoric language that provides a coded narrative of the end times.
There are but two full apocalyptic texts in the Bible, Daniel in the Hebrew
Bible and the Revelation of John in the New Testament. Most of the apocalyptic texts – and there are many – were excluded from the canons of the Bible.
Despite their overlaps, they are distinct categories. Further, although they
have their social, religious, political and indeed philosophical dimensions,
eschatology, messianism and apocalyptic are firstly literary genres, and
Hebrew ones at that. The problem, however, is that, after the New Testament
and the history of Christianity, it has become impossible to think these terms
without some reference to that history. Messianism is thus indelibly stamped
with Christology, and any messianism that is not Christian must set itself over
against Christianity. Apocalyptic too has been defined by the one apocalyptic
text that was admitted to the New-Testament canon, namely the Revelation
(Apocalypse) of John.
Eschatology, too, has suffered this fate of Christian over-writing. Indeed,
one might object that I have fudged the meaning of eschatology: does the
term not signal a concern with the end, with the eschaton? This is where the

36

For example, Isaiah 11:1–4.
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Greek terminology falls short, for eschatology’s concern is the process to the
end, which can be spoken of only in figurative language. What, then, is the
source of Agamben’s confusion, setting eschatology-apocalyptic over against
messianism? I fear that his well-known immersion in the etymology of
Greek terms has got the better of him. Let me follow him for a moment:
etymologically, eschatology is, as I have just pointed out, the concern with
the end. Yet it is not long before he slips up, for apocalyptic means quite
strictly revelation, revealed knowledge, and has nothing to do with the end,
as he suggests. The slippage continues, for in opposition to this ill-fitting pair
of eschatology-apocalytic, he sets a Hebrew term, messianism. So we have
one Greek term, eschatology, whose etymology is intact, another Greek term,
apocalypse, whose etymology is forgotten, and a Hebrew term. In the end, my
point is rather simple: etymology can be a false path, for terms slip and move
about, and inadequate terms can signify something that is at odds with their
etymology.
Agamben is aware of the problem, it seems to me, when he invokes the
Hebrew terms ‘olam hazzeh and ‘olam habba, this world (from creation to its
end) and the world to come.37 Messianism, he argues, is the time in between
both. What he means is that eschatology is the time in between and that messianism can appropriate that time for itself. To be consistent, either we need
Hebrew terms for all three – perhaps the genres of the nabi, messiah, and ro’eh,
or prophet, messiah and seer – or we need Greek terms. Or, rather, we need
one more Greek term to add to eschatology and apocalyptic, and that should
be nothing other than Christology. This is the one term that Agamben deftly
effaces, for in the name Jesus Christ he translates Christos as Messiah, rather
than use Christos itself. Nothing, to my mind, shows how inescapably Christian his discussions of the messianic are, and this in itself is a problem.
My point is that Agamben cannot produce a theory of the messianic without the weight of Christianity behind him. It appears in his notion of ‘the time
that remains’ (that is, between Jesus’s life-death-resurrection and his coming
again), in the argument concerning the deactivation of the law, in the designation of ‘apostle’ as ‘emissary of the Messiah’, and in his translation of Jesus
Messiah.

37

Agamben 2005c, p. 62.
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However, Agamben may well object that this is an unfair criticism, that
he is not beholden to Christ, no matter how much Paul might claim him to
be the Messiah. Indeed, the Messiah and messianic would seem to function
in Agamben as secularised or materialist theology, shorn of its theological
content and belief structure. Paul’s content is then not so important, for what
Agamben really wants is the form of Paul’s argument, the logic of the messianic in its temporal and juridical aspects. But this raises a whole new batch of
problems that Adorno so sharply identified.38 For Adorno, the problem with
secularised theology is twofold: it replicates the patterns of alienation embedded within theology (the sovereignty of God is then replaced by another,
unacknowledged sovereign), and it amplifies the worst of such systems while
anything that might have acted as a check is discarded. One cannot take theological language, empty it of its content and refill it with another, for language,
argues Adorno, ‘molds thought’.39 This is the problem: it is not as though the
content floats free of its container, language, but that language itself has its
own content-producing function. Agamben, it seems to me, cannot escape the
implications of the content of Paul’s thought about Jesus Christ, the Messiah
and redeemer.
Perhaps the major implication is none other than the personality cult. For,
Agamben runs the risk here of becoming a purveyor of the personality cult,
an issue I have dealt with in detail elsewhere.40 That this human figure, Jesus
of Nazareth, should be claimed by Paul to be the Messiah is nothing less than
‘pretensions of the finite’ of which Horkheimer and Adorno speak.41 Or of
what Paul speaks for that matter: ‘I have been crucified with Christ; it is no
longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me; and the life I now live in the
flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loves me and gave himself for me’.42
Pretension of the finite it is indeed: in the same way that Jesus can become deified as the Son of God, so also can any other human being, and that includes
Paul himself. It is this logic of the personality cult that Chistological messianism enables, and Agamben plays into it. I will never forget an observation
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Adorno 1973; 2003a, Volume 6, pp. 413–526.
Adorno 1973, p. 5; 2003b, p. 416.
Boer 2005b.
Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, p. 145; 2003, p. 202.
Galatians 2:20.
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once made by David Jobling, namely that the problem with Christianity is
that it relies upon a redeemer figure.

Faith, law and grace as placeholder of the void
The second major feature of Agamben’s argument is that he opts for faith
and law, or, as he prefers, pistis and nomos, as the primary opposition in
Paul’s thought. This decision is significant: rather than grace versus law,
within which faith must find its place, Agamben opts for faith as the key
term. Bereft of its place at the table, grace must now renegotiate its relatively
minor place in Agamben’s reading. Here, we find the sharpest difference
with Badiou’s treatment of Paul: while Badiou stresses that Paul is against
the law through his focus on grace, only coming back later to speak of the
law of love,43 Agamben reacts and argues that Paul himself is a thinker of
and within the law.
What, then, about grace? As I pointed out in my discussion of Kristeva
(which the reader may consult for the necessary background in Pauline scholarship), I find it curious that, just when Pauline scholars feel they have moved
away from the idealised ‘theological’ categories such as law, faith, grace and
works, preferring instead either the old ‘new perspective’ in which Paul was
to be understood in relation to his Jewish background,44 or what may be called
the new ‘new perspective’ in which the key to understanding Paul is felt to
be his direct encounter with the Roman Empire,45 the philosophers seem to be
recovering these categories.46 There is a paradox here: while Pauline scholars
feel that they are expunging the last traces of theology from their treatments
of Paul,47 the philosophers are rediscovering the very items that have been
rejected as idealised categories. Indeed, one suspects that these philosophers
are pointing to dimensions of these concepts that biblical scholars may well
have missed in their hurry to move on.
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Agamben is one of these philosophers. Now, while I applaud his concern
with categories such as law, faith, works, and even grace as philosophical
rather than theological items, I do find his treatment of grace wanting. Indeed,
in contrast to the crucial role of grace from time to time in major philosophical and political debates (one need only mention Luther, who does appear in
Agamben’s text, and Calvin, who does not), and especially in his response to
Badiou’s stress on grace, in Agamben’s hands grace has been spectacularly
sidelined. It appears as a placeholder of the void between faith and law. And
it gains this role only as an afterthought once the grand tension between faith
and law has played itself out. Let us see what Agamben says. The primary
opposition in Paul is between faith [pistis] and promise [epagglia] on the one
hand and law [nomos] on the other. So far, so good. This rupture, however,
takes place only after the passage from pre-law to law, that is, after the law’s
codification. At this point, grace comes into play as the space between, the
mediator between the two: ‘Having once been united in prelaw in a magical
indifference, faith and law now fracture and give way to the space of gratuitousness [gratuita]’.48 Grace is, in other words, a messianic category, a space
in between that operates during the time that remains. Yet, a placeholder it is,
for grace separates faith and law but never lets them completely break apart.
The implication: the famous opposition of law and grace49 is a false opposition. Indeed, grace ‘is readily misunderstood when not situated in its proper
context, that of the rupture of the originary unity between epaggelia and nomos,
law [diritto] and religion in the sphere of prelaw [prediritto]’.50 Note what has
happened: in the various items of pre-law, grace has quietly disappeared, for
it arises only after the passing of pre-law into law.
It seems to me that grace throws a spanner in the works of Agamben’s
argument. The few pages on grace,51 a mere add-on to his main argument,
show a distinct aporia. Compared with the discussions of faith and law, when
it comes to grace he writes without his characteristic clarity and ease. The
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reasons, I would suggest, for such an aporia with regard to grace begin with
the observation that Agamben has spent a good deal of his work immersed
in the philosophy of law.52 The philosopher of law has found another of his
ilk. Now, while such immersion will open up some possibilities, especially
with regard to the theory of pre-law, it also closes down others. Perhaps
Agamben’s radar is just too attuned to questions of law. Note his various
formulations: Paul’s work may be characterised, he argues, as an opposition
between antinomianism53 and affirmation of the law;54 or he writes of the real
tension between the promissive, or non-normative, and normative aspects of
the law.55 Thus, what seems to be a tension between faith and law turns out to
be a tension within law, between faith-promise (Abraham) and law (Moses),
or between the ‘law of works [nomos ton ergon]’ and the ‘law of faith [nomos
pisteos]’,56 or between the law of sin and the law of God.57
In the end, Agamben has opted for law and pre-law as the key to Paul.
Grace then takes on a shadowy existence, a placeholder of the void between
faith and law, or at best a spatial counterpart to the messianic time that
remains. This then raises the final problem for Agamben: how is the law to
be overcome? He can hardly avoid this question, for it saturates Paul’s texts.
Christ has nullified, overcome, fulfilled the law. He is its end in all senses of
the word telos. In his reading, Agamben cannot resort to grace as the way in
which the law is overcome.
This is a shame, since it seems to me that a greater engagement with grace
would have been helpful. The underlying drive of grace is that it is thoroughly undeserved, unearned and unexpected, breaking into an ordinary
life and thoroughly re-orienting it. For Paul, grace is an unexpected gift from
God, particularly in the death and resurrection of Jesus.58 In other words, the
source of grace is God through Jesus. But what if we take the underlying logic
of grace rather than its explicit reference to God? In its concern with the unexpected and unearned that breaks into human life, two items stand out: firstly,
it is thoroughly anti-anthropocentric. Rather than the assumption that human
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beings are the source and end of all events and acts in history, the idea of
grace stresses that this is not so. Human beings are but a small part of a much
larger whole, whether that be the earth itself or indeed the universe. Secondly,
grace may come from an entirely different quarter than its assumed divine
source. Under the weight of Paul’s influence, grace inevitably winds its way
back to God. But that is not necessarily so, for the logic of grace is that it may
be any unexpected and undeserved moment or event. It may be a moment or
revelation that strikes one out of the blue, or a natural event (catastrophe or
not) of global or universal proportions that entirely redirects life.
For Agamben, however, there is nothing that comes from outside the system, unexpected and undeserved. So it must come from within the system.
He provides a number of angles on this question: it is, to begin with, a release
or overcoming of the tension between non-normative and normative law,
between promise-faith and law, or, if you like, between justice and the law:
‘Justice without law is not the negation of the law, but the realization and
fulfilment, the pleroma, of the law’.59 Further, it is also a restoration or reunion
that goes back to the moment of pre-law, before the differentiation between
these two halves: ‘The messianic is the instance, in religion and equally in law,
of an exigency of fulfilment which – in putting origin and end in a tension with
each other – restores the two halves of prelaw in unison’.60 The messianic, of
course, plays a crucial role in such a restoration/overcoming of the tension
within law. Finally, as we saw earlier, the law may be overcome through its
deactivation and potentiality: deactivated in the messianic time that remains,
the law retires only to come into its own in the fullness of time. But what
does this mean? Here, it seems to me, we find the barest hint that perhaps it
is not possible to overcome the law by means of its own bootstraps: Agamben
writes, finally, of moving beyond the dialectic of faith and law, beyond prelaw, towards ‘an experience of the word, which . . . manifests itself as a pure
and common potentiality of saying, open to a free and gratuitous use of time
and the world’.61 It seems to me that this is the smallest opening to grace, one
that enables merely a free use of time and the world. Should he open it up
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any further, should he understand grace as the unexpected breaking-in from
outside the system, he would need to go outside the law entirely. But that
would entail an entirely different reading and he would need to start again,
for it cannot be theorised from within the law.

Pre-law, or trying to make sense of Paul
At a number of points in the preceding section, I have mentioned pre-law,
or what Agamben also calls ‘the law in its originary structure’.62 Pre-law is
the other lane of the royal road that cuts its way through the jungle of Paul’s
argument. Agamben argues that the solution to the tension between faith and
law, pistis and nomos, may be found in the realm of pre-law, an amorphous
moment before the differentiation of law, politics and religion. This is where
his argument becomes quite interesting, for now a dilemma emerges in my
close tussle with him. Agamben’s argument concerning the pre-law has a
number of problems and yet, in its midst, something valuable rises to the
surface. So, while I have deep misgivings with his dubious reconstruction
of an undifferentiated ur-law, I also find that the effort to leap back before
the theological moment of Paul’s thought has its appeal. I explore the problems first and then turn to that athletic effort from a rather out-of-condition
Agamben in the conclusion.
Let us return to Agamben’s distinction between faith [pistis] and law
[nomos]. In brief, he argues that the only way to solve the tension between
faith and law is by recourse to the misty realm of pre-law. In order to track
this argument, we must start with faith. Here, Agamben’s characteristic
move of using etymology to gain access to pre-history comes into play.63
The original sense of pistis (or fides) is of an oath, a keeping of faith that may
be described as reciprocal personal loyalty (here, Agamben relies on Benveniste). It is therefore linked with ‘oath [horkos], ‘promise [epaggelia]’, ‘pact
[diatheke]’ and the Hebrew ‘pact’ or ‘covenant [berit]’. He uses the example
of ‘giving over in faith [dounai eis pistin in Greek, deditio in fidem in Latin), in
which a city surrenders to an enemy at the gates, a surrender that carries with
it the understanding that the enemy will not massacre the inhabitants and
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raze the city to the ground. Rather, the people give themselves over to the
pistis of their conquerors, who, in turn, exercise pistis and preserve the city,
albeit subject to the general, king or emperor in question. In other words, pistis involves a mutual obligation, both from the ones who surrender and from
those who conquer. At this level, pistis is an inescapably (pre-)legal term. Or,
as Agamben writes:
If we want to comprehend the meaning that underlies the opposition
between pistis and nomos in the Pauline text, we should keep in mind this
rooting of faith in the sphere of the law – or rather, in prelaw, that is, where
law, politics, and religion become tightly interwoven. In Paul, pistis retains
something of the dedition, the unconditional self abandon to the power of
another, which obliges the receiver as well.64

There are a few major hitches with this argument: the reconstruction of this
realm of pre-law lies on some rather shaky foundations; it assumes that Paul
must make sense; and it falls foul of the vain search for a point of differentiation. On the first matter, Agamben sets out on his quest for the hazy region of
pre-law by calling on Homer and then the somewhat generic ‘ancient Greece’
in order to see what ‘oath [horkos]’ might mean.65 Once we get into the realm
of the gods or immortals, who are also subject to the oath, we find ourselves
introduced to the realm of ‘pre-law’. The next moment is the ‘most ancient
Indo-European institution’ of ‘personal loyalty’, one that is designated by
‘faith’.66 However, the only evidence for such an ancient institution is the
reconstruction by Emile Benveniste from linguistic data alone. It is from this
flimsy evidence that Agamben draws his argument. In order to add a political
aspect to this institution, he then turns to the example of the city that surrenders ‘in faith [pistis and fides]’ to its conqueror: just as the inhabitants of the
city trust him to spare them, so he must honour that faith. This was, it seems, a
Greek and Roman practice, although of no specified period. Finally, we have
the discussion of Hebrew covenant [berit], which, he argues, is a similar item
from the era of pre-law. His only evidence for this, however, is the Hebrew
Bible, a shaky source of evidence if ever there was one. Now, the selection
of Homer, ancient Greece, a most ancient Indo-European institution, Greek
64
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and Roman practice in warfare, and Hebrew is no accident, for it provides
a comprehensive background in all of the traditions that one might expect
to have influenced Paul. However, not only are they impossibly vague, not
only are the institutions reconstructed from purely linguistic data, but they
also assume that the key to Paul’s thought may be found on some hitherto
neglected feature of his context or background.
Why has Agamben chosen this path, especially with regard to the opposition of law and faith in Paul? To begin with, Agamben unwittingly shares
the assumption with Pauline biblical scholarship that Paul must be consistent
and coherent. Paul, it would seem, is one of the few who must make perfectly
logical sense all the time. It is a terrible burden to bear. Rather than being like
us – formulating ideas, rethinking them, changing them, contradicting himself, and being simply confused – he must make completely consistent sense.67
However, since he does not seem to do so on his own, we must import a lot
of extra information into his argument.68 In other words, the secret to Paul’s
coherence must lie outside his letters.
But there is another reason for seeking out pre-law: Paul himself has
provided the lead. Let us see how this works. In the pages I have been considering in Agamben’s text,69 there is a curious feature that requires some
further attention: Agamben does not once refer to the biblical texts he is in
fact exegeting. Paul’s texts in question are Romans 4 and Galatians 3, where
he discusses the relationship between Abraham and Moses on the question
of faith and law. Yet, in pursuing the question of pre-law as a way of explaining faith and law, Agamben’s references are Deuteronomy 26:17–19, Genesis 31:44–54, Exodus 24:8, Deuteronomy 7:9, and Genesis 15:18 – all from
the Hebrew Bible. From the New Testament, we find Matthew 26:28 and
Ephesians 2:12.70 There is a sole Pauline text in the whole discussion, or rather
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a pseudo-Pauline text. When Agamben finally does come to discuss Galatians
3 and 4, it is when he has moved on from the question of pre-law.71
What is so strange about this search for pre-law is that the texts one could
conceivably use for such a pursuit – that is, Galatians 4 and Romans 4 – are
simply absent from Agamben’s discussion. I suspect the reason he carries on
such a curious practice is that these texts by Paul act as signposts to the past.
Agamben takes his cue from Paul, for the latter goes back to Abraham, before
Moses the lawgiver, in order to stress Abraham’s faith. And this, for Agamben, is the realm of pre-law, the shady realm before the (Mosaic) law itself.
Agamben, however, falls into a trap, for just when he thinks he has located
the necessary tie between law and faith in the realm of pre-law, Paul turns the
whole thing on its head in Galatians 3:23–9, where faith follows law! Up until
that point, Agamben is somewhat persuasive: Paul talks about Abraham’s justification [dikaiosyne] by faith and not justification by the law. Justification is,
in part at least, a (pre-)legal term. And Paul himself points to the pre-empting
of the law with a simple piece of spurious chronology: ‘the law [nomos], which
came four hundred and thirty years afterward, does not annul a covenant
[diatheken] previously ratified by God, so as to make the promise [epaggelian]
void’.72 So we do seem to have the time before the law, the time of covenant
and promise and faith that Agamben stresses. Then, when everything seems
clear, Paul writes:
Now before faith [pistin] came, we were confined under the law [nomon],
kept under restraint until faith should be revealed. So that the law was our
custodian until Christ came, that we might be justified by faith.73

Everything has been turned on its head: faith is no longer in the realm of
pre-law, but quite clearly post-legal. Or is it both? Here, faith is precisely the
‘new and luminous element’74 that Agamben denies it is. A moment earlier,
faith preceded law through Abraham, but now faith succeeds law, becoming
possible only with Christ. It seems to me that any reading of Paul ultimately
founders on these tensions in his thought, no matter how much such readings
might twist and turn or seek to import extra information in an effort to make
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sense of Paul. Even with an immersion in context, Paul’s texts eventually
come to an unbearable tension as he tries to explicate his thoughts.
I have run on ahead of myself, for I have not yet asked a basic question:
what is pre-law? For Agamben, pre-law, or pré-droit, is ‘a prejuridical sphere
in which magic, religion, and law are absolutely indiscernible from one
another’.75 In this light, pistis is ‘both juridico-political and religious, and originating in the most ancient sphere of prelaw’.76 Pre-law is, then, the moment
before the differentiation of the spheres of magic, law, politics and religion.
Such a position assumes a narrative of differentiation, which I discussed in
some detail in the chapter on Kautsky. Characteristic of Marxist discussions of
the move from primitive communism to exploitative economic and social formations, it identifies an undifferentiated moment that then moves on through
a gradual process of differentiation until we find ourselves with the state,
class, exploitation and so on. The problems with all such narratives lie both
with the initial trigger for differentiation and when the differentiation into
distinct realms becomes clear. As for the trigger, what we face is the paradox
of paradise. If it is truly paradise, then there is no need for it to break down.
If it does break down, then it is a flawed gem: the mechanism for its collapse
must be embedded within paradise, but then it would no longer be paradise.
Unless, of course, paradise functions as the beginning of a narrative; in this
case, paradise, by definition, must be flawed so that the narrative may get
under way. The story of Genesis 2–3 is paradigmatic in this respect: the tree
in the garden is the trigger for the end of paradise. It is necessary for the narrative to get moving, but it hardly leaves one with a sense that paradise is an
ideal moment or place.
Identifying the trigger for differentiation may be one problem; finding the
point in the narrative where the various items are clearly differentiated is
another. Thus, in narratives of the formation of class and the state, the trigger
may be uneven patterns of fertility of the soil, animals and women: some people have better crops, larger herds, more children, and others do not. However slight, distinct levels of wealth creep in, and with it power. Eventually
one becomes a chieftain, the leader out of a group of powerful men, and from
there we move to the state, to kings and despots and emperors. However, in
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Agamben’s case, the trigger and the clear differentiation of different spheres –
religion, magic, law and politics – are closely bound together, if not one and
the same. And that moment of simultaneous trigger and clear differentiation
turns out to be the codification of law.
Let us look at what Agamben says more closely. He writes that pre-law
comes from an ‘obscure prehistoric background’.77 Is ‘prehistoric’ not another
term for the time before history was written, when there are written records
of whatever type? This would mean that pre-law signals the time before
law becomes written, before it is codified? In Mesopotamia, that moment
famously comes with Hammurabi’s law code, while in Athens the name of
Solon becomes the inaugural moment. Of course, in the Hebrew Bible, it is
the mythical codification with Moses, or is that King Josiah as older biblical scholars thought,78 or is it with Ezra and Nehemiah in the books by their
name, or is it even later, in the Persian or Hellenistic eras? All these positions
have been held in biblical studies. Agamben is not as specific, preferring to
cite Germanic, Greek and Roman practices as examples of the general sphere
of pre-law. I find myself wanting some more specificity, some attention to
Mesopotamia, Egypt and Palestine. Be that as it may, the deeper problem is
that codification of the law is both the trigger for differentiation and the sign
of the clear distinctions between magic, religion, law and politics, so much so
that, by the time Paul is writing, these distinctions must be assumed. I am not
so sure. Is it really so clear that Paul assumes such distinctions and therefore
needs to go back to the pre-law of Abraham in order to make his arguments
concerning faith and law? To take one example, in the era of the emperor
cult, with its gospel [euaggelion], its churches [ekklesiai] and its clergy,79 can we
really speak of a distinction between religion and politics, or church and state,
to put it in post-Enlightenment terminology?
Pre-law, then, is a curious category, based on dreadfully weak foundations,
triggered by a desire to make sense of Paul and yet following his directives,
trapped in Paul’s own twisting arguments and then falling foul of narratives
of differentiation.
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Conclusion: relativising theology
Yet, there is something to be said for this search for pre-law, not so much in
the content of Agamben’s argument but in its form. That content is riddled
with so many termites that you would not want to step on it for fear of falling through. But the form has something going for it, which I have described
as a leap back over the theological moment. This jump into the hazy past in
search of pre-law may be read as an effort to locate the non- or pre-theological
usage of terms that have come to be associated closely with theology. When
we make that move, theology becomes but one moment, one way to use a
term out of many.
Why do I find this a valuable move, even if I am not persuaded by the particular results of Agamben’s search? The reason is that relativises theology’s
claim to the absolute. The effect of Agamben’s strategy is to undermine the
claims that theology is the ultimate source of this or that idea in politics, or
philosophy, or the social sciences, or literature . . . No matter how ‘secularised’
these ideas might now be, goes the claim, they all pour forth from that spring
in the lofty heights of theology. For example, we find the argument that sovereignty as exception is of the same ilk as the exceptional miracle, so much
so that all political concepts are, in the end, theological.80 Or our notions of
society, hope and history have in their murky basements the theological categories of the Church, the messiah or the schema of creation and redemption.81 Or, the existential categories of Being and Thrownness [Geworfenheit]
are really secularised theological categories.82 Or, indeed, love as a political
category may be traced back to the Bible.83 And on it goes.
Agamben’s strategy is not to dispense with theologically tainted terms
entirely (which we will see in my discussion of Lukács in the next chapter),
but to launch himself back over some two millennia and try to land in the
pre-theological time of these terms. I keep imagining a stunt cyclist who revs
up his bike, hits the ramp at an impossibly high speed in order clear a pile of
buses or perhaps a huge gulf between two high-rise buildings. So, in the case of
Paul in the New Testament, this leap takes Agamben back to an inchoate and
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undefined pre-law. He uses the same strategy on a couple of other occasions.
For example, he makes a similar move in his search for the original sense of
homo sacer, where he invokes ‘the memory of a figure of archaic Roman law’.84
Again, like his search for pre-law with Paul, the form of the argument is more
persuasive than the content. Perhaps the most effective use of this strategy
appears in his engagement with Carl Schmitt in State of Exception. In tackling
Schmitt’s contention that the constitutive exception draws its logic from the
theological concept of the miracle, Agamben argues that the paradigm is, in
fact, the ancient Roman iustitium, the standing still or suspension of the law
when the state was under dire threat.85 The effect is to negate Schmitt’s resort
to theology as the ultimate source and thereby relativises theology’s claims.
It is not a tactic Agamben uses all the time and it should not be confused
with his tendency to resort to classical sources in many of his philosophical
engagements. That classicism is a common feature of much Western philosophy. We find in standard introductory classes on philosophy which begin
with Socrates and the pre-Socratics, or in the arguments of Badiou or Butler
or Adorno. The problematic assumption of such a move is to posit a reasonably continuous narrative that begins with ancient Greece and Rome and then
passes through into the ‘West’. The constant return to the classical philosophers is as much a reinforcement of that classicist narrative as it is a sign of its
instability, for it busily applies filler with a large spatula to the gaps, ruptures,
dead ends and devious tracks that philosophy takes.
However, when Agamben does take the approach I have identified, it has
the potential to show that the theological usage of these terms is but one
moment in a much longer trajectory. Despite the problematic content of his
arguments, the strategy is extremely valuable, since it punches the wind out
of inflated claims by theology, relativises it and makes it much more workable. When theology becomes what I call a passing moment in the history of
such political and philosophical terms, it must take its place beside all the others. And, in doing so, it also gives up the resort to some ultimate arbiter.
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Chapter Eight
The Self-Exorcism of Georg Lukács

Above all my messianic utopianism lost (and
was even seen to lose) its real grip on me.1
Things now face us in a clear, sharp light
which to many may seem cold and hard; a light
shed on them by the teachings of Marx.2

Georg Lukács spent a lifetime trying to exorcise the
last traces of romantic, idealist and religious categories from his thought. While I admire the ascetic and
militant discipline of the later Lukács, especially
since he was most critical of his own earlier work, it
seems to me that his premise is mistaken. For, in the
act of self-exorcism, he assumes that these themes
function as an original source that must be overcome
and excised. So, he sought to dispense with his earlier
‘romantic anti-capitalism’, ‘messianic utopianism’,
the sense of a ‘world abandoned by God’ or an ‘age
of absolute sinfulness’. I do not argue that Lukács is
trying to overcome some earlier moment of religious
commitment or faith – unlike Louis Althusser, Henri
Lefebvre or Terry Eagleton. Rather, his affectation of
religious themes seems to be something he picked
up in the various circles he frequented and types of
thought that appealed to him at the time, such as
Jewish mysticism via Martin Buber, Kierkegaard’s
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Christian introspection, or Bloch’s messianic Marxism.3 Rather, the argument
of this chapter is that, despite Lukács’s own perception, such themes are not
necessarily religious, or indeed romantic or idealist, but that the time of their
religious occupation is but a passing moment, however delayed it might be.
In this respect, my treatment of Lukács fills out some of the comments that
appeared in the closing section of my discussion of Agamben.
In what follows, I trace Lukacs’s attempts at self-exorcism along two overlapping paths, the one critical and the other autobiographical. As for the first,
we find a curious relationship between The Theory of the Novel and The Young
Hegel. In the former, Lukács argues that the novel could arise only in a world
abandoned by God, but his solution is to search for a revival of the lost and
integrated classical world, and he finds that in Dostoevsky. In The Young
Hegel, he takes Hegel to task for making largely the same argument, except
that now, for Hegel, the alienating ‘positivity’ of Christianity must be overcome in favour of the recovered republican freedom of ancient Greece and
Rome. In dispensing too readily with Hegel’s idealism, I wonder not only at
the need to exorcise his own past, but also whether he has not missed something in the form of the youthful thought of both Hegel and himself: rather
than some original idealistic-cum-theological core that needs to be cut out, the
effort to leap back to a pre-Christian moment suggests that the theological filling is not necessarily original or determining. On the autobiographical path,
we have become accustomed to the lengthy prefaces – often written much
later for reprints, or translations, or, in some cases, first editions – that seek to
assess the limits and insights of the text in question. But what interests me in
a select number of prefaces – particularly those of The Theory of the Novel and
History and Class Consciousness – is the continuing autobiographical narrative,
especially where that narrative touches on questions of religion. For, here too,
we find a more intimate effort at exorcising the spirits from his thought and
life. However, there is a difference between the two prefaces: while that in The
Theory of the Novel categorically discards his sense of ‘an age of absolute sinfulness’, and thereby his romantic and idealist pretences which underlie that
text, the preface to History and Class Consciousness gives voice to a nostalgia for
3
Löwy 1979, pp. 93–6; Kadarky 1991, pp. 58–9, 62–4, 115–16. For this reason I
do not find it particularly interesting to try to uncover the theological corpse in
Lukács’s basement, as Maier tries to do (Maier 1989), or, for that matter, Kadarky in
his overblown and painfully written biography (Kadarky 1991).

The Self-Exorcism of Georg Lukács • 207

that book’s ‘messianic utopianism’. I close by suggesting that such nostalgia
may be read at another level, namely, for the form rather than the content of
the argument in The Theory of the Novel and The Young Hegel.

A world abandoned by God
I begin with The Theory of the Novel, where the first attempt at self-exorcism
begins. More than most, Lukács was given to looking back at an earlier,
youthful piece of writing and cringing at what he later regarded as crude
moves and naïve assumptions.4 His pre-Marxist works came in for particularly heavy treatment and Theory of the Novel was no exception. Yet, I am
interested in this work for two reasons: at one level, it marks an effort to indicate a distinct malaise to which the novel is then the response, the attempted
solution to that illness. Lukács then offers his own solution since he finds
that of the novel itself problematic. At a second, and perhaps more important
level it is precisely this attempted solution that he seeks to excise from his
later Marxist thought.
The malaise to which the novel genre is a response is none other than ‘historico-philosophical’ question of apostasy, or as he puts it, divine abandonment: ‘The novel is the epic of a world that has been abandoned by God’.5
And the solution? As far as the novel is concerned it is twofold: through the
device of a coherent individual life, that of the hero, the novel attempts to
locate an abstract aesthetic continuity in place of the one that was lost.6 Secondly, by means of irony (the very result of abandonment by God), we find
an effort in the novel to glimpse a God who no longer exists. But this can
happen only by looking awry, by avoiding the knowledge of God, or even
its desire. However, for Lukács, this is a solution doomed to failure. So, he
seeks a ‘re-awakening of spirit’ in theological terms, namely, a recapturing of
the lost totality of the Golden Age of classical antiquity through a miraculous

4
As he puts it in A Defence of ‘History and Class Consciousness’: ‘I have broken
with my past completely, not only socially but also philosophically. . . . I consider the
writings that I wrote before my entry into the Hungarian Communist Party to be
mistaken and wrong in every way’ (Lukács 2000, p. 93).
5
Lukács 1971b, p. 88; 1994, p. 77. Goldmann, of course, picks up this theme, albeit
via Soul and Form (Lukács 1974, 1971a), in his study of the ‘hidden God’ in Pascal,
Racine and Jansenism more generally (see Chapter One).
6
Lukács 1971b, pp. 70–1; 1994, pp. 60–1.
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and apocalyptical process of spiritual renewal, as prefigured in the novels
of Dostoyevsky, the Homer of the new world.7 Later, Lukács would come to
criticise what he called his residual messianic utopianism.8
I want to unpack this paragraph, since it shows a Lukács very much saturated in theological thought. As far as the abandonment by God is concerned,
if we shift the agent from God to human beings, abandonment turns out to be
nothing other than apostasy. And this abandonment or apostasy both organises the novel itself and provides its conditions. So, abandonment by God
draws a number of other features of the novel in its wake – interiority, adventure and irony. Even if there are other losses that the novel laments, such as
youth, ‘inner voice,’ or home – the loss of faith or abandonment by God is
the one that binds the others together. But what does it mean for apostasy to
provide the conditions of the novel? For Lukács, the signal of a world sadly
come of age is that we have put away our childish faith and the enthusiasm of
youth, losing faith in our heroes, the gods. This is the historico-philosophical
condition of the novel.
In a manner that became characteristic, albeit with a Marxist twist, Lukács
constructs a typology of the novel by means of a generic contrast – here, the
novel stands over against tragedy and epic. Thus, in contrast to the over-arching destiny of both epic and tragedy, the novel marks a shift to adventure,
to the realm of risk and uncertainty: we do not know for certain whether the
hero will win through. With the loss of destiny for the sake of adventure, the
novel also exhibits a move from the unity of soul and world (exteriority) to
antagonism between them (interiority). The novel is then characterised by the
presence of adventure and interiority. Yet, such transitions are not without
their problems; the traces of the newer social tensions show up in the cultural
product of the novel. And, so, the two features of the novel, adventure and
interiority, sit uneasily together. Or, to put it in terms of a second opposition, soul and work become incommensurable with each other, a tension that

Lukács 1971b, pp. 152–3; 1994, pp. 137–8.
His later reassessment would also bring about a fascinating twist in his appreciation
of Dostoyevsky (Lukács 1973, pp. 179–97). In this case, the conservative Dostoyevsky
gives voice to the deeper questions of human existence through the violent despair of
his agonised heroes. That despair becomes a masked protest against bourgeois society.
But what is remarkable about this interpretation is that the hope for a harmonious
and integrated society becomes a dream, albeit a necessary dream for it expresses the
hope for a better society and revolt against this one.
7
8
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determines the nature of the novel itself. Thus, interiority may dominate the
hero’s soul, becoming narrower and thereby overcome by the outside world
of work and adventure (so Don Quixote); or, the soul of the hero may surpass
his context of adventure and work, becoming wider and larger than what
life can offer (Balzac’s Comédie humaine).9 But, then, the question arises as to
how the hero may outstrip his world, how he may overcome his situation
and triumph in adventure. Without God, the only possibility is a demonic
one: ‘because of the remoteness, the absence of an effective God, the indolent
self-complacency of this quietly decaying life would be the only power in
the world if men did not sometimes fall prey to the power of the demon and
overreach themselves in ways that have no reason and cannot be explained by
reason, challenging all the psychological or sociological foundations of their
existence’.10 But not every hero triumphs, and, here, the crumbling world of
adventure overcomes him so that he finds himself facing ‘a glass wall against
which men beat in vain, like bees against a window, incapable of breaking
through, incapable of understanding that the way is barred’.11
Now, all of this may be very well, and I could argue that, despite the melancholy note of Lukács’s analysis, he is in fact welcoming a world abandoned by
God, a world that must face the reality of maturity and putting away of childish superstitions. But not so, for the novel has its own strategy for recovering
God, albeit a complex and paradoxical one – irony. The paradox is that God
does indeed provide the coherent substratum of the novel, but only because
he is no longer present. For Lukács, this is at heart a formal question that
takes on the specific features of irony. Irony is both the mark of the novelist’s
freedom ‘in his relationship to God’12 and an effort to glimpse the God who no
longer exists. But – and here is the dialectical twist – such an effort can work
only through the very avoidance of the knowledge of God or even its desire.
A little like apophatic theology, the key lies in an absolute refusal to acknowledge or know God, for only then will He manifest himself: it is precisely in
not knowing God, in the inability to make contact with the transcendent, in

9
The later preface is scathing about the results of this ‘far too general’ and abstract
typology, without a stronger sense of the specific historical and aesthetic nature of
the novels in question; see Lukács 1971b, pp. 13–14; 1994, pp. 7–8.
10
Lukács 1971b, p. 90; 1994, p. 79.
11
Ibid.
12
Lukács 1971b, p. 92; 1994, p. 81.
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God’s abandonment (and, here, he echoes the cry of Jesus from the cross in the
Gospels), that one may encounter God. So also with the novel: precisely when
the historico-philosophical context witnesses God’s departure does it become
possible to subsume God into the ‘material authenticity’ of a form. This is
what the novel achieves. When the novel achieves its perfect form ‘God himself becomes the substratum of form-giving, homogeneous with and equivalent to all the other normatively given elements of form, and is completely
embraced by its categories’.13 Thus, ‘irony, with intuitive double vision, can
see where God is to be found in a world abandoned by God’.14
What intrigues me about this argument – the novel constitutes an attempted
resolution that continually abolishes itself – is that it applies just as much to
Lukács’s own solution to the problem that the novel signals despite itself.
That solution is a thoroughly mystified resort to the supposed Golden Age of
classical antiquity, particularly of ancient Greece. The grand historical schema
with which Lukács works is based on the sheer difference between the world
of the Greeks and of our own: their achievement was an integration of soul
and world that generated both epic and tragedy. Over against this integrated
civilisation is our (or rather, that of Lukács in a Europe, or indeed fin de siècle
Hungary of the early twentieth century) problematic one, of which the novel
is the cultural marker. Once the Greek world collapsed, only Christianity was
able to provide an alternative integrated civilisation more complete than the
one it surpassed:
the world became round once more, a totality capable of being taken in at a
glance . . .; the cry for redemption became a dissonance in the perfect rhythmic
system of the world and thereby rendered possible a new equilibrium no
less perfect than that of the Greeks.15

It will come as no surprise that Lukács’s solution is not one that harks back
to the last great integration of Christianity, but to the classical pre-Christian
world itself. In the last brief paragraph of the book, he speaks of the creative
vision of Dostoevsky, either the harbinger or occupant, like Homer, of the
new world. A visionary and apocalyptic tone suffuses this last paragraph,

13
14
15

Lukács 1971b, p. 91; 1994, p. 80.
Lukács 1971b, p. 92; 1994, p. 81.
Lukács 1971b, pp. 37–8; 1994, p. 29.
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a call for a renewal of spirit.16 It is not for nothing that the Marxist Lukács
would savage his own earlier work (see the ‘Preface’), for this is hardly a
progressive solution. Yet, what is interesting here is that it is precisely this
argument that he would criticise in the early Hegel many years later. Reading
The Young Hegel17 after Theory of the Novel you get the uncanny sense that
Lukács is exorcising a demon or two. So let us turn to the second book.

Leap-frogging Christianity
For Lukács, Hegel is anti-theological and anti-Christian in his early works,
criticising the ‘positivity’ of Christianity, the alienating externalisation of religion into imposed norms by an institution. But the problem is that Hegel
opposes theology with an idealised version of the republican freedom of
classical Greece. In form, at least, this is the very strategy of Lukács in Theory
of the Novel, with some minor modifications in detail. In both cases, they see
no solution in an earlier more pristine form of Christianity, whether that may
be found in the words of the founder or in the last integration of soul and
world; rather, they leap-frog to an earlier pre-Christian moment for inspiration, namely classical Greece. Lukács’s criticism of Hegel becomes then,
implicitly at least, a criticism of his own earlier position.
So let us see how he goes about this in The Young Hegel. To my mind, five
strands may be untangled from Lukács’s argument. The first comes from the
importance of Hegel in the early history of dialectic. It is crucial for Lukács
to establish that the origins of the dialectic lie not with theology, but with a
profound criticism of theology, or indeed an anti-theological thrust.18 Second,
the positive element of this argument is that the dialectic, in Hegel’s hands, is
due to both the political conditions of Germany at the time (its political and
cultural backwardness in relation to France and the rest of Europe, its struggles to achieve national unity) and to Hegel’s engagement with economics.19
The catch with this argument is that economics forms something of an absent
cause, since Hegel’s economic manuscripts were lost at the time Lukács was
writing. Third, against the arguments of many of his interpreters, Hegel is, in
16
17
18
19
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Lukács
Lukács
Lukács

1971b, pp. 152–3; 1994, pp. 137–8.
1975, 1967.
1975, pp. xviii–xxii, 217–18; 1967, pp. 18–23, 285–6.
1975, pp. xxvii, 168–78; 1967, pp. 29, 225–39.
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fact, on the Left. For Lukács, the early Hegel, who read deeply in classical literature as well as that of the German and French Enlightenments, ‘finds himself
increasingly on the democratic left-wing’.20 Fourth, Lukács blames Hegel’s
editors and biographers, such as Nohl, Lasson and Hoering, for emphasising the theological nature of Hegel’s early writings – ‘the belief in Hegel’s
“theological” early period remains a legend created and fostered by the reactionary apologists of imperialism’.21 Indeed, he suggests (a not uncommon
suggestion) that these interpretations are part of the irrational and mystifying
interpretations that lend themselves to fascism.22 Finally, as for Hegel himself,
the ‘unprejudiced and attentive reader will find precious little to do with theology in them [Hegel’s early works], indeed as far as theology is concerned
the tone is one of sustained hostility’.23
I am particularly interested in the last two strategies, for, in order to tackle
those interpreters who emphasise Hegel’s debts to theology, Lukács must
show a somewhat different Hegel. And he does so by means of the central
text, The Positivity of the Christian Religion.24 I remember reading this text, as
well as Lukács’s commentary on it, for my Master of Theology thesis on Hegel
and Marx in the late 1980s, and it struck me then as it does now on a re-read
that Hegel’s thought is perhaps a little more subtle than Lukács gives him
credit for – or, rather, than the use to which Lukács wishes to put it. The argument that appeals to Lukács here hinges around the notion of positivity: both
regrettable and inevitable, Christianity extends the words directed by Jesus
at the individual to society as a whole. It moves, then, from the words of its
founder to an objectified and alienating structure, one that constructs doctrines, institutions, a judiciary to keep the wayward in line, commandments
and clergy, all of which impose an alien will on the populace. And it is not
a case of returning to the words and early community of Jesus, for not only
have reform movements been attempting to do precisely this – overcoming
the corruption and self-interest of the institution now in favour of return to
pristine origins – but Jesus himself laid the seeds of Christianity’s full-blown
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Lukács 1975, p. 5; 1967, p. 37.
Lukács 1975, p. 16; 1967, p. 52.
Lukács 1975, pp. xxviii, 8, 32; 1967, pp. 30, 41–2, 68–9.
Lukács 1975, p. 8; 1967, p. 42.
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positivity.25 Compared to Socrates, Jesus would have been an object of laughter, the creator of a ‘narrow minded, closed sect’26 rather than creating masters and leaders in their own right. In short, Christianity cannot help but be
a positive ‘religion’. Lukács loves this material, much more than the Frankfurt text, The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate,27 which is full of a contradictory
sympathy to Christianity, and he plays it out as much as he can: ‘There can
be no doubt: these ostensibly theological writings are one long indictment of
Christianity’.28
Well, not quite, for Lukács’s text betrays a tension, not so much in Hegel
(although there are enough of those) as in his own thought. Indeed, Lukács
needs to steer a course between the Scylla of Hegel’s idealism and the Charybdis of his materialism, his socio-historical observations and emphases. While
he is not afraid to criticise Hegel for his idealism, yet he cannot let Hegel
become too idealist, since then he would land in the camp of the right Hegelians and those mystifying commentators who wish to see his beginnings in
theology. But, then, if Hegel were too materialist – Lukács points to his awareness of the division of labour in antiquity,29 to the importance of seeking the
socio-historical roots of religion,30 and his crucial economic research31 – we
would need to ask why Marx had to stand him, or rather his dialectic, on
its feet.
How does this tension manifest itself on the question of ‘religion’? The
problem for Lukács is that, for all Hegel’s polemic against Christianity, his
solutions were still very much religious. To his credit, Lukács recognises this:
‘His aim is to discover the social prerequisites for a return from the religion
of despotism and enslavement to a religion of freedom on the model of antiquity’.32 Lukács goes so far as to praise the dialectical insight that out of the two
oppositions of public-private and positive-subjective, Hegel sees the deeper
connection between positivity and the private: the very strength of positive
Christianity is that it is very much a private affair, a policing of the heart. But
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the solution to this problem is in itself religious, if not theological – Hegel
wants a subjective and public religion in its place, a ‘religion of the self-liberation of the people’.33 The central cultural and religious model, the living
example that fed off and fed into Hegel’s utopian picture of a republic of the
future, was the republican freedom of Greece and Rome.34 Lukács, having
himself espoused a very similar position in his earlier work, will not have a
bar of it. In fact he argues that the over-estimation of the role of religion stays
with Hegel for the rest of his life, peaking in the crisis years of the Frankfurt
period. When Hegel does let his theological bent come to the fore, he systematically discards all his hard-won and carefully constructed insights.35 This
is, in Lukács’s estimation, the fatal flaw of Hegel’s mature system: ‘History
is . . . the process of religious change, or, to put it in the language of objective
idealism: it is the history of God’s metamorphoses’.36 Lukács would much
rather see history as a process of gradual emancipation from religion.
So far so good, for, through Hegel, Lukács seems to be excising, systematically, the last vestiges of theology from his thought, even down to the idealised pagan classicism that saturated German thought – and, of course, his
own earlier thought. 37 However, in his drive to a thoroughgoing materialist
atheism – something he admits Hegel never reached – by means of excising the
last traces of theology, I cannot help but wonder whether Lukács has not proceeded a little too rashly here.38 In fact, in the next step of my argument, I want

Lukács 1975, p. 29; 1967, p. 67.
See also Lukács 1970, pp. 89–90. Lukács is not, however, an anti-classicist. Far
from it, for he defends the interest in and treasuring of the classical heritage as
‘adequate pictures of great periods of human development’ and as ‘signposts in
the ideological battle fought for the restoration of the unbroken human personality’
(Lukács 1972b, p. 5).
35
Lukács 1975, p. 191; 1967, p. 255.
36
Lukács 1975, p. 80; 1967, p. 122.
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A particularly sustained effort also appears in his engagement with Kierkegaard.
Thus, his earlier infatuation with Kierkegaard, including an essay in Soul and Form and
the effort to imitate Kierkegaard’s introspective, thinly veiled autobiographical style
(Lukács 1995, pp. 11–62), gives way to the self-surgery of the chapter on Kierkegaard
in The Destruction of Reason (Lukács 1980, pp. 243–305). Here, Kierkegaard’s romantic
anticapitalism and irrational inwardness are tied up with a reactionary theological
agenda, so much so that Kierkegaard becomes a pure apologist of bourgeois decadence.
As much as I love such phrases, this brutal exercise of self-exorcism loses the dialectical
flair that interests me in this chapter.
38
On the question of religion, Lukács will not even grant Hegel his dialectic: thus
he can only see in Hegel’s argument – ‘Christianity not only springs from the moral
decadence of a people governed by tyrants, but equally tyranny is an effect brought
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to draw not so much from Lukács’s dismissive polemic regarding Hegel’s
idealism and religious mysticism but from the moments he lives up to the
dialectic he inherits from Hegel. I refer to his argument that in Hegel’s crisisridden Frankfurt period, when he was most open to Christianity, the dialectic
as a fully historical method first emerges from his writing.39 For Lukács, even
the Hegel of the Phenomenology is muddled, developing an idealist dialectic
that could only begin and end with religion, even to the point of running the
major Christian doctrines through the dialectic,40 and yet he acknowledges
Hegel’s discovery and runs with it.
This is the Lukács that I want to follow, now with respect to the form of
both his and Hegel’s arguments in their early texts. For there may, in fact,
be something in the form of Hegel’s argument rather than the content that is
worth considering, and, for that matter, the form of Lukács’s earlier argument
in Theory of the Novel. And that is the curious strategy of leap-frogging over
Christianity itself, especially its founder, to a moment before Christianity. For
Hegel and the early Lukács, this was, of course, classical Greece and perhaps
Rome.
But what the form of their arguments, of both the early Hegel and the early
Lukács, suggests is that perhaps the way of considering the persistence of
theology in political philosophy is not to pursue the endless and futile effort
to excise theology and think non-theologically – for we will always find the
theological monster hiding under someone else’s bed – but to think of such
theological content as but one phase in a much longer history. I am going to
leave this observation dangling for a little longer, since, before I tease it out, I
want to follow Lukács’s other, more autobiographical path of self-exorcism.

Autobiographical exorcism
Again, I am interested in two texts, this time the prefaces to Theory of the
Novel and the other to History and Class Consciousness. Both were written well
after the first editions came out, most famously the preface to History and
Class Consciousness some forty-five years after its initial publication in 1922.
about by the Christian religion’ – the confused half light of an argument from which
he could never free himself (Lukács 1975, p. 79; 1967, p. 121).
39
Lukács 1975, pp. 191, 233–4; 1967, pp. 255, 304–5.
40
Lukács 1975, pp. 521–2; 1967, pp. 640–1.
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Lukács, as anyone who has taken the time to read these ever more lengthy
prefaces will know, was given to endless reflection, obsessing over his own
intellectual and political development.41 And commentators have followed
suit: as with Benjamin (as also Marx and Althusser), much has been made of
his intellectual, ethical and political turn from a rather mystical romanticist
idealism to Marxism.42 Lukács himself has been in part responsible for this,
since he reflects at length on his own intellectual biography, speaking not
only of a decisive embracing of Marxism but also a long process of apprenticeship, undertaken in both political and intellectual spheres, in other words, in
praxis and theory. Yet, it is precisely this ‘conversion’, in both the sudden and
gradual senses of the term, that interests me here. And one feature of such a
conversion was a particular obsession that turns up in these prefaces, namely
the perpetual sniffing out of the last faint odour of religious thought from his
work. The phrases and terms that turn up in these reflections, such as ‘age
of absolute sinfulness,’ ‘romantic anti-capitalism’ and ‘messianic utopianism’,
are, at first glance, hardly the signs of sustained theological reflection. Yet, for
Lukács, they marked a distinct problem, one that he needed to identify and
put behind him. Again, I wonder whether such an exercise in home surgery
is the best procedure for the patient.
So, on a first read of the preface to Theory of the Novel, we get the distinct
impression that Lukács is hardly interested in commenting on its underlying
religious tone, that it was not really so crucial to the book as such. But, then,
a second reading alerts us to what might best be called a code, where phrases
begin to stand in for those he used in the text itself. Thus, the key description
of the world abandoned by God disappears and we find in its place a world
‘gone out of joint’. At one level, the two mean roughly the same thing, but it is
the slippage from the theological to the secular that is peculiar here. But, then,
just when we thought that Lukács is trying to squeeze out from under the
theological weight of his early text, he offers us the comment that the time of

41
See, above all, Lukács 1983b; 1973, pp. 308–26. This autobiographical obsession
also colours his sense of the development of literary criticism: ‘the clouds of mysticism
which once surrounded the phenomena of literature with a poetic colour and warmth
and created an intimate and “interesting” atmosphere around them, have been
dispersed. Things now face us in a clear, sharp light which to many may seem cold
and hard; a light shed on them by the teachings of Marx’ (Lukács 1972b, p. 1).
42
Kadarky 1991; Löwy 1979; Arato and Breines 1979.
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writing was for him and so many others an ‘age of absolute sinfulness’.43 The
phrase is borrowed from Fichte and marks Lukács’s absolute despair at the
enthusiasm of the Social-Democratic parties in Germany for the First World
War. But what are we to make of such a substitution? Is not the age of absolute sinfulness precisely the world abandoned by God, albeit the flip side, the
human response to or even the cause of God’s abandonment?
Once we have keyed in to what is going on, other allusions begin to tumble
out. To begin with, there is the admission that his Hegelianism at the time was
heavily influenced by Kierkegaard, before he became popular. The excuse,
which one becomes accustomed to seeing, is that Marx himself had also
fallen under Kierkegaard’s sway for a time. The early Marx, Kierkegaard and
Lukács then become part of a group characterised by ‘romantic anti-capitalism’.44 And what is the main ingredient of such a romantic anticapitalism?
Messianic utopianism, something that also afflicted the early Marx:
a highly naive and totally unfounded utopianism – the hope that a natural
life worthy of man can spring from the disintegration of capitalism and the
destruction, seen as identical with that disintegration, of the lifeless and
life-denying social and economic categories.45

Behind all of this is the desire to identify and burn out any last trace of idealism and its theological core. Here, in the preface to Theory of the Novel, this
becomes in Lukács’s terms a ‘right epistemology’. Indeed, as far as Lukács
is concerned, this youthful work is the first one that combined a left ethics
with a right epistemology. Of course, by the time of the preface, Lukács has
moved well past such a combination, but he sees it turning up in Bloch’s
Spirit of Utopia and in his book on Thomas Müntzer, the works of Walter
Benjamin, the early writings of Adorno, as well as Sartre in France. The
target is distinctly theological: Bloch remained enamoured with the revolutionary potential of the Bible throughout his life, Benjamin sought to
rub Marxism and theology together and Adorno’s first book in philosophy
was, in fact, a theological book – Kierkegaard: Construction of the Aesthetic was

Lukács 1971b, p. 18; 1994, p. 12.
Lukács 1971b, p. 19; 1994, p. 13. Under the spell of Lukács’s own characterisation
of ‘romantic anti-capitalism’, Löwy (1979, pp. 15–90) uses the phrase to describe the
whole generation of intellectuals among whom Lukács grew up.
45
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written under the direction of Paul Tillich. Here, the stalwart of the Eastern
Bloc, for whom a bad and corrupt Communism is better than none at all,
assesses his Western-Marxist contemporaries and finds them wanting. They
now join those condemned in his book The Destruction of Reason, residing in
the Grand Hotel Abyss:
A beautiful hotel, equipped with every comfort, on the edge of an abyss, of
nothingness, of absurdity. And the daily contemplation of the abyss between
excellent meals or artistic entertainments, can only heighten the enjoyment
of the subtle comforts offered.46

And this is where Lukács feels Theory of the Novel resides, enjoying a drink at
the bar. In this deservedly famous image, the stakes of the idealist, romantic
and even religious impulse in this early text become extraordinarily high.
Let me turn to the second preface, this time to the book in which Lukács
felt his messianic utopianism gave its last glorious gasp, History and Class
Consciousness. For one who was so accustomed to speaking of what was true
and false, correct or mistaken, even if he was constantly aware of how what
appeared to be true in his own work turned out later to be ‘false’, Lukacs
equivocates over his messianic utopianism, and it is this equivocation that
I want to explore for a moment. So, in this preface, he states that, after writing the monograph in final form in 1922, ‘my messianic utopianism lost (and
was even seen to lose) its real grip on me’.47 The book itself he sees as the
conclusion to a period of his own development that began in 1918–19. I will
return to look at this statement more closely in a moment, but a little earlier,
in the context of providing reasons for his rejection of the reflection theory of
knowledge, he writes: ‘Against this [mechanistic determinism] my messianic
utopianism, the predominance of praxis in my thought rebelled in passionate
protest – a protest that, once again, was not wholly misguided’.48
These statements are more ambivalent than they seem, for the words run
against the overall impression that he has passed beyond this messianic
utopianism, that he has in fact excised romantic and theological categories
entirely. Let me exegete a few phrases: ‘real grip’ hints at a less than real or
solid grip, a residue perhaps that may have remained with him despite the
46
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end of a certain zeal. But, then, ‘was even seen to lose’ slides the emphasis, by
means of the passive, over to the impression given to others: here, a greater
sense of finality attaches to shedding this messianic utopianism, for not even
an appearance remains. Yet, like one who has gradually come to terms with
the abiding influence of earlier passions and commitments, with all their habits, associations, social context and ways of speaking and thinking, he looks
upon it as not completely useless – ‘a protest that, once again, was not wholly
misguided.’ Even if it has gone, left behind in a new phase of life, some nostalgia attaches to it, for it was not without some value.
I cannot help but think of his comments about tactical writing, the need
to write certain things, such as his self-criticism in 1929 after the failed Blum
Theses with their call for a democratic dictatorship,49 or his subsequent withdrawal from Hungarian politics so that he could continue his writing,50 or
the moves he made under Stalin in order to do the same. Autobiographical
comments like this always have such an undercurrent for readers aware of
Lukacs’s moves over the years. Tied in with all this is the continual role of
praxis in his thought and life: the events which shaped his thought and upon
which he sought to reflect and provide guidance also produce their sometimes unwanted effects. It is not for nothing that the sentence, ‘Lenin died
in 1924,’ follows the ‘real grip’ sentence,51 for this marked the beginning of
the iron-broom years of Stalin, the downturn in revolutionary activity and its
local failures, as well as the theory of socialism in one country. In other words,
his messianic utopianism was part of the great expectations for the communist revolutions throughout Europe between the Wars; battening down for a
longer haul also meant dampening revolutionary enthusiasm and turning to
more rigorous theoretical work in the interim.
For all the similarities between the two prefaces, especially in terms of
Lukács’s perpetual exercise of self-exorcism, there are some marked differences. The Theory of the Novel is his last officially pre-Marxist text, belonging
to the introspective, overly-sensitive, fin-de-siècle Lukács, the one of the Thalia
theatre, the pretentious ‘circles’ and so on. Unlike many critics, who prefer
the sensibilities of this early aesthete, I prefer the ascetic discipline of the later
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Lukács, the one who was able to coin phrases like ‘decadent bourgeois irrationalism’. History of Class Consciousness is a product of this later Lukács, but it is
a book that suffered due to the petty jealousies and vindictiveness of the Stalin years. Lukács clearly liked History and Class Consciousness, and his recently
discovered defence,52 vigorously replying to his critics, reinforces the sense of
the carefully worded preface that silenced his critics and held on to the arguments of the book. For there is a certain nostalgia in the preface to History and
Class Consciousness that is not there in the preface to Theory of the Novel, a passing recognition that there was indeed some value in his messianic utopianism
at the time, despite all its flaws. However, it seems to me that such nostalgia
and defence point to something that Lukács himself may not have expected.

Conclusion
This is where I want to loop back to my reflections on The Theory of the Novel
itself and The Young Hegel, for the terms he uses in the prefaces – messianic
utopianism, romantic anticapitalism, age of absolute sinfulness – have another
echo that is not necessarily theological. In order to explicate this comment,
my earlier reflections towards the end of the chapter on Agamben, and the
brief observation I left dangling earlier regarding the form of both Lukács
and Hegel’s arguments – that there was indeed something worthwhile in the
early arguments of both that was not necessarily connected to the content – I
want to turn now to Michel de Certeau, of all people. Initially, it seems that
Lukács seeks to excise, one after the other, basic categories that he feels come
out of the theological tradition – hope, sinfulness, abandonment, to which
we might now add the political subject, the presumed unity of thinking and
being, of deliberation and action. He seeks a dissolution of these terms, a
perpetual self-exorcism that can only end up with a complete dismissal of
someone like Kierkegaard as irrationalist,53 or the effort to dismiss religious
art as decorative, ornamental or at best allegorical, where there is no necessary connection between the objects depicted and their meaning; in short,
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religious art focuses on a transcendent pseudo-reality rather than the thisworldly focus of proper art.54
How does Michel de Certeau offer the beginnings of an answer, a very different strategy to the one that Lukács employs? The key sentence from Certeau that has in fact sat beneath my discussion all along is: ‘In a certain way
we might consider the time of their religious “filling” as a moment in the
history of these cultural forms’.55 This sentence comes at the end of a long
discussion in which Certeau speaks of the extraordinary process in which the
various modern disciplines ranging from the sciences through the humanities emerged from theology. His initial point is that, even though this may
appear to be the case, we should realise that, however much such disciplines
and ways of thought have their origin in theology, they have ceased to be
theological. The forms have been re-employed so that what appear to be similar formal elements between theology and the modern disciplines now operate in terms of other practices and systems. As non-religious disciplines that
once began in theology, it is now possible to study religion and theology as
though from ‘outside’. Thus, sociology analyses a form of religion or theology through its organisation, the nature of its hierarchy, its doctrinal themes
and so on, as a type of society; sociolinguistics interprets theological language
as indices of socio-cultural transformations; individual religious affirmations
become representations of psychological categories, and so on – in short, religious claims are understood as symptoms of something else, whether social,
historical or psychological, rather than truth claims relating to belief.56 And,
so, we get a transition from an initial theological content to something that is
anything but theological.
However, what I find astounding about this argument, for all the detail
that Certeau gives to it, is the way the sentence I initially quoted from him
undermines the whole argument and thereby relativises theology. What if
it were the case that the time of the religious and theological ‘filling’ of these
terms, these modes of thought, was but a moment in a much longer history?
This move completely rearranges the relationship: no longer is theology the
one who sets the agenda, for it becomes but one sojourner, albeit a long one,
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in the tents of a thinking that goes back well before theology. Instead of granting priority to theology, as Certeau does initially himself before this observation, as Lukács does in a negative register, by trying to exorcise theology from
his thought, the question then becomes one of tracking a much longer trajectory of these forms of thought. But the most urgent question asks what terms
such as hope, sinfulness, God’s abandonment, apostasy and messianic utopianism – I would like to add grace, eschatology and myth for starters – would
look like if their theological filling is but a passing and momentary phase.
What I suggest, then, is that Lukács’s efforts at self-exorcism are misguided,
for they assume an original source – romantic, idealist and theological – that
must be overcome and discarded. Rather, it seems to me that we might read
Lukács’s nostalgia in the preface to History and Class Consciousness in a dialectical fashion. At one level, it is a nostalgia for the time when that book
appeared, in the early years after the October Revolution in Russia, as well
as nostalgia for the content with all of its perceived ‘messianic utopianism’.
At another level, however, it might also be read as nostalgia for the form of
an argument that he had in fact abandoned. And that form appears in the
argument he follows in The Theory of the Novel and then criticises in The Young
Hegel. There is little mileage in an argument that harks back to some mythical
harmonious Golden Age, whether that is Dostoyevskian classical world or the
republicanism of Rome. Rather, it is the form itself – the act of seeking some
moment before the long era of theological dominance – that is far more promising: not because it seeks some original moment in a misguided classicism,
but because it points to the fact that the theological and religious occupation
of these terms is but a passing moment in a much longer and diverse history.

Chapter Nine
The Bible and The Beekeeper’s Manual

God, you might say, is their formula for being
neighbourly.1

In Politics and Letters, Raymond Williams comments,
in a symptomatic autobiographical moment, that the
only books in his parents’ house in Pandy (a home
town foregrounded so often in his writings) were
the Bible and the Beekeeper’s Manual, apart from a
few children’s items.2 What is interesting here is the
bifurcation that this passing note suggests, a split
between the making-do of the rural working class
embodied in Williams’s father and the latent, quietly
forgotten religion that the dusty family Bible marks.
If the manual was his father’s favourite, then the
Bible was the mark of his grandmother (his mother
remaining, as expected, silent). But this is not merely
a neutral comment, for it functions as a signal that
locates both books in Williams’s childhood and later
life. If the Beekeeper’s Manual was the sign of all that
he valued about his background, the social location that he felt was so important for other writers,
then the Bible, as the book that was both ubiquitous
and forgotten, is that of a grandmother who was far
more conscientious about church observance than
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Williams’s parents; a book of a generation fading away, with about as much
relevance.3 Yet this reading is all too easy, one that Williams himself was keen
to foreshadow. My suspicion is that it is not all that simple for Williams to
separate the two.
The specific issue on which I focus is the role of religion in Williams’s work.
The initial answer is deceptively obvious: very little. For one in whom autobiography seems so close to his written work (and not only in his novels), religion had about as much importance in Williams’s life as it had in his critical
writing. So why bother with the question of religion and Raymond Williams?
Perhaps a few demurrers are needed at this point: I do not want to suggest
that Williams was secretly religious, that he drew his inspiration from a deep
but hidden spiritual source. Nor do I want to claim him as a thinker of implicit
religious motivation, an anonymous Christian.
The reason for considering Williams and religion is that his work raises
most sharply a peculiar problem, which may be stated as follows: are Christian theology and the Bible forgotten and yet enabling and empowering elements of Williams’s thought and work, or has he realised, in dropping religion
to a remote moment in the past, that which is implicit in an older and now
thoroughly irrelevant religious structure? In other words, has he denied his
roots, or does his work mark an internal logic of religion in the (post)modern
world itself? Or, to put it in the terms of Michel de Certeau, was the religious
content just a temporary phase in a longer life of certain forms that now show
up as various disciplines, political groups, key concepts, themes and practices? Did Williams, then, suffer from a certain tone deafness, as he put it, in
regard to religion, or did his consistent sidelining of religion signal an entirely
appropriate post-religious development?

3
In the eternal return of the autobiographical in Williams’s work, the bees reappear,
now in a discussion of the pressure upon and decline of classical languages: ‘I have
often put the charge to myself, since I know that if I had not been good at school Latin
I would not, from a working-class family, have entered the kind of higher education
which led to my writing The Long Revolution and other similarly subversive works.
It was not for that, it could be said, that my Latin master took me patiently through
the Georgics, though as it happens his choice of text – for I was by that stage his
only pupil – was made because he knew that my father supplemented his earnings
as a railwayman by the extensive keeping of bees and by selling their honey in
Abergavenny market, just down the road from the Grammar School, I wish I could
say that anything I learned improved his beekeeping’ (Williams 1989b, p. 45).
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However, let me spend a few moments by looking awry, a glance out of
the corner on my eye that assists in seeing things more clearly. What I am
thinking about here is the work of some comparable figures from the British
Left – Terry Eagleton and Edward P. Thompson – for whom religion plays
a distinctly important role. Eagleton, of course, was involved with radical
Catholic politics and has recently returned in some way to this past. His early
books include The New Left Church and The Body as Language: Outline of a ‘New
Left’ Theology, the edited collections From Culture to Revolution and the Slant
Manifesto,4 as well as deep involvement in the journal Slant.5 While Eagleton
for long felt that he had moved beyond this kind of Catholic activism, I have
argued in another place that this is one dimension of Eagleton’s work where
there are ghosts aplenty.6 Thompson also continued to be fascinated by religion until his death, especially sectarian and revolutionary forms. Thus, in
his early The Making of the English Working Class,7 religion plays a crucial if
negative role, whereas in his last book, Witness Against the Beast,8 he seeks
to link William Blake to currents of radical theological and political dissent,
especially the Muggletonians. Indeed, Thompson himself becomes part of the
Muggletonian heritage, taking over the archives from the last Muggletonian
and then declaring himself a Marxist Muggletonian.
Not so Williams. He did write a piece, entitled ‘Culture and Revolution: A
Comment’, for the Slant collection From Culture to Revolution: The Slant Symposium 1967, edited by Brian Wicker and Terry Eagleton,9 but even this says little
directly about religion per se. What intrigues me is how we might account for
such an absence in those huge slabs of writing; why is religion consistently
passed over, even when he was alerted to it by the New Left Review interviewers in 1979? There is, to begin with, the self-assessment of a certain kind
of tone-deafness, specifically when he was asked why he did not consider
religion for a swathe of nineteenth-century British writers, especially when
they would have enunciated their own positions in religious terms. Or, it may
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be accounted for in terms of the conventional Marxist line that when people
speak religiously it is, in fact, a code for other issues, be they social, political or
economic.10 Or, again, it may be that religion belongs to the residual features
of a culture and a mode of production, on the way out but with a significant
continuing presence.11

An apparent absence?
Until now, I have followed the general perception of Williams, of one who
found no time or interest to discuss religion. But all I am doing is favouring
the Beekeeper’s Manual, leaving the Bible to languish, as Williams would have
preferred. Yet, if we look a little closer, at certain moments Williams does
consider religion. I will argue below that there is a deeper level where religion
works its way through his material, but, first, the more obvious references.
Let me begin with what I find to be one of the most interesting texts, Politics
and Letters. The issue of religion occurs here consistently, although, on most
occasions, its emergence is due to the questions of Perry Anderson, Anthony
Barnett and Francis Mulhern. Apart from the nature of these questions, it is
the mode in which Williams responds that intrigues me. One of the questions relates to the major figures dealt with in Culture and Society – Burke,
Southey, Coleridge, Kingsley, Arnold, Ruskin, Hulme, Eliot, Tawney – and
the absence of any consideration of religion in their lives:
. . . there is one other interesting silence in Culture and Society. That is
the relative absence of any attention to religion. For if one looks through the
figures in the book, one notices immediately how central religion was to the
development of the tradition. If you had asked them what their main ideas
were in their own time, probably a numerical majority – Burke, Southey,
Coleridge, Kingsley, Arnold, Ruskin, Hulme, Eliot, Tawney – would have
replied with a centrally religious definition. This was not just an adventitious
or extrinsic phenomenon. Christian themes, whether in Anglican, dissenting,
evangelical, Catholic forms – the whole gamut of possibilities of Protestant
and non-Protestant variance – furnished one of the main ideological
repertoires from which an industrial capitalism could be and indeed was
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criticized. This is very evident in the continental tradition as well. . . . Did
you think it would clutter the book too much to refer to religion?12

Williams responds by sliding onto other questions – how religion is replaced
with literary value, especially by Matthew Arnold, how a book on religion
and social thought would be an entirely different effort and not one he could
write. It simply does not engage him enough to write about it sympathetically.
This is an extraordinarily curious response on Williams’s part, for he does
refer to religion in Culture and Society, although it is not the book’s major
focus. Most notably, there are the directly religious works – A.W. Pugin’s Apology for the Present Revival of Christian Architecture in England, R.H. Tawney’s
Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, and T.S. Eliot’s The Idea of a Christian Society.13
In the case of Eliot, Williams draws out the idea that culture is a whole way
of life, extracting it from Eliot’s religious conservatism as a valuable concept,
another side of the man. In other words, over against the conventional understanding of Eliot as a conservative, Williams attributes this tendency to his
religious inclinations, pointing to a greater complexity that enables a more
radical reading.
And then there is this text:
That man was so capable, that the pursuit of perfection was indeed his
overriding business in life, was of course widely affirmed elsewhere,
especially by Christian writers. But for Mill it was Coleridge who first
attempted to define, in terms of his changing society, the social conditions
of man’s perfection.14

Mill, notes Williams in the following pages, proposes a National Church, a
whole class or Clerisy, with theology as the ‘circulating sap and life’, but the
main aim of this new church was the cultivation of civilisation and human
perfection. Again, as with Eliot, Williams wants to extract something valuable
out of the religious material, but he must pass through the religious in order
to get to the social. He does the same with Newman and Arnold, finding more
of value in the latter: whereas Newman saw culture as an element of divine
perfection (hardly something we can see Williams endorsing), Arnold ‘had
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commitments elsewhere’ Williams points out. Further, ‘it may of course be
argued that, being thus committed, he was nearer the actual truth’.15 Outside
the Church, Arnold draws nearer to the sort of thing Williams is after, a
social or cultural tendency, preferably progressive, that would point to what
was coming.
All of which leaves me wanting to see what else he does, hoping that there
are more than fleeting references, such as those to Edmund Burke and the
influence of Owen and Southey on Christian socialism. One more text: in the
The Long Revolution, we find a series of references to religion, in relation to
creativity, individuals and society, images of society, education, the reading
public and the social history of dramatic forms. One of the most sustained discussions is the last time religion appears in the book: in seeking to uncover an
alternative history of English drama, one connected in all sorts of ways with
society, he cannot avoid beginning with the original role of the Church in the
creation of drama.16 So, medieval drama emerges from the Church’s liturgy, an
effort to bring to life the stories of the Bible. But this drama evolves out of the
worship service into processional drama in which various trade guilds (bakers, tanners, websters etc.) took on particular parts of the story of Christianity
from creation to the lives of the saints, especially at the Corpus Christi festival.
The search is, of course, for signals of links between the forms of such drama
and society, which Williams finds in the processional context of the drama on
festival days and in the way ancillary figures become contemporary with the
audience. For instance, the nativity shepherds are Yorkshire shepherds, and
the major figures in the nativity story, such as Herod, God and Jesus are also
very much contemporary in people’s individual and social lives. Yet, even
this extended discussion is very much a prelude, a beginning that is soon
superseded by other forms that leave these religious origins well in the past.
A similar pattern emerges elsewhere: with education Williams traces the
origins back to the vocational training for the Church in the cathedral and
monastery schools, places for training the monks, priests and scholars of the
Church.17 Along with grammar schools (to read ecclesiastical Latin) and song
schools (for liturgy), he reads these as training in the social character and
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beliefs of Christianity. But, here too, the initial structures break down under
the pressure of an expanding curriculum, and the grammar and song schools
are gradually shaped by the newer ideology of a liberal education, the move
away from church control over certain elements of teaching (especially law,
medicine and philosophy) and the universities’ fights for independence. This
development follows religious lines more closely, with the Reformation and
Dissenting churches crucial for the story. Yet, religion fades from view as we
get closer to the time of writing, so that, by the end of the chapter, it is only a
distant memory.
My final example from The Long Revolution concerns literacy and the reading public,18 where Williams locates the origins of the debate over literacy
in the desire, especially in Protestant countries, to enable the poor to read
the Bible which would then lead to moral improvement (although how reading the Bible should achieve this is anyone’s guess!). The catch here is that
it also allowed people to read other material, such as the radical press. But
what interests Williams is less this origin than the shift to literacy campaigns
and their effects in the nineteenth century. When the ability to read became
widespread, the Church became heavily involved in censorship, a task subsequently secularised in the form of ‘criticism’. But, in this case, Williams runs
against what is implicit in such activities – the devaluation of a widespread
reading of popular literature – for this is one of the great values he sees in the
developments of literacy and working-class culture.
I could draw on other examples from his critical work,19 but in light of those
I have given, the reference by the interviewers to the ‘silence’ of Williams on
religion as well as Williams’s own evasion of the issue take on a strange hue
in light of these references. Is it simply that he was not sufficiently engaged
to write about religion? But then this assumes some form of religious connection, a commitment perhaps, as a prerequisite for writing about religion. I find
a similar response when I mention that some of my work takes place in biblical studies and religion more generally: for some reason, it is assumed that
one must be engaged in religious practice in order to study this material. But,
then, students of classical Greece do not believe in Apollo, Zeus or Athena
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(as a general rule), art critics are rarely artists, political scientists rarely politicians, students of French literature not necessarily French, and so on. That
Williams could not write on religion and society becomes a self-effacement on
his part, for he in fact does so, and if anyone could have written on religion,
society and literature from a Marxist perspective, then it would have been
Williams.

Warm Marxism
Thus far, I have argued that Williams does in fact speak of religion, although
in a particular way. He shuffles and shifts when the issue of religion comes up,
preferring to historicise religion, in this case the specific form of Christianity,
granting it a ghostly presence, well dead but perhaps lingering in some indefinable form, an issue that is no longer of concern in the key political issues
of the time. There is, however, another dimension to Williams’s work where
religion has a more sustained, although covert, presence. I am thinking of
what Ernst Bloch called the ‘warm stream’ of Marxism, the Williams who
espoused a politics in which the ideas and practices of neighbourliness, community, humanity, solidarity, trust, faith, and even socialism itself were paramount. And these terms, heavily laden with positive associations, appear in
his favoured triad of autobiography, Wales and the working class. But the
political values and the places where they appear mean that I will also need
to consider what is often felt to be Williams’s lesser achievement, namely,
the writing of fiction. How all of this relates to the question of religion is the
burden of what follows.
Autobiography
Like many others, I assume here that the novels, or at least some of them,
are autobiographical or at least draw heavily on the autobiographical. At
the same time, I want to register my profound suspicion of the recourse
to autobiography. Is it not significant that the realm of fiction is the most
appropriate one for autobiography? Let me begin, then, with the widely
assumed autobiography of Border Country, running through something like
seven revisions until it gelled into shape with a father’s death (a curious
instance for Williams, given his suspicions of psychoanalysis). Even though
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the contrasting impulses of his own father are split between Harry Price and
Morgan Rosser, the one solidly working-class and set, the other entrepreneurial, political and then small capitalist, all of which is then figured in the
doppleganger of Will/Matthew, itself an echo of Jim/Raymond. Yet, here, we
find the whole panoply of a childhood eventually inoculated against religion:
a tension between church, where Matthew/Will was christened, and chapel
where he went as a child; a hostile father who cannot stand the uppity Baptist
pastor, Watkins, who lives across the lane, seeking a lower person to take out
his latrine yet practising his prayers and sermons audibly for the neighbours;
a completely ineffectual establishment priest, the vicar Arthur Pugh, whose
sadness comes through in every line, his belief in a transcendental being
now transferred to seeing ‘God’ in the social relations and connections of his
flock. The training for ‘Matthew’ or ‘Will’ once, in a distant past of cathedral
schools, would have led to ordination and a place in the vast structures of the
Church. Now, Pugh shows Matthew/Will the macro- and micro-universes
through his telescope and microscope. The sheer irrelevance of Pugh, except
perhaps as a repository of antiquated knowledge, as well as his absence of
faith and recognition of the lack of a basis for religious faith of a traditional
kind in his community, is of the same type as Williams’s more scholarly
analyses of religion and society.
There is an important interchange between Matthew/Will and Pugh that
signals another pattern in Williams’s work. The passage quoted begins with
Pugh, the vicar, talking about the village and his opposition, the chapel:
‘The real life, for these people, is each other. Even their religion is for
each other’.
‘Isn’t that right, sir?’
‘I’m not saying it’s wrong. I’m just looking at it . . . . The chapels are for
people to meet, and to talk to each other or sing together. Around them,
as you know, moves almost the whole life of the village. That, really, is
their religion’.
‘Is it, sir?’
‘The chapels are social organizations, Matthew. The church here is not. I
don’t mean their religious professions are insincere, but they could equally,
it seems to me, be professions in almost anything – any other system of
belief, for instance. What matters, what holds them together, is what their
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members do, through them, for each other. God, you might say, is their
formula for being neighbourly’.20

This, rather than the ancient church itself, with its relics and memories of a
very distant and irrelevant age, dating back to the Normans, marks a crucial
but rarely acknowledged transition in Williams’s work. In this interchange,
we find the stress on neighbourliness and social organisation, the solidarity
of relations between people, all of which are found in the Baptist chapel
rather than the established Church of Wales (itself a branch of the Church
of England). And these terms are central to Williams’s own work and politics – along with humanity, solidarity, trust and faith. Yet, he consistently
locates these socialist values in another place, a triangulation of autobiography, Wales and the working class.
When he is searching for some ideas for his alternative picture of society,
Williams becomes distinctly autobiographical, mining a curiously non-conflictual childhood for all it is worth. Here, we find, particularly through a
father, all of the values crucial to Williams’s politics. Within Border Country,
these values show up from the most unexpected quarters during the General
Strike of 1926, from both strikers and strike breakers, as well as during the
more conventional moments of illness and family death. Even his long adherence to a particular form of Marxism that he names ‘cultural materialism’ is a
natural position that he inherits through his working-class family, an ‘extension’ or ‘mode of affiliation’ (the pun is more than accidental) to it.21
One approach to the material in his novels is to distinguish between religious beliefs and commitment on the one hand, and the various institutions
with their attendant social practices on the other. We could then argue that
Williams sides, somewhat ambivalently, with the latter, narrating such a shift
in novels like Border Country. Indeed, Williams seems – at least in the dialogue
I quoted above – more interested in the social functions of the Church than its
beliefs. If he does speak of beliefs, it is in a negative register, and their effect
is to create harsh division rather than the solidarity and community he so
valued. Thus, again from a novel:
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Their father, Mervyn, was a furnaceman and a lay preacher, who had
found in Christian teaching a way of accepting the hardness of his life. It
had given him meaning and dignity, but equally it had cut him off from
his sons as it had long cut him off from his wife. Neither Harold nor Gwyn
went to chapel after their mother’s funeral; the religion, like school, was one
of the childish things they put away. It was a deliberate break, against the
father as much as anything, but there was no new settlement to break to,
for work was hard to some by and it seemed in the end that they would
have to move right away.22

The Christian teaching comes from precisely the same place that provides
the social cohesion in the earlier quotation from Border Country, namely, the
(Baptist) chapel. The division it causes is the same type as that produced
by capitalism itself, one of whose manifestations was Taylorisation in
manufacturing.
Yet it seems to me that the distinction between Christian beliefs and the
social organisation of the Church is a little too easy, for are not the teachings
themselves, along with their attendant religious faith, part and parcel of the
institution? Or, to use the Marxist terms with which Williams was familiar:
the various dimensions of religious ideology are inseparable from the institution itself. One cannot disconnect social and economic forms from ideology
so easily.
Williams himself tended more towards the established church, of all things,
than the chapel. The autobiographical register of the Border Country quotation
above sees him prefer the church’s vicar and his liberal deism. He returns to
this preference in the interviews of Politics and Letters. Thus, in response to a
question about the role of religion in his life, Williams responds briefly, pointing out a shifting family allegiance between chapel (Baptist) and church. And
his preference at the time was the latter. The discussion ends with his refusal
to take confirmation, an item he selected to include in his annals.23
The decision to include the moment of his refusal of confirmation in his
annals, out of a host of other events that might have been listed, points to
a fascinating link between the autobiographical narrative of Williams’s own
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rejection of Christianity and his way of dealing with the Church in his own
historical reconstructions. For what he does, time and again, is speak of the
Church in the past tense, as something that was once powerful but whose
time has passed. I want to suggest that one function of this relegation is to
provide a framework, now in terms of the sweep of history, for his own personal rejection.
This historicising move also turns up in his responses to the interviewers in
Politics and Letters. Asked about the crucial role of the Church in precapitalist
England, Williams replies by mentioning the vast numbers of stone churches
built in England in times when very few people lived in stone houses. The
question is: why would people take time out – a mix of voluntary, devotional
and forced labour – from the grinding labour of everyday subsistence in order
to build these costly and numerous churches? Williams suggests that it is
because ‘the building of a house to God was an integral part of the mode of
production itself’, or perhaps a ‘controlling element of the relations of production’.24 But the crucial move in this case is to argue that it is only with capitalism that the economic rises to claim dominance, with the implication that
in other periods – like the ones in which churches were built – other dimensions of society were determinant, such as religion itself. But, for Williams,
this moment has passed. Taking their cue from Williams himself on the role
of church building in the economic and cultural structure of feudalism, the
NLR interviewers push hard on this issue, relating it to the Marxist problem
of the relation between economics, culture and ideology. At this point, Williams engages in a rhetorical strategy that he would replicate elsewhere on
the question of religion: he moves beyond the particular question of religion
and focuses on the theoretical issue raised. The strategy itself functions as
another register to his personal and historical location of religion in the past.
The interviewers return to religion a couple of pages later by raising a crucial
problem of the persistence of the material and cultural practices of the Church
over a number of different socio-economic periods (slave-holding, feudal and
capitalist) and civilisations, including Europe, the Middle East and Asia. And,
again, Williams is terse, pointing out the internal transformations, the efforts
at dealing with crises in long-running belief systems, the reinterpretation,
redistribution of emphasis and certain denials as part of the reorganisation,
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before slipping all too rapidly to another point – human reproduction – on
which he spends much more time.25
My other example of this historicising move comes again from his fiction. In
the incomplete trilogy, People of the Black Mountains, Williams can allow himself a more sustained consideration of religion, but only because it belongs
to a history well and truly removed from the present, however much it may
be part of his beloved Wales. From the burial practices, hymns and worship
at the longhouses – including a long description of ‘The Long House at Midsummer’26 – and the Druida of Volume One,27 to the continual presence of the
abbeys, monasteries, churches and the theologically saturated language of the
medieval era in Volume Two,28 religion is part of the fabric of what can best
be described as a sprawling historical novel. However, the heroes with whom
Williams’s sympathies lie are those like John Oldcastle, whose ‘heretical’ faith
leads him to criticise heavily the opulence and power of the pope.
The recourse to autobiography, then, has a double function in Williams’s
work. It allows him to relegate to his childhood a church that may be put
away with the maturity of adulthood. The historicising tendency to speak of
the Church in the past tense is another dimension of this relegation. Yet autobiography also enables him to draw out the values with which he identified –
those of solidarity, commitment and so on that were so important for his
politics. In the end, however, Williams finds the chapel a less than adequate
location for such values, even though he recognises the importance of the
chapel for his own people, the Welsh. My suggestion is that the more Williams downplays the role of the chapel in generating his favoured political
and social values, the more do Welshness and the working class become their
source. Or, even more strongly, Welshness and the working class become an
alternative location for social and political values that were also those of the
chapel.
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Welshness
Autobiography is, however, highly problematic, for not only does the preferred mode for Williams’s own autobiographical material take the form of
fiction, but autobiography always has the danger, especially in the work of
a critic like Williams, of functioning as a recourse to an inviolable personal
authenticity that is beyond reproach. This becomes clearer with Williams’s
re-found Welshness, which was his claim to authenticity. This was one of
the reasons for the many revisions of Border Country, in which he gradually located his authenticity in Wales and which was published in the end
with the assistance of the Welsh Arts Council. Further, as Williams began to
identify himself as a ‘Welsh European’ and as his point of reference shifted
from bourgeois England to Wales, it became increasingly important that his
work was appreciated by Welsh intellectuals.
As far as the Welsh themselves are concerned, he locates, particularly in his
novels, all that is politically good with the Welsh: they are naturally communist, especially in the pit valleys; they are aware of the necessity of ambiguity
and contradiction in society and politics; trustworthiness, straight talking and
honesty are Welsh traits, sought for in outsiders, who are rejected when they
do not show the appropriate signs. Aware of divisions and differences among
the Welsh, Williams always sought a path through them.29 While always
strong, communal solidarity comes to the fore in the General Strike of 1926,
and then again in the miners’ strike of 1984 that ended with the closure of most
of the mines that set the Industrial Revolution and the British Empire running
in the first place. When faced with a political problem, Williams often turned to
mine a well-worked Welsh childhood for sources of a possible solution. There
was something curiously postcolonial about his rediscovered Welshness, but
it was often felt by others among the Left that Williams had turned to a fuzzy
romanticism about the Welsh. His response was to locate the ‘authentically
differential communalism’ of the Welsh in a particular history, rather than
some racial or ethic essence.30 What troubles me here is less the politics of such
a move – in fact, politically, it was an excellent move, countering the dominating force of the English with a distinct cultural politics – than the claim to
some deeper authenticity that would stand up against the most withering of
29
30
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modernist winds. Part of this is due to the overlap with his autobiographical
moves, but it is also because there is a third connection, the working class.
The working class
Williams made much of his status as a working-class intellectual, and his
insistence that class remains a key category of analysis in the face of rapid
social changes is a hallmark of his work.31 Again, politically, this is a necessary move in the context of his academic work and writing, but there are
some curious features of the way he evokes the working class. Obviously, it
is very often autobiographical and Welsh, with the tendency to equate his
kind of Welshness with working-class values. For instance, apart from Border
Country, the connections run through his fiction: The Fight for Manod concerns
the battle over the development of the valley of Manod in Wales,32 whereas
Second Generation, the successor to Border Country, tells the story of expatriate Welsh workers in a car factory. It can appear that the Welsh community
in which he grew up, with its mix of railway workers, small farmers, and
(on its fringes) the miners, as well as their wives and children in the background, functions as a definition and an image of the working class to which
Williams devoted his work. I am not saying that he was not astutely aware
of the issues of class identification and the cobbled way the designators of
class in the English language – middle- and working- – came together in the
first place.33 But what does happen in his writing is a certain triangulation in
which autobiography, Welshness and the working class function as a distinct
source of energy and hope, as well as a defensive position behind which he
retreats from time to time.
Williams also claimed that what might be called a vocabulary of socialism
finds its source in this triangulated realm. As I have noted already, this vocabulary is not cynical or corrosively critical, nor does it engage in a wholesale
debunking characteristic of certain types of ideological suspicion. The great
range of his writing is mostly constructive, seeking out alternative, forgotten
and buried traditions in the past in order to look differently at the future,
to search out ways these traditions might be reshaped in a socialist society.
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And the terms that draw my eye as I read are ones of community, humanity,
solidarity, belief, hope, and trust. For instance, in a review of a number of
books about Wales, simply called ‘Community’, he remarks that, during the
coal miners’ strike of 1984, the three terms most commonly used were ‘culture’, ‘community’ and ‘jobs’, of which the first two were part of the language
of working-class culture in Wales, which he then sets over against England.
And this is, he states, the source of his own usage of culture and community that seemed so strange to many readers.34 Indeed, in the last section of
Culture and Society, the issue of community looms large in relation to communication and solidarity. He makes no overt reference to the experiential
sources of such concepts in the text itself, preferring to characterise them as
working-class traits. Yet, in the intense interaction of Politics and Letters,
he argues that, in the closing discussion of the earlier book, he was, at the
moment of his furthest intellectual distance from Wales, in fact describing
Welsh social relations, assuming they were more widely available and not
necessarily Welsh at the time.35
From a much wider range, I provide two examples. First, there is Williams’s
characteristic emphasis on the human dimensions of any political, cultural or
economic policy. He castigates the Left for falling into the habit of using the
terms of its opponents to describe the kind of society it wants: ‘It has been one
of the gravest errors of socialism, in revolt against class societies, to limit itself,
so often, to the terms of its opponents: to propose a political and economic
order, rather than a human order’.36 Second, there is the claim that his own
predilection for pacifism came from the ‘constructive pacifism’ of the Welsh
and the ethos among working-class families that any strike must be orderly
and disciplined so as not to give your opponents any excuse for violence.37
All of this – the values of a warm socialism that Williams locates in his own
background, Wales and the working class – is part of a consistent politics,
running through from the earliest to the latest texts, of resistance to bourgeois
grasping and climbing, the individually shaped desires that the Right con-

34
35
36
37

Williams
Williams
Williams
Williams

1989b, p. 60.
1978a, p. 113.
1961, p. 112.
1978a, p. 409.

The Bible and The Beekeeper’s Manual • 239

stantly seeks to put in place of ‘the difficult practices of common and sharing
provision’.38

Conclusion: the vanishing mediator of the Baptist chapel
How is all of this – the sources of the positive dimensions of socialism in
Wales, the working class and Williams’s own life – connected with the question of religion? The key lies with the chapel and its changing fortunes in
Williams’s thought. Let us return to the quotation from Border Country above,
the conversation between the vicar Pugh and Matthew/Will. In particular,
I am interested in the words of the vicar: ‘God, you might say, is their formula for being neighbourly’. Or, to turn the whole thing around: ‘Being
neighbourly, you might say, is their formula for God’. Here is a recognition
in Williams’s work that subsequently slips away: the Welsh Baptist chapel
was, in many respects, the centre for much of the community, solidarity,
co-operation and neighbourliness that he so valued in the Welsh themselves
and the working class.
However, within twenty years, he is not so keen on the chapel. The shift
is in the end quite extensive: the passage in Border Country appeared finally
in 1960, but by the 1979 interviews of Politics and Letters, the chapel has
a distinctly negative register. A source of community to be sure, but for an
in-group that Williams finds objectionable:
I never trusted Aneurin Bevan, for the cynical reason that it takes one
Welshman to know another. He came from only twenty miles away and I’d
heard so much of that style of Welsh speaking since about the age of two
that I was never as impressed by it as other socialists were. It is a marvellous
form of public address which always assumes a faith in common. I think
it comes out of the chapels where you didn’t have to argue whether you
should believe in God, everybody did that, so you could just be very witty
about the ways of the world, or very indignant about its injustices. But it
is not a style of serious argument, because your beliefs are presupposed
from the start.39

Williams 1989b, p. 34.
Williams 1978a, pp. 268–9. Aneurin Bevan was part of Wilson’s Labour Left,
although he was subsequently expelled from Wilson’s front bench.
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In this important passage, we find all of the elements I have traced thus
far: autobiography, Welshness, socialism – all in the context of a discussion
about the Labour Left. The fourth item, the chapel, does not fare so well. In
effect, it has been shown the door, taking its neighbourliness with it, at least
in Williams’s own thought.
It seems to me that Williams’s dismissal of the chapel is actually a signal
of its importance. I would suggest that the chapel acts a little like a vanishing mediator – to use Max Weber’s famous description of Calvinism – for
the positive values of socialism Williams sought to espouse. In other words,
in his search for a source of these values he goes to his own autobiography,
Wales and its working class, but these cannot be understood without a fourth
factor, the Baptist chapel. In the narrative of the construction of the working class in Wales, the non-conformist chapel is a missing item in Williams’s
endless pages of writing about Wales. Or, to put it in Williams’s own terms,
the ‘knowable community’ of Wales very much includes the chapel. That the
chapel should eventually vanish, like the forgotten Bible in his parents’ home,
does not diminish its importance.
The chapel, of course, is not merely a social institution but also a religious
one. So it should come as no surprise that these key terms of Williams’s work
are also ones that are found in the tradition and practices of Christian theology. The ideal Christian community – which is nowhere to be found but
always worked towards and hoped for – is one of co-operation, mutual aid
and solidarity. And that community should be not so much a collection of
individuals, but rather the individual gains his or her identity in the community and its inter-relations. Of course, no-one is ever able to live up to such a
model, for invariably jealousy, bitterness, petty squabbling and divisiveness
occur, but that is the nature of such communities. In the Welsh situation of the
Baptist chapel, that theological and social community was not mainstream;
it was an oppositional focus, a point of resistance to the imposition of the
established Church of Wales. As a Dissenting church, it was frowned on and
occasionally suppressed by the established church and English government.
Inevitably it also formed an integral part of Welsh identity, so much so that
it would often become the focus of community aid during strikes, providing
a social focus for the strikers and their families. Here, too, we find the values
that were so dear to Williams – community, neighbourliness, faith, trust and
hope. Yet, after a moment of recognition, Williams soon enough closes the
door on the chapel.
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I have suggested that the chapel functions as a vanishing mediator for Williams. But now let me connect that term with my earlier comments on Agamben and Lukács regarding the passing moment, for the vanishing mediator is
really another way of speaking about that passing moment. Williams leaves
us with a series of questions. Is this vocabulary of the ‘warm current’ of socialism indebted to religious and theological categories in such a way that it is
not possible to use such a vocabulary without considering this inescapable
religious dimension? More than one apologist of religion (and I do not number myself among them), and Christianity in particular, has argued for the
unavoidably theological underpinnings of most items of contemporary Western society and thought – its political structures, institutions, and disciplines
of intellectual work. Or, is the religious nature of such a vocabulary merely
one shape it may take among many? Rather than some inescapable source,
does Williams’s own approach to religion in fact show up another way of
viewing the role of religion? His approach is to historicise religion or treat it,
somewhat inadvertently, as a vanishing mediator. These are but specific ways
in which one might relativise the absolute claims of religion. But, then, Williams himself is aware of such a need to relativise:
Politics and art, together with science, religion, family life and the other
categories we speak of as absolutes, belong in a whole world of active and
interacting relationships, which is our common associative life. If we begin
from the whole texture, we can go on to study particular activities and their
bearings on other kinds.40
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At the end of Criticism of Heaven, I indicated I was
setting course for what may be called a materialist
theology, although I hesitate to use the title since it
is being bandied about quite a bit these days. What
I am doing over what is now a five-volume series
(collectively called The Criticism of Heaven and Earth)
is gathering the various insights I draw from these
sundry Marxist critics. It is a little like collecting
various pieces of old timber and then pondering
their size and shape in order to see what might be
constructed from them. Or, to shift the metaphor:
once I have collected these insights in my pack, I will
sit down in a quiet spot, lay them out on the grass,
rearrange them, explore the connections, and see if
a reasonable system emerges from them, although
‘system’ may be a little pretentious. It is a way of
thinking that takes place at the intersection between
Marxism and theology, or, rather, it is a task that
can happen after I have thoroughly immersed myself
in the work of those Marxists who engage with
theology.
I do not need to summarise the arguments of each
chapter since there is a good summary of each in the
introduction. So let us see what ideas I have gathered in my pack from the engagements in this book.
Needless to say, they remain somewhat fragmentary
and await the full exploration of the last book in this
series. From Lucien Goldmann and his exploration
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of Jansenism and Pascal I drew two crucial ideas: a distinct insight into the
opposition between the Elect and the Damned as well as that between rejecting the world and yet living within it. As a dialectic that is contained with any
group or individual, I took this a step further and began exploring the tension
between Marxism as both a secular and an anti-secular programme – perhaps the most important point Goldmann encouraged me to explore. Fredric
Jameson has provided a dialectic of religion and utopia, especially in terms of
the interaction between catastrophe and renewal from religious apocalyptic,
as well as the revolutionary ‘transcoding’ of religion through Thomas More.
From those with an interest in matters biblical, I gathered various ideas.
Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Kautsky gave me the political myth of Christian
communism, although I did give it a twist towards myth and away from their
assumption that it is historically verifiable. From Rosa Luxemburg, there also
came the call for freedom of conscience. Kautsky’s effort to reconstruct a longer history of communism that predates Marx and Engels is definitely reusable, although with a little less enthusiasm and more suspicion. Kautsky also
enticed me to begin some Marxist-inspired reconstruction of the economics of
ancient Israel, but, then, so did Julia Kristeva in her own way. If, in Kautsky’s
case, it was an incentive to continue what he has begun, for Kristeva it required
an exercise in recovering a forgotten Marx. But Kristeva also has the intriguing argument that the success of the Christian myth (or fable as Badiou would
call it), as well as the unstable collective of the ‘Church’, lay in its ability to
respond to a whole range of pathologies. Alain Badiou gave me the necessarily fabulous nature of the Event and its truth, where the procedures of
truth set in train by an Event have all the hallmarks of fable or myth. And
Agamben, for all his flawed arguments, provided both the suggestion that
revolutionary time may be understood as ‘the time that is left’ (although he
calls it messianism) and, more importantly, the form of an approach in which
the absolute claims of theology may be relativised.
This last theme for Agamben became the dominant feature of my treatments
of both Georg Lukács and Raymond Williams. They opened up the possibility that religion may be a passing moment in the much longer trajectories of
certain themes and categories. Since I have some problems with putting it in
such a historicist way (not least because of an implicit classicism that seeks to
bypass Christian theology by going to ancient Greece and Rome), I prefer to
say that theology may be one of the uses to which these various themes are
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put. At this point, Kautsky’s project of uncovering a pre-Marxist communist
tradition may have something to say, although with a distinct twist to which
I will return.
A real grab-bag of odds and ends, is it not? They are not quite as eclectic as
they seem, especially when I reorganise them all as follows:
i)

Marxist reconstruction of the economic and social conditions of religion,

particularly those that endure and remain global forces.
ii) Necessary fables, especially in terms of the myth of Christian communism, the fable that provides a narrative for responding to psychological
pathologies, and the very nature of apocalyptic scenarii.
iii) Revolutionary possibilities, where religion is a passing moment of longer revolutionary themes (so pointing to the futility of self-exorcism and
relativising theology’s claim to the absolute), and where religion itself
may be ‘transcoded’ as a revolutionary impulse (the time that remains,
unstable collectives, monasticism, Reformation etc.).
iv) Dialectics, particularly in terms of living in the world and yet not, which
then becomes the dialectic of Marxism as both a secular and anti-secular
project.
Now for some more detail. Marxist-inspired reconstructions of the economic,
social and ideological histories of the major religions are unfinished projects.
Since my expertise on this matter lies with ancient Israel and, to a lesser
extent, with early Christianity, I restrict my comments to them. Luxemburg,
Kautsky and Kristeva have all enticed me to continue my own efforts at
reconstruction. And my proposal for a ‘sacred economy’, which I indicated
briefly in the chapter on Kautsky, is part of that effort. The basic feature of
such a sacred economy is a continued tension between what I call allocative
and extractive economics. Within this tension we may identify a number of
‘régimes’ (a term I borrow from the regulation school of economic theory):1
land, fertility, kinship, patron-client relations, the war machine, the judiciary, trade and tribute. The periods of economic collapse and rejuvenation
throughout the history of the ancient Near East, of which ancient Israel was
a part, are tied up with the jostling of the various régimes with each other.
Above all, however, it is the fundamental tension between allocation and
1

Boyer 1990.
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extraction that characterises such periodic collapses, as well as the possibilities and limits of the sacred economy itself.
Of necessity, this is a broad picture and it is not one I need to pursue here
in any further detail,2 save to make the following points. To begin with, it
provides the context for the writing and collection of the Hebrew Bible (Old
Testament), as well as the distinct and often conflicting forms of religion
expressed therein. Further, although it comes out of a tradition of Marxist
reconstruction, both within biblical studies and in ancient Near-Eastern studies,3 it really is a case of starting from scratch. It needs to do so in light of the
new data that increasingly becomes available. The older Marxist economic
models that have been used to describe the ancient Near East, such as the
Asiatic mode of production, or even feudalism or the Ancient or slave-based
mode of production, are not adequate any longer, at least for the ancient Near
East. Nor, indeed, are the various modified modes of production suggested
in other Marxist work, such as the tributary, domestic or clientelistic modes
of production. Finally, as may already be evident, this is the topic for a whole
project on its own, a project called the ‘sacred economy’ which is in its early
stages. Needless to say, some of the questions Kautsky raises in particular
are part of the project, questions such as the narrative of differentiation, the
problem of transitions between modes of production (something I identify
in the slow and brutal shift from the sacred economy to the slave system of
the Roman Empire at the time of the New Testament), and the nature of the
evidence available.
Under the idea of a necessary fable, I bring together the various contributions of Badiou, Luxemburg, Kautsky, Kristeva and Jameson. While that may
seem an odd collection, my engagement with them has highlighted a number of connections. The glue that holds them together I have squeezed out of
Badiou. It begins with his argument that Paul’s letters in the New Testament
provide an exemplary case of the procedures of truth. The way such procedures show up in Paul’s texts – in terms of identifying and naming the ‘Event’
at the basis of the truth, the need for fidelity to and confidence in that truth
and the militant organisation of which Paul then becomes the crucial enabler
(‘church’) – links in with Badiou’s identification of the nature of a Truth-Event.
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The catch is that the Event in question is a pure fable, or, as I prefer, a myth –
the death and especially the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Now, this fable cannot be a pseudo-event, such as fascism, or even a mixed case of genuine and
pseudo-event, as with the founding of the state of Israel,4 for such pseudoevents show up in their fruits. Paul’s Truth-Event, by contrast, is exemplary,
for the procedures of truth are genuine. If so, then it opens up the possibility
that the procedures of truth are also the procedures of the fable; or even that
the Truth-Event is necessarily fabulous and mythical in some cases.
If this is the case, then Kristeva’s argument that Paul’s story of the death
and resurrection of Jesus Christ actually provides a crucial narrative for dealing with and overcoming a whole series of psychological pathologies may
have something to it. Thus, narcissism, masochism, fantasy, repression, death
drive, oral sadism and the psychoses meet their match, as it were, in the fable
of Christ’s death and resurrection. In this sense, we may even be able to say
that the ability to overcome such pathologies is another form of the truth
procedures of a fabulous event. We can take this point a step further with
Kristeva’s interest in the new collective, the ekklesia. I am not interested in the
image of a group of happy former psychotics or masochists or narcissists or
whatever, but, rather, in the unstable and fragile collective that offers only a
glimpse of something radically distinct. Paul’s ekklesia replicates too many
of the structures surrounding it – in terms of gender, hierarchy, relations of
production (slaves and masters) and so on – to be an absolute break. And,
yet, it does embody a glimpse into something else that Kristeva’s more Marxist feminist side has seen, as indeed has Badiou’s image of a militant group.
But it is Luxemburg and Kautsky who provide far more, and that is Christian
communism itself. In the picture of the early Church in the book of Acts in the
New Testament, as well as various sayings attributed to Jesus, they find evidence of early Christian communism. I have already argued in my chapters
on Luxemburg and Kautsky that early Christian communism is more fiction
that fact, or as Badiou might put it, more like a fable than anything else. Yet,
that is where the power of the story of Christian communism lies, if not the
fable of primitive communism itself. What it embodies is the possibility of
what might have been, or indeed, what will have been true (as Badiou’s use of
the future perfect would have it). In other words, as a fable or a myth, just like
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the one concerning the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, Christian communism sets in train certain procedures of truth that still await their realisation. Communism, including Christian communism, is something that is still
yet to be true.
That all of this is necessarily utopian hardly needs to be said. But it also
allows me to bring in the last point concerning fabulous truths, namely Jameson’s dabbling with (but ultimately avoiding) the nature of religious apocalyptic. I must admit that I am not very enamoured with apocalyptic, as both a
genre of literature and as the ideology of some politico-religious movements.
Too much fevered speculation about the end, it seems to me, too many religious crackpots leading small bands of followers to some ill-conceived and
misguided end. And, yet, the basic feature of apocalyptic – the dialectical play
between catastrophe and renewal – has all the hallmarks of yet another form
of fable or myth. If one wishes to stress disruption as a basic feature of revolution, as Jameson among others wishes to do, then a discerning engagement
with apocalyptic may not be a bad idea. Here, I would call on Ernst Bloch’s
very useful category of the discernment of myths, but I will not repeat my
engagement with Bloch that I have already undertaken elsewhere.5
It is a small step to the third cluster of items I have picked up from my
interlocutors – the revolutionary possibilities of religion, or, preferably, the
way religion gives voice to revolutionary aspirations.6 A good deal has been
7
as well as my own
8
foray into this area. The mention of names such as Thomas Müntzer, Gerrard Winstanley and the Diggers, or Camillo Torres, the guerrilla priest who
was killed while fighting for the National Liberation Army of Columbia in
1966 are enough to point to a vibrant tradition of revolutionary Christianity. At this point, however, I would like to give the whole question a twist
in light of my engagements with Lukács, Williams and indeed Kautsky. In
short, it seems to me that the religious dimension is but one element in a
much longer, more diverse and richer revolutionary tradition. That tradition
is nothing less than the revolutionary-socialist effort to found a new society.
In Kautsky’s enthusiastic reconstruction of this stream, he was too ready to
Boer 2007a, pp. 1–56.
I develop this aspect more fully in the last three chapters of Criticism of Earth.
See Boer in press-a.
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ascribe its impetus to primitive communism, whether in the early Church,
or the various heretical movements in the Middle Ages, or the radical Reformation, or, indeed, Thomas More. And he was too eager to attribute it to a
distinct religious impulse that ran from early Christian communism through
the monasteries and out into Thomas More’s Utopia. In one respect, Kautsky
was on the right track, as was Ernst Bloch in his effort to espy utopian elements within a whole range of religious movements. In another respect, they
miss the mark. As I argued in my discussions of Lukács and Williams, it is not
that the religious impulse is a primary one, a source of these revolutionary
and communistic movements. Rather, it is but one form they can take, one
manifestation of something that is far more than these religious movements.
In short, this point effectively relativises theology’s claim to the absolute. The
implication is that, if the rebellious and insurrectionary element of religion is
but one form that this tradition might take, then the same applies to Marxism.
It is not that Marxism is the culmination and completion – as Luxemburg and
Kautsky argued – of these earlier movements, but that it is one powerful form
it has taken in our era. That is an implication we will have to face. Marxism
then becomes one way of filling the terms of this revolutionary tradition, but
so also is anarchism, the green Left, Christian communism, the rebellion of
chaos against god and gods in the Bible and so on.
If religion is but one of the modes of this deeper revolutionary tradition
may take, then the effort of Georg Lukács to exorcise the idealist and religious
elements from his thought becomes unnecessary. Nor is it enough for Williams to seek sources other than religion for the various elements of his warm
Marxism, elements such as neighbourliness, community, humanity, solidarity,
trust and faith. A more viable approach would be to recognise these elements
in some types of religion, but then also to recognise that religion is merely
one – and by no means necessary – form they may take. The upshot is that
religion is not an embarrassing source for the various revolutionary currents,
a source that must be wiped out or bypassed. For example, the argument
that Marx derives in part his revolutionary credentials from the prophets of
the Hebrew Bible misses the point (and is simply not correct). The affinity
between them lies in a much deeper common tradition to which both the Bible
and Marx give expression, for all their missteps on the way.
This sense of religion (in some of its elements) being one mode of revolutionary and collective politics is how I would like to read Jameson’s act
of transcoding. His fascinating effort (following in Kautsky’s footsteps) to
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interpret Thomas More’s reforming passion as a revolutionary moment, even
to the point that knowledge and use of Hebrew and Greek were seen as such
in his time, is not so much an effort to avoid religion. Rather, it is a recognition
that religion may with perfect legitimacy be read as embodying moments of
revolutionary potential. I really should say that religion is one way in which
the revolutionary tradition itself may be transcoded. The same applies to
Jameson’s identification of the collective appeal of monasticism for More, or
Kautsky’s argument that he drew on the primitive-communist elements of
popular medieval Catholicism, or Kautsky’s argument that monasticism carried on the impulse of Christian communism, or, indeed, Agamben’s fascinating point that eschatology (I really prefer that term to his use of messianism
for reasons that I have already spelled out in my chapter on Agamben) really
means ‘the time that is left’ between the kairos and the end. At this point, many
of the themes I have discussed earlier become various pieces of transcoding,
from Christian communism to apocalyptic.
Finally, there is the dialectical point I drew from my discussion of Lucien
Goldmann, namely Marxism as both a secular and an anti-secular project. I
have, of course, derived this from Goldmann’s analysis of the lived reality of
Jansenism as a tension between living in the world and yet not being part of it.
Here, we broach the whole question of secularism, so let me outline my own
position. I suggest we define secularism as follows: it is a way of living, thinking and acting that draws its terms and points of reference from this world
and this age (this is, after all, what saeculum and its adjective saecularis mean)
rather than any world above (the gods) or in the future (utopia).
The upshot is that the other widely used senses of secularism become derivative or secondary: the perception that secularism is non-religious or even antireligious; the separation of church and state; the distinction between scientific
and faith-based disciplines; and, indeed, the distinction between science and
religion. These derivatives have led to some curious and contradictory situations. As but one example, too often secularism is taken to be the opposite of
religion, indeed that a secular project is by definition an anti-religious project.
However, this anti-religious position is really a derivative of the basic sense
of secularism as I have defined it above. It is also an aspect of secularism
that faces deep contradictions, especially since secularism arose in part as an
effort to deal with contradictions within religion and since we have the logical position of religious secularists, namely that secularism is another way to
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be religious.9 A similar point applies to the separation of Church and state,
which arose in response to the contradictions of the Christian state, as Marx
already pointed out.10 One has only to look at the current forms of the separation of Church and state to see that it is, in many respects, a legal fiction. In
the United States, the strict separation of Church and state has led to a situation where they permeate one another to an excessive degree. Conversely,
countries such as Denmark and Norway with their state churches are among
the most non-religious countries in the world.11
In light of the basic definition of secularism, what does it mean to say that
Marxism is both a secular and an anti-secular programme? Marxism draws its
terms of analysis and action from this world and this age, namely capitalism.
It seeks to understand the deeper workings of capitalism, its forms of production and circulation, class and class conflict, institutions and ideologies, so as
to espy its contradictions and bring about its collapse. In this sense, it is thoroughly secular. Yet, at the same time, Marxism is not committed to this age
and this world. Far from it! It seeks the end of this capitalist age in the name of
socialism or communism, whatever they may come to mean. In other words,
it looks to a world to come, an age beyond this one which will, one hopes, be
better in some way. One could say, therefore, that it also draws its terms of
analysis and action from another world or age. In this sense, Marxism is thoroughly anti-secular as well.

9
10
11

See Taylor 2007.
Marx 1975b, pp. 156–8; 1976a, pp. 357–9.
See further Boer 2007b.
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Preface

A third book already that offers an intimate commentary on leading Marxists
who have engaged with theology and religion! Sometimes I have the odd feeling that this is a never-ending project, a continuous book that keeps on being
written. It has certainly grown in the writing, but any reader brave enough
to have ploughed through at least parts of the two earlier volumes, Criticism
of Heaven and Criticism of Religion, will probably be pleased to know that I do
have an end in mind. This is the last volume to deal with the various Marxists who have devoted some serious and significant energy to the question of
religion. Two other volumes follow this, one dealing with Marx and Engels
themselves and a final one in which I develop my own position in response to
all that has gone before.
In this book, you will meet more-or-lesser known works by an assortment of Marxists who have made contributions that are worth reconsidering – Max Horkheimer, E.P. Thompson, G.E.M. de Ste. Croix, Michael Löwy,
Roland Barthes, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, and Antonio Negri. Where
possible, I have worked with both the available translations and texts in the
original German and French. I write ‘where possible’, since I am not able to
read the original texts of the Italian who turns up in the last chapter, Antonio
Negri. Other than that, the task has been relatively easy, since the translations
are in reasonably good order. Two deserve some extra comment. The translated texts by Horkheimer are piecemeal. The English text Dawn and Decline
includes selections from both the early Dämmerung and the later Notizen,
1950–1969. Many of the original notes and aphorisms have not made it into
the English version. Further, in a trap for the unwary, the English collection
Critique of Instrumental Reason does not match the German text with the same
title, Zur Kritik der instrumentellen Vernunft. That German text has appeared as
Eclipse of Reason in English, while what is called Critique of Instrumental Reason
actually contains essays scattered through Horkheimer’s Gesammelte Schriften.
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Fortunately, those collected works are available in full in what one has come
to expect from organised German publishing.
The situation with Roland Barthes’s translated texts follows the more typical pattern of publications and translations of French works. To begin with,
the French Œuvres complètes, appeared first in three volumes, but were then
found to be not-so-complete, so a new five-volume edition was published with
the same title. I have made extensive use of that longer and more complete
edition. Barthes was an essayist first and so, after his death, one collection
after another has appeared in French and then in English, often with a reshufﬂing of the French collections. In the work that interests me most, Mythologies, which was published during his lifetime (1957), the English translation
included only half of the original text. But then, many of the chapters left out
of that first translation appeared in a second collection, The Eiffel Tower and
Other Mythologies. One opens that book only to find that it includes yet more
essays not in Barthes’s original French book on mythologies. Confusing? It is
when you need to hunt down the essays in question, as well as the good number of texts that have not made the occasionally treacherous passage from
French to English.
A few words of thanks are needed. I have benefitted enormously from the
comments made at various points by Jan Rehmann, David Roberts, Carsten
Pallesen, Mads Peter Karlsen and Ward Blanton. The precise, direct and enthusiastic support of Sebastian Budgen for the project has been inestimable. And
Peter Thomas, an Australian in Amsterdam, has become a close colleague,
especially after I spent a month living in a small apartment above Peter and
Sara Farris in 2007. Above all, I would like to thank Christina, who has discussed more items from these chapters than I care to remember. Two writers
living and working in the same place, each bringing the other up to date on
the latest stage of their writing, the difficult point that taxes us, and sharing
the joys of breakthroughs – it seems to work and for that I am thankful.
On the T99 train,
Somewhere between Shanghai and Hong Kong, China,
June 2009

Introduction

My gathering of Marxists over the last century or so
who are interested in religion is becoming a crowd.
Initially, in Criticism of Heaven, there were only eight;
with Criticism of Religion, the number grew to seventeen. And, now, I have another seven who join the
throng. Marx and Engels, the guests of honour, are
yet to arrive. Soon, this motley collective will need
to move into larger accommodation, or add a few
tents to the camp. Perhaps it is a commune, with
caravans, huts, tents and, for those accustomed to
more refined quarters (mostly the French), an old if
somewhat rundown mansion. In the third wave of
arrivals, the well-dressed and somewhat busy Max
Horkheimer arrives by train, late as usual, hurrying, a copy of the Hebrew Bible clutched under an
arm and a satchel, overﬂowing with copies of the
Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, hanging from a shoulder. Close behind and from across the English Channel comes Edward Palmer Thompson, topped with
a mop of white hair. He has by now eased off from
his involvement with the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and so has some time for our gathering.
He pulls out of his canvas backpack tattered copies
of The Making of the English Working Class, Witness
Against the Beast and the collection of poems known
as Infant and Emperor. The first two books everyone
knows very well, but a few eyebrows rise with the
appearance of the third, for the poems offer contemporary political readings of the Christmas-story. The
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next to join our growing crowd is Geoffrey Ernest Maurice de Ste. Croix.
With he and Thompson side by side, one soon notices the contrast: beside
Thompson’s slender figure and white mane, Ste. Croix has the faded body
of a powerful athlete and a massive bald pate. Both are, of course, Marxists,
and both are historians, one of seventeenth and eighteenth century England
and the other of ancient Greece. Ste. Croix has with him his thick tome, The
Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World, along with a collection of essays on
the New Testament and early Christian martyrdom that would eventually
become Christian Persecution, Martyrdom, and Orthodoxy. Michael Löwy soon
joins the group, although he has had a long trip from Paris. The urbane and
precise Löwy carries in his neat leather briefcase his The War of Gods, a text
on Latin American liberation-theology, and his earlier work, Redemption and
Utopia, as well as sundry essays on Max Weber. Equally sophisticated and far
more French is Roland Barthes, who pauses at the sight of the crowd, waves
warmly to one or two of those who have been there for a while and then
reaches into his pocket for a cigarette. After cupping his hands around the
end of the smoke and concentrating for a moment on the ﬂame of the lighter,
Barthes produces an early work, Mythologies, although he has with him the
French edition since it is almost double the length of the English translation.
I notice that pages of the long essay at its close, ‘Myth Today’, have the darkened corners from the finger oil of many readings. Immediately, an unkempt
pair follows after Barthes: Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. Gilles has run
out of cigarettes on the long walk from the railway station, so he asks Roland
if he has one. Barthes knocks one out of his pack of du Maurier; Gilles seizes
it and the proffered lighter with relish … and a slight cough. But Félix is the
one who carries the key text, A Thousand Plateaus. Gilles wonders why the
books on Spinoza do not join the pile, but Félix points out that Gilles does
not mention Marx in them very often. Lastly, the distinctive grinning face of
Antonio Negri arrives. He smiles, groans at the embraces of greeting, mutters
about creaking bones and ageing muscles and happily proffers his recently
translated work, The Labor of Job.
This ongoing little story of a growing gathering of Marxists has another
agenda apart from introducing the main figures of this book. If you have had
the opportunity to ponder even for a moment the two books that precede this
one, you may wonder what the difference is between the titles – Criticism of
Heaven, Criticism of Religion and Criticism of Theology. Am I making fine dis-
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tinctions between heaven, religion and theology with each book? Not really,
for I follow the poetic parallelism (a feature of biblical poetry)1 that is found
in Marx’s famous statement:
Thus the criticism of heaven turns into the criticism of earth, the criticism of
religion into the criticism of law and the criticism of theology into the criticism
of politics.2

Under these three heads, I have invited and gathered a range of variegated
Marxists who deal precisely with these overlapping topics of heaven, religion
and theology. The way they have come together has been a little serendipitous, following my own interests, wayward reading habits, and, in the process, discovering often lesser-read works by them on religion. Yet there has
been one consistent criterion: to qualify for consideration, the author must
operate within a Marxist framework (although I interpret that reasonably
broadly) and deal with theology and religion. The catch was that, the more
I read, the more Marxists I found who deal substantively with theology and
religion. The work grew in the writing, so that now I have a collection of
another seven for a third volume. I can promise any persistent reader that
the collection is now complete, apart from Marx and Engels themselves and
my own response and contribution.
Let me say a few words concerning the method of reading I have developed for dealing with this motley crew of Marxists. My approach may be
summed up by the phrase ‘critical commentary’. The term and the approach
come from the venerable and somewhat neglected tradition of biblical commentary, itself two-millennia old. Although it has fallen into disuse, except by
that relatively small group known as biblical scholars, I have developed it in
my own way over the last few books of this series. Such a critical commentary
has five distinct features: it is intimate, immanent, comparative, historical and
constructive.
To begin with, the approach is intimate. By that I mean a careful and patient
reading that refuses to rush over texts. Commentary of this type pays attention to the various twists, contradictions, problems and insights of a text. And

1
Poetic parallelism, a defining feature of biblical Hebrew poetry, is a process of
saying the same thing in strikingly different ways.
2
Marx 1975a, p. 176; Marx 1974b, p. 379.
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it does so by working with the texts in their original languages as far as possible. In the process of such commentary, the commentator comes to know
the text very closely. The approach is also immanent, which means I seek to
draw the terms of analysis and critique from the text and thinker in question, applying their own approach to their texts. Further, it is comparative. The
approach compares the arguments and positions concerning theology in light
of the others. In order to avoid overlap with the immanent part of the analysis, this comparative moment is a second step. My approach is also historical,
or rather, genealogical: the search for and exploration of the various historical
paths a tradition of thought has taken. In this case, I refer to the tradition of
engagements between theology and historical materialism. I hope that critical
work like mine may establish that such a tradition exists, or at least change
the shape it once had. Finally, my approach is constructive: I seek to build a
coherent body of thought in response to the various contributors to this tradition and thereby renew the debate concerning religion within Marxism, if
not among theologians interested in Marxism. Not merely the focus of the
fifth book in the series, my readings of each critic in the other four volumes,
including this one, also search – patiently and carefully – for insights, ideas
and categories that may become part of this last volume.
For this book, I have before me three philosophers (Horkheimer, Deleuze,
Negri), two historians (Thompson and Ste. Croix), a radical psychoanalyst
(Guattari), a social theorist (Löwy) and a literary and cultural critic (Barthes)
who happen to have joined one another for the time of this book. As is my
wont, I provide a brief synopsis of the arguments of each so that the reader
seeking a specific topic rather than taking on the book as whole may slip into
one chapter or the other.
The book opens with Max Horkheimer, whose ongoing relative neglect is to
the impoverishment of criticism. On the matter of the theology, Horkheimer
rehearses a theme throughout his work that strengthens in his later years:
an authentic Christianity or Judaism owes its allegiance to and longs for a
‘totally other’ and not any temporal power such as the state. Indeed, in the
name of this other – understood in either ontological or temporal terms –
Christians would do well to remember the trenchant criticisms of vested
power and wealth and Jews would do equally well to remember the basic
impulse of not being conformed to this world. In short, such a religious standpoint is one of persistent and incorruptible resistance to the world in every

Introduction • 5

fibre of one’s being. The problem is that religions like Judaism and Christianity have betrayed that resistance in the name of the totally other and made
deals with the world – with the state, with wealth, with inﬂuence and with the
economic systems of the day. This betrayal shows up, for example, in the way
Christianity has often become an established religion, in the establishment of
a Jewish state and in liberal theology. I must admit that I am not taken with
this grand opposition, which trades on the distinction between authentic and
inauthentic, the latter functioning as a betrayal of the former. Far more interesting are the moments when Horkheimer sets his dialectical skills to work
on this opposition. When this happens, I find him arguing that the ‘betrayal’
was often a necessary process for the survival of the religion in question, for
any religion that followed the precepts of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels
would soon have been ground into the dust. This dialectical approach is what
I would like to draw from Horkheimer and use further.
E.P. Thompson is my subject in the second chapter. Thompson shifts in his
treatments of English Christianity in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries from a comprehensive condemnation of methodism as ‘psychic terror’ to
an appreciation of the radical possibilities of Christianity in fringe-churches
like the Muggletonians. In particular, Thompson finds this radical theological position with William Blake, who was a member of one or two of those
groups. The key doctrine for such groups was justification by faith, drawn
straight out of Paul’s letters in the New Testament and read in terms of a radical antinomianism that covered both spiritual and temporal law. For Blake, at
least according to Thompson, this doctrine provided the theological validation of his Jacobin politics. Even more, Thompson comes to argue that this
doctrine, read in a radical direction, was a prime source for Blake’s political
radicalism. In this light, a closer look at Thompson’s treatment of methodism
finds that in between the lines of Thompson’s condemnation – in terms of a
moral machinery for ensuring a complaint labour-force in an industrialising
England and a political conservatism that supported the status quo – a long
list of methodist radicals turns up. Thompson tries to dismiss such figures as
aberrations, but his text does reveal a political tension at the heart of methodism between reaction and radicalism. This tension interests me immensely,
for it meshes in with Horkheimer’s dialectical approach to resistance and
betrayal. The chapter closes with a commentary on Thompson’s little known
poems for Christmas called Infant and Emperor, for here we find re-readings of
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the infancy-narratives of Jesus with a distinct political and even eschatological bent.
Less subtle than Horkheimer or Thompson is G.E.M. de Ste. Croix, who
had quite a lot to say about early Christianity, both in the New Testament
and in the years following. I divide the chapter into two phases, theology and
history. Ste. Croix argues that he is a historian and not a theologian, but that
belies the attention he gives to theological matters. So we find him arguing
that Jesus may have strongly attacked the presuppositions and acts of the
Roman and Jewish propertied classes, but that the early Church soon threw
a thick blanket over those sayings and with impressive speed accommodated
itself to the ruling classes. So, early Christianity supported the assumptions of
the ruling classes concerning property, slaves and women with but few exceptions (although I explore those exceptions in some detail). I argue that this is
a problematic argument, since it follows the narrative of a ﬂeeting authenticity followed by a comprehensive betrayal, a narrative that reminds one of
some of Horkheimer’s arguments. I also register problems with Ste. Croix’s
tendency to argue that religion was a primary cause for the ills of the early
Church and indeed the Roman Empire. A major reason for such an argument
is that Ste. Croix sought to excise the legacy of his youthful encounter with
Christianity in the form of his mother’s commitment to the British Israelites.
Ste. Croix would dearly have liked to see Christianity, after it became the
religion of empire, as the prime cause of the persecution of heretics, pagans
and factions. But this approach sits ill with the overall Marxist framework of
his reconstruction. As for the historian in Ste. Croix, I trace his proposals concerning class, the collapse of the Roman Empire, the distinction between chora
and polis (countryside and city) and his critique of the tendency to see trade as
the major producer of surplus in the ancient world. While I have a few small
criticisms of his reconstruction of class and class-conﬂict, the other three proposals are extremely persuasive. More problematic is his stern refusal to deal
with both mode of production and, surprisingly given the central role of the
‘propertied classes’, property itself.
In the fourth chapter, I engage with Michael Löwy, particularly on the
topics of elective affinity and Latin-American liberation-theology. While the
notion of elective affinity shows promise, I also find it lacks clarity. Developed
from alchemy, emergent chemistry, literature (Goethe) and then social theory
(Weber), elective affinity in Löwy’s hands describes the way two discrete and
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relatively equal entities may come into touch with one another and merge.
My interest is in the way Löwy deploys this idea in the connections between
Marxism and religion. Now, the reason why he makes use of elective affinity
in such a case is clear – to negate the oft-repeated argument that Marxism is
merely a secularised version of Jewish and/or Christian eschatology – but
the approach also has its problems. It assumes two reasonably equal political
movements, bodies of thought, worldviews, and perhaps economic assumptions, but elective affinity cannot, at least in the form put forward by Löwy,
deal with unequal partners, prior histories of inﬂuence, connection and disconnection. Löwy also leaves undeveloped the dialectical side of elective as
well as its erotic dimensions. The other part of the chapter on Löwy comes
to close quarters with his treatment of Latin-American liberation-theology,
especially in his The War of Gods. While the book is an excellent introduction
to liberation-theology for those on the Left who may be suspicious of radical
religious movements, I find that Löwy skims over some crucial features of
the phenomenon. This situation gives me the opportunity to offer my own
assessment, through a critique of Löwy, of liberation-theology and I do so
through three steps: a close consideration of the tradition of Roman-Catholic
social teaching which is so important for liberation-theology and strangely
neglected by Löwy; the ontological reserve characteristic of liberation-theology, in which too-close an identification with any political movement, including Marxism, is justified on the basis of allegiance to God (the connection
with Horkheimer should be obvious here); and the multiplicity of liberationtheologies – black, feminist and queer – of which Latin-American liberation is
but one form and thereby neither unique nor original.
In the fifth chapter, I switch direction slightly to focus on a text that nearly
everyone has read, but has done so a little too quickly – Roland Barthes’s
‘Myth Today’ from his Mythologies. Other works, of course, come into this discussion, but my agenda is to read this text carefully and in the same way that
Barthes reads other texts, that is, looking for various hints and suggestions that
open up other possibilities. So, in the first part of my chapter, I trace Barthes’s
argument quite closely, distinguishing between his careful, dispassionate and
technical description of myth in terms of a basic semiological schema and
his passionate condemnation of myth. The former attempts to be a universal
description of the workings of myth; the latter is a critique of the mythologies of the French bourgeoisie. Barthes also tries to find modes of resistance
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to such a dominating collection, but his search ends up being forlorn and
futile. At this point, I turn and reread Barthes, tracing hints that the myths
with which he deals are not so uniform or so suffocatingly dominant. Picking
up the passing suggestion that the best option may be to turn myth against
itself, I explore what myth conceals (its process of distortion), how it produces
resistance and seeks to close it down, how it preserves such resistance, leaving open the possibility that resistance may twist out from under the hand of
oppression and gain a voice of its own once again. At this moment, I bring
in some of Barthes’s own myths, especially the utopian one of an imaginary
Japan in Empire of Signs. Here is an alternative myth of resistance that emerges
precisely when it seems as though the semiological foothold for myth has
been eliminated.
The major contribution of Deleuze and Guattari, the concern of Chapter Six,
is to show that resistance is multiple rather than singular. From A Thousand Plateaus, I focus on two plateaux, ‘587 B.C.–A.D. 70: On Several Regimes of Signs’
and ‘1227: Treatise on Nomadology: – The War Machine’, for the reason that
here both Marx and the Bible turn up (for the same reason, I do not deal with
Deleuze’s engagements with Spinoza, since Marx is far from the scene in these
texts). My reading of Deleuze and Guattari has three lines: one is to trace the
way their initial argument that the eternal state must deal with external opposition eventually comes to the admission that such resistances are as much
internal as external. Indeed, they are constitutive of that state, which soon
becomes the despotic state of the signifying régime. Another line is to connect
the four régimes of signs – pre-signifying (the segmented tribe), signifying
(the despotic state), counter-signifying (the numbered nomadic war-band)
and post-signifying (the scapegoat wilderness-community) – with Marxist
discussions of the Asiatic mode of production and tribal society. Deleuze and
Guattari opt for the régimes of signs precisely to avoid connecting them too
closely with any one people, language, society or indeed economy; yet the
bulk of their examples do come from the ancient world. The third line relates
these régimes to Marxist biblical scholarship and to the Bible itself, especially
the texts to which Deleuze and Guattari refer, namely the scapegoat-ritual
in Leviticus 16 and the advice given to Moses by his father-in-law, Jethro,
in Exodus 18 to provide judges and number his people. However, a closer
look at the biblical material shows how the patterns of opposition are actually
internal to one another. Moses is simultaneously the despot of the signifying
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régime (Leviticus 16), leader of a numbered war-band (Exodus 18), and the
leader of a scapegoat-community in the wilderness (Leviticus 16 again). But
then, to their credit, Deleuze and Guattari admit that that these régimes are
not only multiple, but also ﬂuid and overlapping.
Finally, it is Antonio Negri’s turn in Chapter Seven. My concern is a recently
translated book, The Labor of Job, written during the time when Negri ﬂed into
exile in France in 1984. It is nothing less than a commentary on the Book of
Job in which Negri seeks to process the spectacular defeats of the far Left
in Italy in the 1970s and 1980s. I trace five elements of Negri’s commentary:
radical homiletics; philosophical commentary; kairós and ákairos; measure and
immeasure; and then my translation of those two terms into the biblical patterns of chaos and order. As for radical homiletics, I argue that Negri offers a
reading that comes close to the theological tradition of homiletics – bringing
the text into the present in order to find within it possibilities for today. The
philosophical commentary links Negri with a potted tradition of philosophical readers of the Bible (not biblical critics or theologians), who have their own
sets of questions to put to the text. Negri has, of course, been careful to consult
at least some biblical critics, but he also moves beyond them. Neither a historical-critical fragmentation of the biblical text, nor a claim to literary coherence,
Negri offers, instead, a reading that seeks philosophical coherence. It may
described as a form of textual reasoning. This type of commentary leads us
to two of his great themes, the oppositions of measure and immeasure and of
kairós and ákairos. Or, rather, I argue for the second opposition, reading against
and beneath Negri to set ákairos against Negri’s favoured kairós, the untimely
against the timely, the out-of-place against the well-placed. In searching for
the political and economic ramifications of the opposition, I end up favouring
ákairos. However, it also turns out that both terms, in their basic senses, designate what is measured and unmeasured. All of which brings me to investigate the other opposition of measure and immeasure, through which Negri
passes the topics of value, labour, pain, ontology, time, power, evil, theodicy,
creation and cosmogony. However, I am interested in the way measure and
immeasure gain complexity through the text of Job as both positive and negative features. Initially, measure is negative and immeasure comes through as
positive, blasting the myriad means of measure (doctrines of retribution and
so on) out of the water. But, then, immeasure takes on a negative hue and a
renewed measure appears on the scene. At this point, I translate the two terms
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into the biblical and mythical categories of chaos and order, or, rather, chaos
and creation as the process of order. Negri’s desire is to follow Job, challenge
God, bring God to account, and take on the creative task along with all human
beings. He wishes to appropriate that immense creative labour for human
beings, to whom it rightly belongs. However, I wish to tarry with the immeasurable, for it is the zone of political chaos against imposed order, or what –
given the overlap of meaning with ákairos – may be called the akairological.
This sense appears both sharply and unwittingly in Negri’s reading of the
final section of Job, the famous voice from the whirlwind. In the midst of what
is a brilliant interpretation – Job’s triumph is that he actually forces God to
appear and answer – I espy an aporia on Negri’s part. He cannot quite decide
on how to read a vital text, where Job either submits to God or resists God.
This uncertainty and openness is a signal of the akairological and immeasurable chaos I seek.
The conclusion deals less with the various criticisms I gather through the
book and more with what may be retrieved and re-used. Here, I draw out the
question of myth, especially from my treatments of Barthes and Deleuze and
Guattari. The apparently unrelated matter of economics follows, where Ste.
Croix and Deleuze and Guattari appear. In this case, I develop some of their
suggestions for reconstructing the economies of the ancient Near East and
biblical societies: the value of spatial analysis, the emphasis on minimal trade,
and the need to consider multiple patterns of internal oppositions within such
an economic system. However, the major topic is how one understands the
endlessly repeated patterns of reaction and revolution within a religion like
Christianity. Each of the critics with whom I deal offers a different perspective on this matter, and so I seek to integrate those perspectives and offer a
proposal as to why this pattern is so characteristic of Christianity.

Chapter One
The Superstitions of Max Horkheimer

I mourn the loss of the superstitious belief
[Aberglauben] in a Beyond.1

Any reader of Max Horkheimer’s multitude of essays
and apothegms soon detects a persistent substrate
of theology, perhaps summed up best in this comment: ‘What is needed, further, is a knowledge of the
theological tradition, for our knowledge of the inextricable meshing of human freedom and it conditionings . . . have their historical roots in that tradition’.2
Horkheimer may never have had the inclination or
the time – in the midst of his often onerous duties of
directing the Institute for Critical Theory – to write a
book on theology or the Bible like Theodor Adorno,
Ernst Bloch, Karl Kautsky, Lucien Goldmann,
Michael Löwy, Alain Badiou, Slavoj Žižek, Giorgio
Agamben or Terry Eagleton, but theology is a persistent theme throughout his work. Often, it prefers
to stay in the shadows, peering out every now and
then to alert us to its presence. At other times, theology comes into the open, perfectly happy to enter
into debate over matters as diverse as early Church
councils, neo-Thomism, the council of Trent, Luther,

1
2

Horkheimer 1978, p. 223; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 393.
Horkheimer 1996, p. 7; Horkheimer 1985e, p. 59.
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Calvin and liberal theology.3 In the midst of these forays, I am most interested
in his observations concerning opposition and accommodation, resistance
and compromise within religion.4
It is precisely this double theme – between resistance and compromise –
that beats most strongly throughout Horkheimer’s reflections on theology. It
will reappear in my treatments of E.P. Thompson, G.E.M. de Ste. Croix and
Michael Löwy in the next few chapters; their emphases and subject-matter
are quite distinct but this basic tension runs throughout their various texts.
However, I have begun this book with Horkheimer, since – in the end, at
least – he offers one of the most subtle dialectical analyses of that tension.
Around it, I have organised a number of other categories concerning religion
in Horkheimer’s work. So, under the banner of resistance, we ﬁnd the ‘longing for the totally other [die Sehnsucht nach dem ganz Anderen]’5 beyond all
temporal arrangements of power (state, economics, church, synagogue, and
so on), continual observations on the character and politics of the ‘founder’ of
Christianity, the nature of freedom and the individual and then atheism. Each
of these points gathers around the argument that any religion worth its salt –
although Horkheimer’s prime foci are Christianity and Judaism – will resist
any push to be conformed to this world and this age.
Never far away is the other side of the tension, that of betrayal and compromise. Here, we ﬁnd constant observations on the way theology has all
too often entered into dirty little relationships with the state, betraying itself
when the longing for the other becomes a longing for the state, when the object
of religious commitment and devotion becomes synonymous with the state.
A distinctive feature of that analysis is Horkheimer’s criticism of the Zionist
expectation that all Jews would, from 1948, identify themselves with the state

3
The persistence of these reflections belies the reconstruction – as found in Brittain 2005 and Hughes 2003 – of a late Horkheimer who became disillusioned with
Marxism and other dogmatisms, turning to a non-dogmatic form of theology. In
this respect, I follow Shaw 1985, who sees a persistence of religious concerns in
Horkheimer’s work.
4
I must acknowledge the influence on this chapter of Michael Ott’s careful studies of Horkheimer’s critical theory of religion. See Ott 2001, 2006, 2007. Some useful
elements may also be found in Brittain 2005; Hughes 2003; Kim 1996; Shaw 1985. Of
far less use is Gur-Ze’ev 1998, who argues that Horkheimer borrowed heavily from
Walter Benjamin.
5
This is the title of Horkheimer’s interview with Helmut Gumnior in 1970. See
Horkheimer 1985q.
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of Israel (he is not one of them). Under the label of compromise, we also come
across deep suspicions of liberal-Christian theology as well as complex deliberations over the question of evil.
So this double theme of resistance and compromise forms, in all its various dimensions, the axis of my analysis. I explore and question Horkheimer’s
arguments, all the while seeking what might be useful and what may be taken
further. However, two preliminary matters must be dealt with before I can
delve into Horkheimer’s reflections on religion: the connections with Adorno
and Horkheimer’s own religious sensitivities. Apart from their habits of railway-travel, patterns of work, or, indeed, the way Gretel Adorno recorded
the conversations that led to Dialectic of Enlightenment,6 the pressing question
is whether it is possible to distinguish their respective thoughts, attributing
some to Horkheimer and some to Adorno. The catch with trying to determine
which idea belongs to whom is that, for friends who talk with one another
over decades, ideas become shared, cross over from one to the other, are transformed and take on new shape. For example, I could argue that Horkheimer’s
criticisms of the liberal theology championed by Paul Tillich and John A.T.
Robinson were taken over by Adorno, for they appear in the latter’s Jargon
of Authenticity. Or did such criticisms pass the other way, from Adorno to
Horkheimer? Or did they arise late one night over many drinks and cigars,
not merely in long-ranging conversations between the two of them, but occasionally with Tillich himself? It is impossible to tell, especially in light of
the way ideas form and transform, so I will adopt the only viable position:
where the same idea appears either in a joint work or in individual works,
I assume it is a shared idea; where an idea appears only in a work exclusively

6
See, however, the careful attempt to distinguish the respective contributions by
Horkheimer and Adorno to Dialectic of Enlightenment by Noerr 2002. Legend has it
that Horkheimer was habitually late and so Adorno, as he spent time on railwayplatforms waiting for Horkheimer to arrive, would jot thoughts, aphorisms and longer
comments in his notebook. This growing collection eventually became Minima Moralia.
One might speculate that the length of individual pieces – some run onto ten pages
or more – directly correlates with the time spent at the railway-station. As far as the
Institute for Critical Theory is concerned, Horkheimer once quipped that he managed
while Adorno wrote, although Adorno was the keener of the two to insist that much
of their work was really collaborative work. See further, Noerr 2002, pp. 219–20.
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by Horkheimer (even if he may have come up with the idea in discussion with
Adorno), I restrict myself to assigning it to him.7
As for the matter of Horkheimer’s own religious perspective, by 1965 he
could write: ‘In Judaism, the religion I myself profess [zu dem ich mich bekenne]’.8
Precisely what ‘profess’ or ‘confess’ means here is uncertain, since he maintained a critical-Marxist perspective on religion until his death in 1973. Yet
again, on his tombstone in the Jewish Cemetery in Bern, Switzerland, appear
the words from Psalm 91: ‘Denn du Ewiger bist meine Zuversicht’ (‘Because
you, eternal one, are my conﬁdence’). It all seems straightforward: we might
conclude that Horkheimer had recovered his Jewish faith, especially if we
keep in mind that Zuversicht also means trust or faith. But it is far less straightforward than it seems, for this text cannot be found in Psalm 91 as is. The
closest is ‘Denn der Herr ist deine Zuversicht’ from Verse 9 (‘Because the Lord
is your conﬁdence’), a text that Horkheimer quoted from the Psalms and commented upon in 1968.9 His parents may have been happy with a direct quotation from the same psalm on their grave,10 but not Horkheimer. We might
attribute the difference between Horkheimer’s gravestone and the Psalm itself
to an accidental looseness, but that merely makes it even more symptomatic of
Horkheimer’s ambiguity concerning any religious commitment. Let me line
up the three versions (now including the Hebrew) to see what has changed:
Hebrew: Because you, O Lord, are my refuge.
German ‘translation’: Because the Lord is your conﬁdence.
Gravestone: Because you, eternal one, are my conﬁdence.

7
Since I have dealt with Adorno at some length in an earlier study, I do not discuss
his work here except where it involves joint work. See Boer 2007a, pp. 391–445.
8
Horkheimer 1996, p. 150; Horkheimer 1985i, p. 272. So also, ‘Jewish thinking, as
it is my tradition . . .’ (Horkheimer 2006, p. 116; Horkheimer 1985o, p. 208). See further,
Horkheimer 1985q, p. 387.
9
Horkheimer 2006; Horkheimer 1985o. The Bible was by no means foreign to
Horkheimer, as the regular invocations of and comments upon biblical texts show.
For instance, see Horkheimer 1978, pp. 42, 67, 83–4; Horkheimer 1987c, pp. 351, 381–2,
405–6; Horkheimer 1996, 35; Horkheimer 1985h, p. 174; Horkheimer 1996, pp. 52–3;
Horkheimer 1985k, pp. 198–9. See also Horkheimer 1991a, pp. 243–4; Horkheimer
1988l, pp. 399–400, 404.
10
‘Who lives in the shadow of the Most High is in the safety of the shadow of the
Almighty’ – Psalm 91:1 (Horkheimer 2006, p. 116; Horkheimer 1985o, p. 208). Even
here, there is looseness in quotation, for in the text of the Psalm itself provided on
the previous page, Horkheimer has ‘You who sit under the shelter of the Most High
and remain under the shadow of the Almighty’.
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Note what has changed: in one respect, the gravestone comes closer to the
Hebrew, using ‘you’ and ‘my’, but, in another crucial respect, the gravestone
departs from both Hebrew and the German ‘translation’ – ‘the Lord’, der Herr
has been removed. In its place comes ‘eternal one [Ewiger]’. In whom does
Horkheimer have conﬁdence as he lies beneath the stone? It is not speciﬁed;
the Jewish predilection for avoiding even the mention of a euphemism for
God (here der Herr or, in Hebrew, adonai) become an extraordinarily useful
ruse. Horkheimer has left the question concerning who or what provides conﬁdence and trust – Zuversicht – undeﬁned. This last indication, from his grave,
leaves the question open.

Religion as resistance
As I mentioned above, the underlying pattern to which Horkheimer returns
again and again is that a Christianity or a Judaism honest with itself stands
in opposition to the ways of the world. Conversely, when either expression of
faith makes some deal with the world, or manifests itself in a way that justiﬁes
the status quo, then it speaks a lie, for it has betrayed its initial and authentic
impulse. At times, Horkheimer assumes this position largely as I have stated
it, but there are moments when he offers a more dialectical reading in which
the two sides are entwined like strands in a rope. To my mind, this dialectical approach is more insightful, so I watch carefully for its appearance. Yet,
too often, Horkheimer wavers between such a dialectical take and a stark
opposition between authentic resistance and craven betrayal, a distinction
between honesty and lie. When he slides towards this simple contrast, he
opens himself to a range of problems which I will explore in some detail.
Longing for the totally other
Let us take one side of the contrast – that of a resistant and deﬁant religion –
in order to see what Horkheimer does with it. Every now and then, a phrase
or a sentence leaps forth to give voice to this protesting role of religion.
Religion was once, he writes, ‘the longing for the other compared to which
this world showed itself as the evil it was’.11 What is this ‘other’ for which

Horkheimer 1978, pp. 184–5; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 330. See also Horkheimer
1985q, p. 389. Similarly, in ‘Theism and Atheism’, Horkheimer writes of the ‘longing
11
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we long? Although he does use the terminology of God or the ‘Eternal’, he
asserts repeatedly that we have no knowledge of God and cannot prove God’s
existence. He is comfortable with such a widely abused name only when it
means utter opposition to conformism with anything constructed by human
beings. And that ‘indwelling protest against things as they are’ is actually
aimed at something beyond the status quo or indeed nature – ‘a just, right
order’.12 The key, then, is that religion, at least in its original and authentic
mode, protests against all that is in the name of something better, namely a
just society. For Horkheimer, religion is not to be conformed to this world;
it resists such conformity in the name of another, higher and more just order
which ﬁnds that the present always falls short.13
Already, we come to the question concerning the origins of this theory of
religion. Horkheimer is not one to cite many sources, so any suggestions must
rely on hints and some educated sleuthing. Observations that critical theory –
Horkheimer’s conscious designation of his own and the Institute’s researchprogramme – regarded the social role of religion as the ‘projection of earthly
conditions into a beyond’14 suggest Ludwig Feuerbach. As is reasonably wellknown, Feuerbach argued that religion – his concern was almost exclusively
Christianity – is a projection of all that is best in us into the heavens. Human
love, hope, strength, knowledge, justice and aspirations become hypostatised
in a ﬁgure we call ‘God’, who then appears as a real ﬁgure who is far more
powerful than us, so much so that we perceive God to be the source of all
these attributes. Not so, argued, Feuerbach, for we have neglected our role
in producing and projecting God in the ﬁrst place, for only then will we be
able to reintegrate these features within ourselves and achieve our highest

for something other than this world, the standing-apart from existing conditions’
(Horkheimer 1996, p. 50; Horkheimer 1985h, p. 186). See also Horkheimer 2006, pp.
116–17; Horkheimer 1985o, pp. 208–9; Horkheimer 1988l, pp. 510–11, 517; Horkheimer
1973, p. xxvi; Horkheimer 1985s, p. 431. Alternatively, it is a ‘homesickness [Heimweh]
that cannot refrain from the thought of paradise’ (Horkheimer 2006, p. 117; Horkheimer
1985o, p. 209).
12
Horkheimer 1978, p. 185; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 330.
13
In this way I read the argument – made by Brittain 2005 – that Horkheimer’s
notion of ‘God’ designates a negative notion of truth.
14
Horkheimer 1978, p. 184; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 329. Note also: ‘Religion indeed
derives its whole content through the psychic elaboration of earthly data, but in the
process it acquires its own speciﬁc form, which in turn influences the psychic apparatus
and destiny of men and is a reality within social evolution as a whole’ (Horkheimer
1982, p. 58; Horkheimer 1988d, pp. 347–8).
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aspirations.15 Feuerbach’s argument is in the end a theological one, for he
sought to perfect each doctrine of Christianity by showing what he felt was
its truth. Or, as Feuerbach puts it, theology is really anthropology: ‘the divine
being is nothing else than the human being, or, rather, the human nature puriﬁed, freed from the limits of the individual man, made objective – i.e., contemplated and revered as another, a distinct being’.16
However, Horkheimer does not rest with Feuerbach. Following both
Marx’s fourth thesis on Feuerbach17 as well as the famous sentences concerning religion in Marx’s ‘Introduction’ to his Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s
Philosophy of Law,18 Horkheimer points out that religion is both a sign of alienation and protest against it. So we ﬁnd that religion is produced by the needs
and trials of existence, like hunger and thirst; even more, it is ‘aroused’ by the
‘worse order’19 that prevails all around us. Yet religion is at the same time a
protest against injustice, against things as they are, for they are not as they
should be. Compare Marx: ‘Religious suffering is, at one and the same time,
the expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering’. Even more,
religion ‘is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world,
and the soul of soulless conditions’.20 Like so many afterwards, Horkheimer
seems to adopt these statements in a slightly more positive way than Marx’s

15
Feuerbach 1989; Feuerbach 1924. See the detailed discussion of Feuerbach in
Boer forthcoming.
16
Feuerbach 1989, p. 14; Feuerbach 1924, p. 18. See also Feuerbach 1989, pp. 98 and
140; Feuerbach 1924, pp. 121–2 and 140.
17
‘Feuerbach starts out from the fact of religious self-estrangement [der religiösen
Selbstentfremdung], of the duplication of the world into a religious world and a secular
one. His work consists in resolving the religious world into its secular basis. But that
the secular basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself as an independent realm in
the clouds can only be explained by the inner strife and intrinsic contradictoriness of
this secular basis. The latter must, therefore, itself be both understood in its contradiction and revolutionised in practice. Thus, for instance, once the earthly family is
discovered to be the secret of the holy family, the former must then itself be destroyed
in theory and in practice’ (Marx 1976c, p. 4; Marx 1973, p. 6).
18
Marx 1975a, pp. 175–6; Marx 1974b, pp. 378–9.
19
Horkheimer 1978, p. 185; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 330. On the needs of a person
that constitute the truth of religion, see Horkheimer 1978, p. 177; Horkheimer 1991a,
pp. 319–20. So also, ‘Isn’t religion always needed because the earth remains a place of
horror even if society were as it ought to be?’ (Horkheimer 1978, p. 181; Horkheimer
1991a, p. 325)’.
20
Marx 1975a, p. 175; Marx 1974b, p. 378. See the detailed discussion in Boer
forthcoming.
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text suggests. ‘Slightly’ – because Horkheimer is wary about taking them too
far, as we shall see soon enough.
The founder
To use terms such as ‘longing for the other’ can only get us so far, for they
eventually beg for some content. Eventually, Horkheimer invokes speciﬁcally Jewish and Christian items such as God, the prophets and Jesus Christ.
Horkheimer does not need some new spin on the question of God, taking the central doctrines of creation and God’s omnipotence to argue that
allegiance to God means that no power, being, man or God can stand in
the way of this higher allegiance. Even more – and here he becomes quite
Protestant – human beings cannot influence God although they so often try
to do so, through institution, rite, covenant, or any work or deed.21 As soon
as someone, some political group or state claims that this omnipotence actually sanctions their own position, opinion or power, we know that the radical
opposition required of the doctrine has been compromised.
As far as the ‘experience of the prophets’ is concerned, Horkheimer
gives most of his attention to the ‘dangerous doctrine’22 and ‘inflammatory
speeches’23 of the founder [Stifter] of Christianity, the prophet come lately
who was murdered for his uncompromising attitude of mind, resistance to
power and disdain for his own life.24 When Horkheimer looks back at Jesus of
Nazareth – the ‘Nazarene’ as he tends to call him – and the early Christians,
he does so with a mix of admiration, wonderment and perplexity – admiration for the revolutionary opposition to power, wealth and privilege; wonderment at how people can be so committed that nothing can stand in the way of
their cause; and perplexity at the way in which that early impulse has been so
comprehensively overturned.
I will come back to the last of these responses below in my discussions of
both compromise and dialectics. However, in regard to admiration and wonderment, Horkheimer ﬁnds the sayings and acts of Jesus clear and unambigu-

See Horkheimer 1996, p. 149; Horkheimer 1985i, p. 272.
Horkheimer 1978, p. 222; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 394.
23
Horkheimer 1996, p. 49; Horkheimer 1985h, p. 185. See also Horkheimer 1991a,
pp. 292–3; Horkheimer 1985n, p. 297.
24
Horkheimer 1996, pp. 35–6; Horkheimer 1985h, pp. 174–5.
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ous. Indeed, he hopes that even with the bowdlerised Christianity he sees
everywhere around him, some – whether believers or not – might be found
to offer resistance like the Nazarene.25 The founder’s position was inescapably insurrectionist and his early followers understood him in exactly this
way: ‘he thought little of prevailing rules and customs; he acted contrary to
accepted ways; he was much closer to the heretic than the orthodox’.26 Such an
implacable position is, for Horkheimer, comparable to the Resistance during
the Second World-War, the moment that informs so much of his work.27 An
extraordinarily dangerous undertaking, with treacherous death crouching in
every doorway and at every corner, one joined the Resistance realising full
well the consequences. We might compare it today with the ‘suicide-bombers’
unleashed by militant Islamist groups in their struggle with US-imperialism –
except that the ‘bombs’ for Jesus and the early Christians were words and acts
that challenged the power of imperial Rome. Surely compromise was and is
the easier option, preserving one’s life for a better day.
The reason why Jesus and the early Christians kept true to the cause and
faced an almost certain death may be found, argues Horkheimer, in the certainty of heaven, which really means absolute justice guaranteed by the divinity, a place where the last would be ﬁrst and all suppression and persecution
would come to an end. And it was not that heaven was a distant and barely
imaginable place; it was all too near and one entered it through the doorway
of death, a brief passage that could be hastened by a cross, wild beasts of
the arena and flames of the stake. Since all of us, especially the lowest and
the poor in spirit, are made in God’s image, such a death was a way to be
near God and become more like God. Above all, each martyr’s death – on the
stake, cross, or gallows, or in the arena and the gas-chambers – was ‘a symbol
25
Horkheimer 1996, p. 49; Horkheimer 1985h, p. 185. See Horkheimer 1988f, where
he praises the Roman-Catholic theologian, Theodor Haecker, who remained in Germany and opposed Hitler for theological reasons. Horkheimer cannot bring himself
to agree with Haecker’s theological arguments for God’s existence or his theodicy,
but he admires his ‘longing for universal justice’ (p. 91), even if it was for many of
the wrong reasons. See the discussion in Ott 2001, pp. 69–77.
26
Horkheimer 1996, p. 156; Horkheimer 1985i, p. 277. See also Horkheimer’s comments on Christianity coming into the world as a scandal to the prevailing norms
and customs in Horkheimer 1982, p. 283; Horkheimer 1988j, p. 430.
27
‘When the stakes were still smouldering, it was different. Resistance addressed
itself to the reign of terror. Refusal then, like the refusal to give the Hitler salute in the
Third Reich, was a signal for everyone who wanted something better’ (Horkheimer
1978, p. 223; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 397).
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of Christianity’,28 for each one followed in the steps of that ﬁrst martyr, the
Nazarene. Heaven – the place where the founder had so recently gone and
where he awaited to welcome newcomers with salve for their wounds and to
administer stern punishment for their torturers – gave concrete reality to justice, hope and love. Although Horkheimer elsewhere admits that he mourns
the loss of a ‘superstitious belief in the Beyond’29 and that he sees little gain in
liberal theology’s retreat to myth and symbol,30 ‘heaven’ is, for Horkheimer, a
primary marker of the love, hope and justice of an uncorrupted totally other.
Is there any value in this interpretation of a radical Jesus and an oppositional early Church? It is, of course, hardly new, being a persistent way in
which Christ has been appropriated within and without Christianity since its
earliest moments – a minority tradition, to be sure, but remarkably enduring.
Martyrs would go to the arena to face beast, sword and flame in deﬁance of
repression; the desert fathers and mothers would retreat into the desert in
poverty, penitence and resistance to the increasing compromise of the Church
with the state; Lollards, Taborites and Bohemian Brethren in the middle ages
would form communes – in the tradition of Christian communism – and, at
times, take up armed resistance; Thomas Müntzer and the peasants would
wage a revolutionary war in sixteenth-century Germany in the name of Christ
and the kingdom, as did the Anabaptists in the Münster Revolution in the
same period; and political and liberation-theologians in our own day would
follow in the same tradition, espousing a deeply political Christ and preferential option for the poor as central to the Christian message.31 Even mainstream
biblical scholars today argue for a more or less political and radical Jesus,
whether implicitly or explicitly insurrectionist, paciﬁst, or non-conformist.32
However, Horkheimer also stands in a Marxist tradition that goes back to
Engels’s argument for the revolutionary nature of early Christianity.33 As for
Horkheimer’s own take on this tradition, he is not so interested in the apocHorkheimer 1996, p. 35; Horkheimer 1985h, p. 174.
Horkheimer 1978, p. 223; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 393.
30
Horkheimer 1996, pp. 154–5; Horkheimer 1985i, pp. 276–7.
31
See Horkheimer’s own effort to identify the theological elements of freedommovements, as well as those theological traditions that suppressed freedom in
Horkheimer 1993, pp. 49–110; Horkheimer 1988e.
32
As a small sample of such scholarship, see Crossan 1993; Crossan 1995; Horsley
1992; Horsley 2002; Horsley 2008a; West 1995. For liberation-theologians, see my
discussion of Michael Löwy in Chapter Four.
33
Engels 1990b; Engels 1972. See the detailed discussion in Chapter Ten of Boer
forthcoming.
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alyptic Christ who mistakenly expected the end of the world within a few
years, nor does he play up the political nature of Jesus’s resistance in his own
time (Roman Empire and Jewish religious system), preferring to let such politics mutter and rumble just behind the text.
But what of Horkheimer’s explanation for this implacable resistance to
power, even to the point of death? Is it enough to argue that the nearness of
heaven, anticipated in the hope of God’s justice, drove them to risk death? At
one level, Horkheimer’s proposal answers a curious absence I will explore in
Ste. Croix’s treatment of the same material (see Chapter Three). Despite his
detailed knowledge of the sources concerning the early martyrs and despite
the conclusive evidence that a good number of early Christians were voluntary martyrs, the only explanation Ste. Croix ﬁnds viable is that they were
pathologically disturbed believers who welcomed death – anyone who would
do so must be utterly deranged. What Ste. Croix misses in all of this is the
motif of the imitation of Christ – those who were hung, burnt, beheaded and
mauled to death did so in the belief that they were emulating their founder
and that like him they would soon ascend to heaven. For Ste. Croix – a former
believer in a rather sectarian and extreme form of Christianity – this is simply
nonsense. By contrast, Horkheimer allows room for the powerful motivational
force of such beliefs. Yet it is not quite enough to leave the reasons in that,
rather idealist, shape. What is missing is an assessment of why these beliefs
had traction, particularly in light of Horkheimer’s observations elsewhere
that nature, need, and social and economic conditions provide ample nourishment for religious beliefs. Relatively short and painful lives (life-expectancy
for peasants was barely 30), systemic colonial oppression, brutal crushing of
revolts, mass-enslavements and inordinate taxes, as well as the cultural denigration of the colonised peoples – all of these were more than enough to give
urgent credence to belief in a heaven in which all such earthly trials would
be overturned and the colonial oppressors brought to justice. More than one
person would ﬁnd it enough of a reason to ﬁght and die.
With all this talk of the founder of Christianity, Horkheimer brushes up
against an issue that threatens to undo his careful delineation of a persistent
and admirable oppositional ﬁgure. I speak of the criticism of the personality-cult that Horkheimer and Adorno explore in Dialectic of Enlightenment.34
34
Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, pp. 145–7; Horkheimer and Adorno 1987, pp.
206–9. See Boer 2007a, pp. 433–5.

22 • Chapter One

In a few perceptive comments that draw upon Adorno’s elaboration of the
ban on images in the second commandment of the Decalogue, Horkheimer
and Adorno outline the way Christology has constructed the framework for
the personality-cult in political movements ever since. Their argument is not
that the divination of this human being is one that would be emulated time
and again throughout the two millennia to follow, for that is by no means an
uncommon motif across many cultures and historical moments. Rather, what
is distinct about Christian theology (in its combination of biblical narrative
and Greek philosophy) is that Christ is God who has become a human being
and then returns to heaven to be one with God the Father. This theological
schema sets up the possibility for the personality-cult, for any charismatic
leader may thereby become a son of God, catching the ride, as it were, as
Christ touches on earth and sets off for heaven and divine status. The implication of such an argument, at least for my point here, is that Christianity
itself faces the perpetual problem of the personality-cult – not merely in terms
of pope, reformer, founder of a new church, or even major theologian, but
especially in terms of Christ himself. Further, the answer is not to be found
in emphasising the humanity of Jesus, whether as teacher, healer, or resolute
resistance-ﬁghter, for Christology lays a dialectical trap for the unwary who
make use of such an answer: Christology’s deep logic is that the more one
emphasises the humanity of Jesus with all his earthly limits (and, I would suggest, his failings), the more one brings forth his divinity – and vice versa.35
So where does this leave Horkheimer’s calling upon the founder of Christianity as a model not only for Christians but also for all who seek to break
out of the mechanised and monotonous life of routine capitalism? Does his
quiet stress on the earthly Jesus unwittingly push his various comments
towards the divinity of Christ and thereby a full-blown personality-cult? A
reader who pays careful attention to the moments when Jesus does turn up
will see that Horkheimer is exceedingly cautious: he prefers to write of the
‘founder [Stifter]’ or the ‘Nazarene’ rather than ‘Christ’, the ‘anointed’ one
(the Greek translation of ‘meshiach’ or ‘messiah’). And he does not speak of

35
One who falls into such a snare is the late Eagleton, especially with his return to
many of his theological positions of some three or more decades ago when he was
an active member of the Catholic Left and an amateur theologian. See Eagleton 2001;
Eagleton 2003b; Eagleton 2003c; Eagleton 2003a; Eagleton 2007; Eagleton 2009. For a
critical assessment, see Boer 2005a; Boer 2007a, pp. 321–4.
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‘Jesus’, which is theological code for the human, earthly Christ. Further, when
the founder does appear it is nearly always in a collective context. He is one
of a number, found among followers, or perhaps witnesses or martyrs of the
early Church, or indeed the prophets of the Hebrew Bible. I get the distinct
sense that Horkheimer wants to put as much distance as possible between this
founder of a militant collective on the one side and a philosophically inspired
Christology on the other, with its speculation over the divine and human
natures of Christ, his role in the three persons of the Trinity, and concern over
the economy of salvation, in which Christ comes to earth, suffers and dies and
then becomes the means for salvation for all who believe. None of that elaborate gobbledegook, suggests Horkheimer; the model this founder offers is a
modest one, a simple and persistent resistance to conformity with stultifying
systems of economics and society.
On freedom and the individual
The basic items of Horkheimer’s position on religion are by now clear – a
position of implacable resistance to conformity with this world and all its
routine brutality in the name of a totally other beyond all that is of this world.
But, now, we come across a couple of contentious items where Horkheimer
risks his hand. These are his dual themes of freedom and the individual,
which are riveted to one another in his analysis. The question of the individual, whether in ancient Greece or the Enlightenment, is, of course, of
major concern to Horkheimer,36 but I am interested in how he relates these
wider concerns to religion. In his own time, he tracked with dread, dismay and resignation the increasing mechanisation of everyday-life – with
examples from crossing the street, driving a car, passports and the treatment
of animals – and the closely associated spread of instrumental reason.37

36
For example, see Horkheimer 2004, pp. 87–109; Horkheimer 1991b, pp. 136–64;
Horkheimer 1982, pp. 77–97; Horkheimer 1988d, pp. 367–87; Horkheimer 1988k, pp.
128–9, 137–8, 141–2.
37
‘I know of no era in which productive forces, technology, commerce, and the
scientiﬁc and political situation developed more quickly and in a more wrenching
way than the last hundred years’ (Horkheimer 1996, p. 138; Horkheimer 1985i, p. 263).
See also Horkheimer 1978, p. 147; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 252; Horkheimer 1982, pp.
258–60; Horkheimer 1988i, pp. 337–9; Horkheimer 2004, pp. 63–86; Horkheimer 1991b,
pp. 105–35. This perspective leads Shaw 1985 to argue for an abiding pessimism in
Horkheimer’s work. Granted, although realism is probably a better term, but Shaw
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Horkheimer also espies the individual losing his or her freedom beneath an
all-pervasive emphasis on collectivity, whether at the level of the clique, the
professional caste, party or nation. In this context, characterised by the vivid
memory of fascism, the continuing project of the Soviet Union, the newer ones
of China and myriad other Communist states, as well as the mass-politics
of capitalist nation-states, Horkheimer seeks to recover an authentic form of
individual resistance against such collective conformity, even though he is all
too aware that assertions of individual freedom have an inbuilt tendency to
lead to the surrender of freedom. In one sense, Horkheimer wishes to recover
the radical assertion of individual powers that had challenged the stifling
conformity of the uniﬁed Christianity of medieval Europe, although he is
fully aware of how that assertion was part of the bourgeois revolution.38
We do not have to wait long to ﬁnd the implications for religion. One argument proposed by Horkheimer is that some strains of Christianity – especially
in Protestantism – have tended to urge individuals to keep their religion private and acquiesce to the state.39 Another argument is that even the Church
may become a stifling collective with an ever-present tendency to authoritarianism. Against this oppressive collective, Horkheimer asserts that a decisive
feature of Christianity is the way it links ‘the individual soul’ with a ‘determinate individual ego’,40 which then leads to the position that freedom of
the individual is ‘the freedom without which Christianity is inconceivable’.41
And that freedom manifests itself as ‘interior independence of this world,’42 a
resolute stand by the individual against all that would press him or her into
the mould of the world. All of Horkheimer’s comments on the oppositional
role of Christianity, the longing for the other which sets genuine Christians at
odds with the world and even the muted model of the founder, threaten to be
sucked into this focus on the interiority of the individual. Or as Horkheimer
puts it, ‘a society that is automatizing itself integrates the individuals as
autonomous subjects and makes the collective, the nation ﬁrst of all, into an
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idol’.43 Against this situation, non-conformity through obedience to ‘an other
than the status quo’44 becomes a task of the individual Christian – especially
when that ‘Someone Other’ to whom Christians owe their allegiance is an
omnipotent God who is well beyond any earthly power and who is in no way
subject to any human efforts to bend that God’s will.
I must admit to ﬁnding this argument about the nature of Christianity quite
problematic, but will give my reasons in a moment. Before doing so, let me
trace Horkheimer’s troubled argument as to why this freedom is under threat.45
It goes as follows: the possibility of freedom for a Christian or Jewish believer
depends on the crucial influences of one’s upbringing, especially one’s relation with parents. If this complex process is full of warmth, the imbibing of
commitment to a God who is above the allegiances of this world and a sense
that one should love one’s neighbour as oneself in the name of this God, then
human freedom has a good chance of flowering. However, since this familial
bond has been challenged, changed and often broken by modern developments, the child’s upbringing increasingly involves coldness, impersonality
and a sense of separateness from people. The result is no longer allegiance to
a beyond, to a totally other, but to one’s own agenda. Everyone else becomes
a mere instrument for one’s advancement and, before we know it, the individual is no longer opposed to the world but very much part of it.
A number of threads weave through this argument, such as Horkheimer’s
interest in child-psychology, nostalgia for what has been lost46 and the linking of individual freedom with love for neighbours, but I am interested in a
basic tension that runs throughout. In short, there are two contrasting categories of individual and of collective that emerge from Horkheimer’s texts.
The ﬁrst type of individual is one who grows up to exercise neighbourly love
while the second is self-serving, treats others as instruments for self-advancement and is, in part, due to the privatisation of religion under bourgeois
pressure.47 Further, one collective, that of the family and the community of
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individuals exercising neighbourly love, is clearly desirable, while the oppressive and authoritarian collective is far less pleasant. If we look more closely at
Horkheimer’s argument, it turns out that the ﬁrst type of individual actually
comes out of a desirable collective – a loving family and community – to which
that individual then contributes as a member. Indeed, it seems as though this
collectively-produced individual is under threat from two angles, from the
instrumental individual (whom he or she threatens to become) and from
the authoritarian collective. As if there were not enough tensions – between
the two types of individual and two kinds of collective – yet another shows its
face, this time between the undesirable individual and equally unlikeable collective, for they jostle with each other for dominance. The only way out of this
ﬁnal bind is with a dialectical argument, yet it is one that Horkheimer, curiously, does not produce: both the self-serving individual and oppressive collective are two sides of the same process, since that collective is characterised
by the instrumental relations of individual against individual, each vying for
their own advantage.48 But, to make that point, we need a dialectical theory
of capitalism in which the apparent striving of private individuals against
one another is actually a collective feature of capitalism itself. Even though
Horkheimer does not produce that ﬁnal step of the argument, his main point
remains, namely, that the system we have now is one that has lost the deep
grounding of non-conformity within religion’s allegiance to one beyond this
world.
This argument – at least those elements put forward by Horkheimer – is
problematic on a number of counts. To begin with, to state that Christianity
concerns the individual, especially in terms of election and life of the soul
in the world beyond, is, at best, a caricature. It does not help matters when
Horkheimer compares Christianity with Judaism’s collective focus on the
Messiah and the future, for this is a facetious contrast that is no truer the more
prayer becomes less a collective concern and more the means for expressing the wishes
for individual bourgeois advancement; see Horkheimer 1978, p. 206; Horkheimer
1991a, pp. 368–9. See the detailed investigation of positive and negative approaches
to human nature (with a helping from theological traditions) in Horkheimer 1993,
pp. 49–110; Horkheimer 1988e.
48
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often it is repeated. All I need do in response is point to Christian theology’s
concern with creation, the natural world, history (often called salvation-history), the nature of the Church as a collective, and the concern with the end
of history as the Eschaton. To be fair to Horkheimer, he wants to enlist what
he perceives to be the individualistic nature of Christianity in his effort to
recover the oppositional nature of the individual, but it is not an angle with
much mileage.
Further, out of all Horkheimer’s observations concerning religion, these on
freedom and the individual seem most dated. It feels like I am reading something from a vastly different era, for, in our own context, the problem is certainly not rapidly-spreading collective blocs but the inability to think in terms
of collectives at all. The individual would seem to reign supreme in a world
now saturated with capitalism and the ideologeme (or ideological building
block) of individual rights and choices, no matter how empty they may be in
reality. Of course, as I indicated above, we face a deep paradox at this point.
The continued assertion of the individual, rights, freedom of choice and freedom of expression rings empty in a world in which everyone operates in the
same fashion – the dialectical logic of capitalist conformity and its associated
ideology of liberalism.
Finally, Horkheimer’s championing of the Enlightenment-agenda, at least
on the question of individual freedom, is increasingly problematic. This grasping of Enlightenment-values would become a wholesale effort to recuperate the need for reasoned communication in the work of Jürgen Habermas.49
Horkheimer is, of course, very conscious that the ideology of the modern individual is part and parcel of bourgeois ideology, but he tends to identity such
an individual with the self-centred and instrumental ﬁgure I identiﬁed earlier. Perhaps the best way to view Horkheimer’s effort to recover the resisting
individual is that he sought to develop the positive side of the Enlightenment,
to push that element of the dialectic beyond its tangle with myth and barbarism that he and Adorno explored with such devastating effect in Dialectic of
Enlightenment. One signal of that project of recovery is Horkheimer’s effort to
negate the regressive effect of religion by enlisting it on the side of his project.
So he can write that Roman-Catholic and evangelical (Lutheran) utterances
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on the question of freedom are ‘in substantial agreement with the Enlightenment, Voltaire, and above all, Emmanuel Kant’.50
Can anything be retrieved from this argument concerning individual
freedom? Perhaps there is one element, although it is a dialectical one. Let
us go back to the two types of collectives and individuals. Implicit within
Horkheimer’s argument is the suggestion that the individual who is given to
non-conformity with this world in the name of allegiance to one who is beyond
it – an individual who thereby lives in terms of the ideal of neighbourly love –
comes out of a collective environment characterised by precisely these features of everyday life. In other words, this collective and this individual are
inseparable; one leads into the other and then back again. The crucial point
is that, even with Horkheimer’s extreme valorisation of individual resistance,
he does not fall into the trap of arguing for the primacy of the individual, from
which we must then try to understand how collectives work (as conglomerations of individuals). Instead, Horkheimer’s narrative of the individual works
in a dialectical between the two.51
Atheism and resistance
I am far more enthused by Horkheimer’s deliberations concerning atheism.52
At times, his observations on Christianity lack the dialectical ﬁnesse one
would expect, but not on this topic. If we grant Horkheimer’s premise that
a Christianity or Judaism true to itself is given to resist any shape human
society might take, or any political form we might encounter, then what
happens with atheism? He cannot argue that atheism operates in terms of a
longing for a totally other, especially not in terms of allegiance to an other in
whose name people will refuse to bow to temporal power. But what he does
argue is that, when atheism takes its stand against a religion that has made its
deal with the devil and identiﬁed itself with the powers of this world, then
atheism too becomes a form of resistance: ‘Atheism was once a sign of inner
independence and incredible courage, and it continues to be one in authori-

Horkheimer 1996, p. 136; Horkheimer 1985i, p. 262.
See especially, Horkheimer 1993, pp. 244–56; Horkheimer 1988a, pp. 196–211.
52
What follows in this section is a close engagement with Horkheimer’s essay,
‘Theism and Atheism’ in Horkheimer 1996, pp. 34–50; Horkheimer 1985h. See also
Horkheimer 1989b; Bracht et al. 1989.
50
51

The Superstitions of Max Horkheimer • 29

tarian and semi-authoritarian countries where it is regarded as a symptom
of the hated liberal spirit’53 – a description that echoes Horkheimer’s depiction of religion as inner resistance. In other words, the underlying impulse
of opposition is the key: any political or social structure in which power
settles into a comfortable pattern of oppression must be opposed. If religion
does so in the name of another allegiance, then well and good; if atheism
does so because its adherents ﬁnd the massive cathedrals, prayers for rulers
and identiﬁcation with a national cause unacceptable, then atheism joins the
ranks of resistance.
Atheism is, however, a mode of resistance come lately. Horkheimer traces
the way modern atheism took its time to capture the imagination and grip
both those wielding power and the masses.54 For all its efforts to postulate
Nature as an alternative to God, the metaphysical atheism of the Enlightenment did not have the ability to provide images and narratives to live by, nor
indeed the institutional strength to become a serious threat to Christianity
until the twentieth century. Only with the massive changes of that century,
with its world-wars, unimaginable population-growth, explosions in scientiﬁc
knowledge and national awakenings – comparable to the decline of antiquity
or the middle ages – did atheism ﬁnd the historical narrative and institutional
power it so desperately sought. But, as soon as it did so, it began to give up
its oppositional stance: like Christianity had done so many centuries earlier,
atheism became an ideology, a feature of state-power and a social mechanism.
Characteristic for his time, Horkheimer cites both the fascist and Stalinist eras
as dual manifestations of such institutionalised atheism. In the same way that
Christianity betrayed itself by dealing with tyrants and oligarchs, so also did
atheism become a state-ideology. However, in its authentic moment, atheism
is one with religion in terms of a resolute resistance to any mode of authoritarian power.
This alluring argument has a number of unexpected ramiﬁcations. To begin
with, it shifts the line between religion and atheism to one between oppressive
power and resistance to that power. On the central question of non-conformism (a deﬁning feature of authentic Christianity), both religion and atheism
may ﬁnd common ground. As Horkheimer puts it,
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The idea of a better world has not only been given shape in theological
treatises, but often just as well in the so-called ‘nihilistic‘ works – the critique
of political economy, the theory of Marx and Engels, psychoanalysis –
works which have been blacklisted, whether in the East or in the West, and
provoked the wrath of the mighty as the inflammatory speeches of Christ
did among his contemporaries.55

Yet this common ground of atheism and religion may also take a wrong turn.
Both may have been responsible for a decent amount of good, but they also
bear the responsibility of more than enough evil. So when atheism becomes
the ofﬁcial dogma of a state – Horkheimer has in the mind the way it became
so in some Communist states (in a profound misreading of Marx and Engels) –
then atheism, too, must be resisted. The problem is that ‘it is enormously
difﬁcult to avoid making a new religion of its very absence’56 – atheism in
its turn becomes a new ideology of repression. All of this means that we
need to read the situation carefully: when a religion becomes the ideology
of a power-structure, as we ﬁnd in medieval states or in the long years of
absolute monarchy in Europe, and when it actively sets out to pursue, round
up, condemn, expel and execute those who do not toe the line, then atheism
becomes an oppositional stand, along with those religions which have been
proscribed. But, if atheism succeeds in ousting all religion and becomes, in
its own turn, the dominant ideology of a repressive state-apparatus, then
religion itself becomes a position of opposition to such a situation.
Now we face the perennial question as to whether atheism is a religious
position characterised by the denial of God. Marx took this position in his
response to Bruno Bauer, pointing out that atheism is ‘the last stage of theism,
the negative recognition of God’.57 Horkheimer tracks a different course, arguing that even though irreligion falls all too often into a new form of religion,
there is ‘no logically compelling reason for replacing the toppled absolute by
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some other absolute, the toppled gods by others, devotion by denial’.58 The
upshot is that Horkheimer becomes a champion of a position he admits is
extraordinarily difﬁcult to put into practice – a situation of tolerance in which
absolutes have no place.
He is astute enough to avoid arguing in favour of a secular state, since
such a state is fraught with problems. I think here of the secular state Marx
describes in ‘On the Jewish Question’:59 basing his analysis on the USA, he
points out that in such a state, religion leaves public life to become a private
affair. This state does not exercise freedom from religion but freedom of religion. Religious tolerance means that I allow you to carry on your own rituals
and modes of worship while I carry on mine, but we will not let them interfere
with our public life as citizens of the state. Marx, obviously, ﬁnds this situation problematic, since it breaks human beings up into discrete zones of private and public life – in terms of work, business, family, religion, and so on.
In other words, the secular state is no solution, especially if we keep in mind
Marx’s point that such a state arose in an effort to overcome the contradictions
of the Christian state. The catch is that those contradictions are by no means
resolved; they shift ground and show up as contradictions at another level.
We can see those contradictions at various levels, such as the way the USA has
a legal separation of Church and state but, in everyday-life, they are wrapped
in a tight embrace, or the way Turkey has a form of established religion for the
very purpose of keeping watch on that religion (Sunni Islam) so that it does
not make any statements or any moves that interfere with the secular nature
of the state.60
Horkheimer’s suggestion that irreligion need not lead to another absolute –
and, particularly, the implication that the best outcome is one in which there
are no absolutes, for they slip far too easily into brutal intolerance – runs up
against his consistent characterisation of an oppositional Christianity deﬁned
by allegiance to another. Does not such an authentic Christianity operate precisely in terms of an absolute? Two answers are possible, one supplied by
Horkheimer himself and one that needs to be supplied. For Horkheimer, this
absolute is ﬁne as long as it does not identify itself with a temporal form. It
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is, if you like, permanently suspended above the dirty deals of human power,
constantly ﬁnding them inadequate. The religious absolute is religious only
if it does not become absolute power, an absolute state. This argument leads
us to the next point: an absolute, as Alain Badiou has argued,61 need not be
singular. In the same way that universals and truths may be plural, so also
may absolutes be plural. Indeed, to identify the universal truth of the absolute
with the One is precisely the travesty and betrayal Horkheimer seeks to block.
So, I would suggest that an argument for the multiplicity of absolutes – in religious terms, it may be Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist or whatever shape
religion may take – is one that places a stern ‘no through road’ sign before any
effort by an absolute to become singular and thereby exclusive, intolerant and
oppressive.
Arguably, the most signiﬁcant ramiﬁcation of Horkheimer’s argument is
that theism and atheism – as he tends to call the pair – may form what I have
elsewhere called a politics of alliance.62 While Horkheimer directs his comments at the historical alliance between atheism and the Left (at least from the
time following Marx and Engels), my argument is directed at both the secular Left and the religious Left. Both may indeed ﬁnd common ground in the
struggle against forms of coercion and tyranny – as we ﬁnd in the common
struggle of some of the Christian churches and the Communist Party in South
Africa during the apartheid-era, or as we ﬁnd today in the links between
Christian, Muslim and left groups in the Palestinian resistance against Israeli
state-oppression.63
Honest religion
A longing for the other, ﬁdelity to the words and acts of the founder, a
problematic emphasis on individual freedom and an interpretation of atheism as resistance to authoritarian oppression – these are the features of what
has turned out to be a multi-faceted effort by Horkheimer to ﬁnd what is
valuable in religion, especially Christianity. However, let me close this treatment of religion as resistance with a couple of Horkheimer’s stark sentences
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which express the core of what he seeks in religion (and indeed atheism) in
the ‘good sense’:
To sustain, not to let reality stifle, the impulse for change [Impuls, daß es
anders warden soll], the desire that the spell be broken, that things take the
right turn. We have religion where life down to its every gesture is marked
by this resolve.64

In these sentences, Horkheimer employs a terminology of stifling and spells
for the threats to honest religion, which is, at heart, an impulse for change.
But, in an age that has become weary of change, in which politicians within
capitalist parliamentary democracy routinely offer ‘change’ in a way that
guarantees more of the same, what type of change does Horkheimer seek?
It is, of course, more speciﬁc than empty promises (which he will connect
with religion in the bad sense), for such an impulse to change is focused on
the monotony of mechanised and instrumentalised life under capitalism. To
resist this life with all of its habitual brutality and systematised oppression
is what constitutes religion ‘honest with itself’. The second sentence suggests
what such a resolute opposition really means: every gesture of everyday life,
no matter how trivial or ordinary, should embody this resistance. It is a life
lived at an odd angle to the world, implicitly and explicitly opposing all that
it stands for. In Horkheimer’s eyes, that constitutes religion – the same may
be said for an oppositional atheism.

Religion betrayed
Horkheimer knows well enough that the history of Christianity (and indeed
Judaism) is piled high with the corpses of those killed in its name and that
the courts of Judgement-Day will be overloaded with the millions of cases
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to be heard. So how does he make sense of the fact that Christianity has
rarely if ever lived up to the principles of its founder, to the authentic religious impulse of resistance to domination? The answer is deceptively simple:
when Christianity becomes an ideology and practice of brutal oppression, it
has betrayed itself. Now, this is by no means a new position, for we ﬁnd it
with the various oppositional groups that keep cropping up throughout the
history of Christianity, especially the groups that emerged from the radical
Reformation. I will have more to say about them later, since I want to let
Horkheimer speak ﬁrst.
The manner in which the betrayal takes place may vary, but the underlying
pattern is the same. It may be when Christianity ceases to oppose the state
in the name of a higher allegiance and becomes united with the state, when
the state itself merges with God and one is expected and compelled to serve
that theocracy. It may be when religion becomes the justiﬁcation for bourgeois capitalism, in which religion is no longer the protest against misery and
despair but their justiﬁcation.65 It may be the cynical claim by ruling classes to
the moral high ground in order to justify murder and villainy, a claim to which
those who are ruled seem all too ready to afﬁrm, serving the divine state with
passion and vigour.66 It may be due to the fact that so-called ‘Christians’ are
not genuine; gathering under the flag of Christianity is merely a convenience
so that they may pursue aims that are by no means Christian. It may be when
religion becomes privatised, relegated to the inner sanctum of the individual
and thereby of no relevance to public life. It may be due to self-interest, when
so-called Christians turn the other way when faced with suffering – since to
do something about such misery would bring them discomfort and harm. It
may be the moment religion becomes an instrument of bourgeois competition, a justiﬁcation for one’s own self-advancement at the expense of others
(the bad form of individualism I noted above).67 It may happen due to wilful
blindness on the part of those who should know better, especially scientists,
poets and philosophers whose own principles should lead them to oppose
such a situation but who deliberately forget their principles. It may be when
the command to love both one’s neighbour and one’s enemy fades away and

65
66
67

Horkheimer 1978, pp. 88, 90–1; Horkheimer 1987c, pp. 412, 414–15.
Horkheimer 1978, pp. 88–9; Horkheimer 1987c, pp. 412–13.
Horkheimer 1993, pp. 211–12; Horkheimer 1988c, pp. 319–20.

The Superstitions of Max Horkheimer • 35

hatred takes its place. It may be when the Christian church has actively sought
to soften and even dispense with the words of its founder (here, as we shall
see, Horkheimer comes close to Ste. Croix). It may happen because of sheer
hypocrisy, worshipping one who sacriﬁced himself for humanity and yet torturing others in his name. In each case, the result is the same: the ‘compromise
between the implementation of religion and its inexpedient abolition’ which
becomes the reconciliation with ‘God via the all-encompassing lie’.68
Now, all of these arguments may well have a grain of truth in them, but
they tend to miss the dialectical complexity that we have come to expect from
Horkheimer. Thankfully, there is one exception, which happens to be his most
powerful argument: this betrayal and accommodation by Christianity was a
necessary and lamentable evil for the sake of survival.69 Had Christians really
lived up to the ideals and example of their ﬁrst teacher, they would have ‘perished like fools’70 and the movement would have come to grief as quickly as it
arose. Christ did not lay the groundwork or structure for a workable religion,
for what he espoused was not the stuff of an organised global movement. That
task fell to his more worldly followers, who saw well enough that any chance
of success lay in making a deal with this world. Betrayal was bred of the need
for survival, even if that betrayal meant war, empire and persecution of dissidents – who were uncannily like Christ. Without that betrayal, we would not
have had the cathedrals, the great achievements of art and science, the strides
forward in philosophy, the extraordinary creations of literature, the gains of
human rights or, at an everyday level of lived space, the village-church without which Europe’s countryside is inconceivable. Obviously, these achievements drip with the blood of those who died due to that betrayal, but without
it Christianity would not be around today.
The argument I have just traced raises a question that will undergird the
discussion which follows: does Horkheimer end up arguing for the necessary
negative of Christianity’s betrayal of itself? I get the sense that he would prefer it if Christianity had not made this bloody compromise, that it had held
true to its initial impulse of opposition and change. However, given the short
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life-spans of movements driven by such an impulse, without compromise the
outcome may well have been the end of the impulse itself.
The state
One of Horkheimer’s main themes concerning the modern world is, as we
saw earlier, the increasing pace of automation and the associated routinisation of all facets of human life, but, when it comes to religion, a prominent
feature is the role of the state – that collective gone bad. His experiences were
not the best: he had fled the Nazis in the early 1930s, resettling the Institute
for Critical Theory at Columbia University in New York; he had witnessed
from afar what was taking place under Stalin in the Soviet Union; he and
especially his colleague, Adorno, were not enthused at all by the vigorous
capitalism in the United States. With these tendencies all around, it should
not be surprising that Horkheimer would scan history for similar tendencies –
and he found them with both Christianity and Judaism.
As for Christianity, Constantine the Great – son of a Christian mother and
who himself converted at least in 312 CE (if not earlier) before the famous
battle of the Milvian Bridge in which he gained control of the Roman Empire –
is the main culprit. By 313, Constantine and Licinius (then emperor in the
east) issued the Edict of Milan, which legalised Christianity, and Constantine
set about an aggressive programme of building churches (in the main centres
of Jerusalem, Constantinople, Rome and elsewhere in the empire), paying for
a whole new class of state-bureaucrats, the priests, calling church-councils
(especially the ﬁrst ecumenical council in Nicaea in 325 CE) for the sake of
Christian doctrinal unity, and ensuring favourable treatment for Christianity.
Even though it was not until 380 CE that Theodosius I proclaimed Christianity the sole religion of the Empire, the deal had been done and the Christian
church had moved from a marginal religion under pressure of state-censure
to become extraordinarily powerful, wealthy and used to employing strongarm tactics against opponents, as we will see in my discussion of Ste. Croix.
For some, this epochal shift was the sign of Christianity’s success. The Eastern Orthodox and oriental Orthodox churches made Constantine a saint, and
ideologues such as Eusebius of Caesaria, the ﬁrst church-historian, opined
in 320 CE that a uniﬁed Christian empire was God’s will. For others, it was
the great moment of betrayal. Radical Reformers in the sixteenth century,
who suffered persecution at the hands of both the Roman-Catholics and the
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Protestants, saw Constantine’s conversion and adoption of Christianity as the
religion of empire as the moment when Christianity sold out and betrayed
that for which Jesus and the early Christians had stood. Horkheimer agrees
wholeheartedly: this was when Christianity became rather embarrassed at
what Jesus had said and done. And so it developed ‘a secret and indomitable
hatred for that attitude of mind for which its founder had earlier been put to
death’.71
The consequences for theology and practice were momentous: evil and hell
became necessary categories for those who did not conform; orthopraxis combined with orthodoxy to deﬁne who submitted to the will of the Church and
who broke ranks; prayer slid from intercession for rain, the crops, the ruler or
the people to the furtherance of one’s own (later bourgeois) goals;72 theology
began its delicate task of reconciling the clear demands found in the Gospels
with the requirements of power. On this last item, Horkheimer and Ste. Croix
would have had much to discuss over a long night, many empty beer-bottles
and an overflowing ashtray – Horkheimer with the theoretical depth and Ste.
Croix with his inexhaustible references.
Yet the theme that keeps recurring in Horkheimer’s observations concerning
this complex betrayal is the way the longing for the other becomes identical
with longing for the mother-country. At this point, Horkheimer’s invocation
on the ban on idolatry from the second and third commandments in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5 has some weight: ‘critical theory . . . rests on the
thought that the Absolute – that is God – cannot be made into an object [nicht
zum Objekt gemacht werden kann]’.73 Adorno would make this ban on idolatry
into the Bilderverbot, a persistent leitmotiv of his thought; even though the
theme is more muted in Horkheimer’s writings, it still has signiﬁcant critical
bite. Identiﬁcation of the state, the mother-country, with the Absolute is the
worst form of idolatry. And, like all idols, it demands sacriﬁce in blood, justiﬁes wars of aggression and brutal suppression. Horkheimer compares this
compromise to a skyscraper in which the ‘basement is a slaughterhouse, its
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roof a cathedral, but from the windows of the upper floors, it affords a really
beautiful view of the starry heavens’.74
This elision of the totally other and the state may have ﬁrst happened under
the Emperor Constantine, but Horkheimer pinpoints this elision as a growing feature of Christianity in more recent centuries. People, he notes, have
become far more willing to sacriﬁce themselves in wars for the ‘defence’ of
their own country rather than for the sake of love for the enemy; ‘faith in God
has now become faith in one’s own people’.75 Less than a decade ago, I would
have been able to observe that this situation may have applied in the earlier
twentieth century, but, with the explosion of economic and cultural globalisation in the latter decades of that century, such identiﬁcation with one’s God
and country had begun to look quaint. But how matters have changed in the
space of a few years; against a perceived ‘threat’ from Islam, those self-same
countries of Western Europe have resurrected this old alliance between God
and state, between Western Europe and Christianity. One by one, leaders and
citizens of countries such as Denmark, the Netherlands and England have
asserted that they are inconceivable without Christianity – and this from people who only know what a church-building looks like from the outside. Once
again, sacriﬁces are made to preserve a ‘Christian country’ under the threat
from the inﬁdel hordes. Doors are closed and a past golden age is constructed
in order to be preserved, replete with Christian moral codes, civil liberties,
freedom of the press, and so-called equal rights, applicable of course only to
those who happen to be a citizen of such a country.
On the Jewish state
Horkheimer reserves most of his observations for Christianity, especially
in the astonishing survey of Christian history in the essay, ‘Theism and
Atheism’.76 Yet, as one who admitted that Judaism was the religion he knew
all too well, on this matter of identiﬁcation with the state he voices profound
reservations concerning the state of Israel. Horkheimer’s position on Zionism
and the Jewish state comes out of a long, sustained and detailed examination
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of Judaism, anti-Semitism, Jewish immigration and the diaspora.77 He is no
Zionist, by any stretch of the imagination, describing Zionism as a result of
despair and ﬁnding the establishment of the state of Israel in his own time a
deep betrayal of Judaism itself, a moment when the language of the prophets, Hebrew, has become a language of success. In contrast to the hope that
lay with the anticipation of the Messiah – a hope that a mother held for the
time of her daughter or son, a hope expressed in the saying, ‘Next year in
Jerusalem’, a hope for justice at the end of the world – the establishment of
the state of Israel was precisely that event which undermined such a hope.
At that moment, some began to say that the hope had been realised and
that the promise had been fulﬁlled, that God’s will could be found in this
new state, and that the messianic era had begun without a Messiah; in short:
‘Jewry is now to see the goal in the state of Israel’.78 It was nothing less than
the same act Christianity had performed so many times already – the identiﬁcation of a distinct and very human political formation with the divine
will. Horkheimer’s comment on Judaism applies just as much to both: ‘How
profound a resignation in the very triumph of its temporal success’.79
Although Horkheimer distinguishes – quite problematically – between
Judaism’s collective hope for a future Messiah and Christianity’s focus on the
individual soul’s passage to heaven, he does identify the nature of the ‘longing for the other’ in Judaism as formally similar to Christianity. That longing
brings with it the concern for justice and love for enemies in the name of
what is beyond this world and this age; in fact, the necessarily delayed messianic hope is the reason why Judaism espouses these ideals and will not be
conformed to this world. The state of Israel is a profound betrayal of what
Horkheimer holds dear in Judaism.
The ramiﬁcations of this compromise with the ways of the world show up
in a number of passing observations that feel as though they were written
yesterday. So, we ﬁnd that the cry, in the mouths of Jewish capitalists, of ‘antiSemitism’ at the slightest criticism of Judaism or the state of Israel is really a
77
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screen for a perceived threat to bourgeois values and goods, for bourgeois
Jews are no different from bourgeois Christians, willing to sacriﬁce everything – their own superstitions and the lives of others – before they will
sacriﬁce their own capital.80 As another example, Horkheimer offers a critical assessment of the long desire by German Jews to be recognised as one
group among others in the German state.81 This was not a new issue, as the
debates between Marx and Bruno Bauer in the 1840s show all too well.82 But
Horkheimer is less than impressed by the extra degree of nationalistic zeal
exhibited by assimilated Jews and by the shift from the hope for justice to
the desire to become a religion like any other. He would rather they hold
onto what made Jews, especially orthodox Jews, stand at an odd angle to the
world, or even better the ‘critico-negative [kritisch-negativen]’83 spirit of a long
line of Jewish thinkers and activists. The problem with the identiﬁcation of
Jews with the German state is that it made those Jews no different from the
Christians who saw in Germany the saviour of the world. And there is no difference between this identiﬁcation and that with the state of Israel – different
state, same problematic compromise.
One of the most signiﬁcant examples of the betrayal of the resistance
and perseverance at the core of Judaism was the trial of Adolf Eichmann.84
Horkheimer writes after Eichmann’s covert and illegal capture in Argentina
on 11 May 1960 and the beginning of his trial in 1961 (Eichmann was then
hanged in 1962). Horkheimer argues that Israel has no jurisdiction outside the
state that it established, rightly or wrongly, for the role of the law is to punish
crimes committed within one’s borders for the sake of deterrence. To abduct
someone illegally from another state and then put him on trial for acts not
committed within Israel goes against any sense of law – it is, he writes, simply ‘bad metaphysics’.85 Indeed, the only competent act for the Israeli court,
which refused to rule on precisely the matter of its own jurisdiction, would
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be to declare itself incompetent. On all counts, argues Horkheimer, the trial
is a sham: it is ludicrous to see it as deterrence; it is poor education for Israeli
youth concerning the Third Reich and the persecution of Jews; the use of a
criminal trial for political purposes will undermine its value and makes Israel
no better than totalitarian states; everyone will see through the show-trial;
there is nothing unique about mass-murder in history; the idea that Eichmann
would atone for all the Jewish deaths makes a mockery of those deaths; and,
above all, it is a travesty of the value of those who have suffered and died. In
short, the trial is yet another example of the betrayal of Judaism.
So what role should the persecution of Jews, and in particular the genocide
at the hands of the Nazis, play in the annals of justice? Rather than becoming
an ideological backing for oppression of others in the name of ‘survival’ of the
Jewish state, Horkheimer argues instead that people ‘should become sensitive
not to injustice against the Jews but to injustice as such, not to persecution of
the Jews but to any and all persecution, and that something in them should
rebel when any individual is not treated as a rational being’.86
Now, although his arguments still have an edge today, Horkheimer is by
no means unique in this position, for he taps into a long tradition that has
gained increasing viability in the face of Israeli atrocities in Palestinian territories, namely the value of diasporic Judaism over against Zionism.87 Although
Horkheimer feels that the diaspora had become at the time of writing (1961–2)
the backwoods rather than the centre of Judaism,88 we have witnessed since
then a signiﬁcant revival of the value of diaspora. Rather than diasporic communities throughout the world looking to Israel as their guiding light, giving
voice to a nationalism that differs in no way from any other nationalism, routinely defending, in ever more desperate ways, the latest brutality of that state
in the name of ‘survival’, calling up the Holocaust yet again in order to justify
whatever Israel does, proponents of diasporic Judaism argue that the greatest
achievements of Judaism – in philosophy, art, music, politics, and economics – took place precisely because the Jews who made them were diasporic
Jews. The names of Moses Maimonides, Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx, Ernst
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Bloch, Walter Benjamin, Georg Lukács, Hanna Arendt, Theodor Adorno,
and Horkheimer himself are names that come from such a diaspora. The key
to this argument is that the permanent suspension, or rather potentiality,
of the hope for justice in the messianic age is precisely what produces the
value of Judaism. To say that the hope has arrived, that the future is here,
destroys that suspended moment of creativity and hope. Horkheimer could
not agree more.
Liberal theology
Given what we have seen from Horkheimer thus far, his thoughts on the
state and on Zionism should have come as no surprise. But the next topic –
liberal theology – is far less expected,89 at least if one has not read Adorno
in one of his lesser studied works (The Jargon of Authenticity).90 For Adorno,
the problem with liberal theology is that it has taken half a step towards the
treacherous terrain of secularised theology, which he saw perniciously at
work in Martin Heidegger, with its covert transferral of the powers of God
to the thinker or the state. Horkheimer shares the suspicion of liberal theology, but for somewhat different reasons. Like the secularisation of theology,91
liberal theology is another version of accommodation to the world: in arguing
that the unpalatable stories of the Bible were really myths and legends or
that the key motifs of death and resurrection, oppression and deliverance,
sin and forgiveness, were symbols and principles of existential life, liberal
theology gave up the valuable oppositional stance of such stories and themes.
It agrees with the world – yes, these are just myths of another, non-scientiﬁc,
age, but you need not worry about them since they are really fables, tales and
symbols of our walk through life. Such a move – ‘an escape route which the
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despairing take without admitting their despair to themselves’92 – gave up
far too much that was vital about Christianity or indeed Judaism. It spells
nothing less than the end of religion.93
Horkheimer names two liberal theologians, one a populariser and one more
profound. The former is John A.T. Robinson, who wrote a brief, very personal
account of the need to shake up theology and the Church in Honest to God.94 A
former New-Testament lecturer and Cambridge-don, Robinson’s little book
caused a howl of controversy, largely because he made available to a wide
public in England what had gone on in biblical and theological scholarship for
some time (the usual distance and time-lag applying in the relation between
theology and the wider Church). Here, we ﬁnd an array of German liberal
theologians – Rudolf Bultmann and his demythologisation of the New Testament, Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s ethical authenticity, and Paul Tillich’s symbolic
Christianity – presented in an accessible form.
More substantial is Horkheimer’s reference to the ‘unforgettable’ Paul
Tillich,95 a long-time friend, collaborator and colleague whom Horkheimer
appreciated deeply but with whom he also disagreed.96 Tillich, an opponent of
Hitler and a Christian socialist, shared much political ground with Horkheimer
and yet, on the matter of reinterpreting the key-themes of Christianity as
symbols, in terms of deeper signiﬁcance, meanings, values and existence,
Horkheimer felt that Tillich had given up precisely the most non-conformist
elements of theology. A symbol, after all, must point to something concrete
to have any sense; the abstract categories to which Tillich sought to redirect
these symbols were as empty as symbols without any reference-point at all. By
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reinterpreting theology – no matter how creatively – in light of contemporary
philosophy, which really meant existentialism, Tillich had granted too much
ground to the world he sought to oppose.
What, then, is the answer, at least for Horkheimer? It is not to be found
in a resolute orthodoxy and piety that denies the changing world and holds
obstinately onto beliefs – although, at times, it seems as though Horkheimer
does suggest as much with his longing for superstitious beliefs. On this point,
he agrees with Tillich: profound changes in knowledge, science and politics
demand creative responses from theologians. It is just that Tillich has not
offered a reply that enables theology to remain at odds with the world. Traditional thought must forever ﬁnd new forms of expression in the terms of the
age while simultaneously contradicting it. Now, all this is very well, and most
theologians would agree to some extent. The catch is that Horkheimer does
not give us much in the way of content. Is paradise to remain a garden lost
and hoped for? Is the Eschaton a time when the physical messiah is sent from
God, when justice will be handed out at a divine tribunal? Does Christ really
ascend and return through the clouds, leading an invincible force of angels in
the last days?
While I can see the value of Horkheimer’s criticism, especially in the inability of liberal theology to distinguish itself at times from secular philosophy,
I am not sure he has treated myth and symbol as well as he might. He is, of
course, beholden to the deep suspicion of myth that characterised Adorno
and Benjamin, especially in light of the extensive mythologising of blood, soil
and the Aryan heritage under Hitler and his cronies. And Horkheimer and
Adorno did argue in Dialectic of Enlightenment that myth was both the ﬁrst
solidifying step in the oppressive organisation of society and the signal of a
barbarism that kept turning up as the dialectical obverse of enlightenment
from the Greeks onward. But all that is to lock myth into a function that is far
too restrictive. For, as Ernst Bloch argued for his whole life, albeit at times too
enthusiastically, myth also gives voice within the midst of oppressive narratives to a spirit of rebellion and utopia that simply will not go away. Or,
as I have argued recently, in its very cunning, myth may also offer distinct
possibilities for the Left that it ignores at its peril.97 It is not so much a case of
giving ground as of enabling alternative voices of chaos and insurrection to
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come forth, precisely because the myths of repression have preserved those
voices, so much so that they puncture the myths of the Right, those of order
and sobriety. But this is a different argument to the liberal theologians, who
wanted to give up the myths of the Bible and reinterpret them in line with the
language and aspirations of ‘modern man’. I would rather retain them (like
Horkheimer), call them myths (unlike Horkheimer) and let them speak their
word of non-conformism and rebellion.
Religion in the bad sense, or, the dialectic of evil
When I set out to wrap up the earlier section on Horkheimer’s positive
appreciation of religion, I made use of one of his aphoristic pronouncements.
Religion in the ‘good sense’, he wrote, is an unbending pursuit of change,
one that saturates the smallest acts of everyday life. However, when it comes
to religion in the ‘bad sense’, matters become a little more complex. It is as
though Horkheimer has realised he is actually dealing with the question of
evil; that awareness makes him pause before the temptation of clear statements. So, we ﬁnd him exploring various ways in which one actually speaks
of religion in the ‘bad sense’. The ﬁrst of these follows on from the earlier
comment on honest religion. By contrast, religion in the ‘bad sense’, he writes,
is the impulse for change found in honest religion,
. . . but in its perverted form, as afﬁrmation, prophecy, that gilds reality in the
very act of castigating it. It is the lie that some earthly or heavenly future
gives evil, suffering, horror, a meaning. The lie does not need the cross, it
already lives in the ontological concept of transcendence.98

Perversion is the nature of religion that has betrayed its initial impulse to
change for the better and that has compromised its stance against the ways of
the world. We need to be careful, paying close attention to what Horkheimer
is arguing: this dishonest religion does not necessarily have an existence on
its own; it is a distortion, a perversion of religion as it should be. It seems
to offer the prospect of change – like an adept politician – but, in doing so,
actually afﬁrms the status quo. It tells us we have not achieved the world
we seek but then implicitly lets us know that the world we have is actually
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better than we think – we have, in other words, already arrived. How does
such a religion do so? It admits that suffering exists but, instead of pointing
out (like Marx) that religion is a protest against that suffering, it tries to give
that suffering meaning with reference to an idealised future. Your suffering
has a purpose, it says, perhaps as a trial put in your way by God, or perhaps
to remind you of your sinful state, or even as deserved punishment for a
wrong from which you must now repent.99 All we need do is to refer to some
transcendence, whether ontological or temporal, and it all makes sense.
As an example of this process of subtle perversion, let me take a biblical
text that comes very close to Horkheimer’s own position: ‘Be not conformed
to this age’ (Romans 12: 2). One interpretation takes this verse as a slogan
for resistance to the ways of the world at every level, whether theologically,
politically or personally, especially in the insigniﬁcant acts of everyday-life. It
was obviously one of the key texts used by non-conformist sects and churches
in countries where an established church ruled the roost and punished those
who would not conform. Yet another interpretation is possible as well, one
found too often for comfort among conservative Christians: being not conformed now means that one should be opposed to the evil ideology of ‘secularism’, evolutionary theory, gay rights, abortion – in short, any manifestation
of a pagan world that is the work of the devil. But this approach gives the
impression of non-conformity while upholding a revised form of Christendom. The state should support religion, but only a conservative form that
aligns precisely with the form of evangelical (in the English sense) Christianity espoused by its adherents. And it should come as no surprise that one way
of the world is afﬁrmed with vigour – capitalist economics and social relations. Here, we ﬁnd an apparent impulse to non-conformity that gilds reality
in the act of denouncing it.
Back to Horkheimer: take care and note what has happened with the text
quoted above. Religion in the ‘bad sense’ does not have an existence of its
own; it is a perversion of what is authentic. Now, this argument is consistent
with the general position that such religion is a betrayal and compromise,
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but it does mean that bad religion is parasitic on the good. Barely hidden
beneath such an argument is a long tradition of reflection on the problem of
evil. Let me put it this way: theology has usually been faced with four possibilities concerning evil: it is a positive entity, sometimes personiﬁed as the
devil, but that position raises the conundrum as to how one accounts for the
origin of such an entity (hence, the myths of Satan’s beginning as an angel
and his subsequent fall from heaven); as omnipotent creator of all that is, God
is the source of both good and evil (a position one does ﬁnd in the Bible but
which has been ruled out as far too dangerous in most theological thought);
a created being, having been given free choice, brings about evil by exercising that choice (whether Satan himself or human beings); or evil is a negation
and distortion of the good. These positions often overlap one another, but
what Horkheimer has done, at least on this occasion, is take the last option –
religion in the ‘bad sense’ is a negation, a perversion of good religion.
Also worth noting is that Horkheimer invokes the dialectic when it comes
to the question of evil. Often the dialectic seems but a distant memory, even in
the text quoted above: honest religion is one of resistance to a corrupt world,
while dishonest religion betrays that impulse to resistance and makes its compromise with the tyrants of this world. Honest religion seeks to break the spell
that justiﬁes oppressive reality, while perverted religion invokes that spell
ever more strongly. The religion worth attention needs no elaborate spin that
tries to give suffering meaning, for that religion is honest. The contrast could
not be stronger: resistance and betrayal, good and bad, honesty and lying,
reality and a spell. But, then, in the midst of this intractable opposition, we
come across a more dialectical way of dealing with the question of religion.
Horkheimer writes that religion in the ‘bad sense’ is, in fact, the same impulse
as religion in the ‘good sense’, except that religion appears in a perverted
(I would suggest inverted) form; bad religion also criticises reality and urges
change, but it presents such a message in a way that actually ‘gilds reality’,
afﬁrms it while criticising, reassures while castigating.
The question of evil brings out the best in Horkheimer. Evil does not want
to leave him alone, partly because he had lived through some of the most
barbaric and brutal moments of the twentieth century. And so, Horkheimer
keeps returning to evil to see if he can make sense of it yet again. The dialectical entwinement of good and bad religion is but one instance; another
appears in a very different dialectical reading that might be called a dialectic of
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exacerbation. In brief, the more good seems to gain ground, the stronger does
evil reassert itself. Let us see how Horkheimer sets up this dialectic before
offering some criticism.
In a brief reflection called ‘Evil in History’,100 Horkheimer begins with Kant’s
observation that human beings have the dubious distinction of laying claim
to a unique form of radical evil: among all living beings, humans know what
is good yet do what is bad.101 For Horkheimer, the question becomes one of
knowledge and progress. If the formula holds, then the greater the knowledge
of good, the more does evil increase; the more we progress, the greater do we
regress. All of which leads to the paradox that the burgeoning of knowledge
(of what is good) does not actually make us better and more able – it simply
makes us worse. Horkheimer is keen to assert that this is not merely a mathematical formula, an inverse ratio of good and evil, for it is a ‘real historical
process’.102 He brings forth some well-known examples of rationalisation and
mechanisation – telescopes and microscopes, tapes and radios – in order to
show how technological progress and the advance of scientiﬁc knowledge
do not merely reﬁne the methods of violence, but actually constitute a profound regression to barbarity. We could add any number of examples, such as
nuclear physics, computerisation, and the internet, only to show that there is
a barbaric swerve built into their very invention. Superhuman achievements
produce superhuman evil. And, just in case we feel Horkheimer has slipped
out of the realm of religion, the closing sentence reminds us of the difference
between honest and dishonest religion: ‘The evil person has forgotten what
longing is’, for he ‘only knows its opposite, assent to what is’.103
Anyone with a passing knowledge of the joint work with Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, will recognise in these comments the pattern of their
treatments of myth, morality, culture-industry and anti-Semitism. Here, we
ﬁnd the argument that at any moment of enlightenment – beginning with the
ancient Greeks – a moment of barbarism is not far behind.104 In fact, they are
two sides of the same coin: the more one pushes the side of enlightenment to

Horkheimer 1978, p. 162; Horkheimer 1991a, pp. 287–8.
See the excellent collection on Kant and radical evil in Copjec (ed.) 1996.
102
Horkheimer 1978, p. 162; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 288.
103
Ibid.
104
See also Horkheimer 1978, pp. 144–5, 180–1, 200–2; Horkheimer 1991a, pp. 246,
324–5, 357–9.
100
101

The Superstitions of Max Horkheimer • 49

its dialectical extreme, the more do the various manifestations of barbarism
show up. But what this brief comment on ‘evil in history’ reveals is that the
dialectic of enlightenment may also appear in a dialectic of evil. I am not arguing that the dialectic of evil is the fons et origo of the dialectic of enlightenment,
or any other comparable dialectic, since I have argued elsewhere that any
claim to the superiority of theology for historical or ontological reasons must
be subjected to a rigorous process of relativising in which theology becomes
merely one mode of thinking about such matters.105 In light of Horkheimer’s
comments, we can see the likeness to Paul’s reflections on good, evil, sin, law
and grace in Romans 7. As Paul writes in Verse 19, ‘I do not do the good
I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do’. However, at the moment
Horkheimer and Paul touch one another, they move apart. Paul argues that
the knowledge of evil comes from the law, which raises his awareness of evil
but does not offer a way out, not because the law is itself problematic (after all,
it is supposed to come from God), but because he can do no good on his own
initiative; for that he must rely entirely on God through Christ.
This dialectic of exacerbation is but the second manifestation of the dialectic
of evil in Horkheimer’s thought. The third really constitutes an admission that
the question cannot be resolved, for, in a comment called ‘Difﬁculties with
Evil’,106 Horkheimer rolls out a series of contradictory ways of dealing with
evil. He ﬁnds that the positive presence of evil generates an absurdity, for one
cannot actually profess evil through speech in any meaningful fashion. But,
then, is evil, in a conventional theological opposition, merely an absence of the
good? Not quite, for there is what may be called an opacity in every belief, a
moment that manifests itself as idolatry. It may also be, he argues elsewhere, a
form of temptation: faced with the impotence and powerlessness of the good
and unable to love the good for these reasons, the temptation to sup with the
devil is far too great.107 So, now, Horkheimer begins to undo his earlier statement that the positivity of evil is absurd, for it turns out that whenever we
engage in the tricky business of honest speech – aware of its vanity without
giving up on naïveté, of its impotence while believing in the need for truth –
we cannot avoid realising that evil is necessary. But, then, what does that
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See Boer 2009a, pp. 205–52.
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mean? Is evil good? Does it serve the good in a metaphorical sense? Or does
it become the necessary opposite to good, as in gnostic dualism, from which
salvation must free us? In sum, evil may be presence, absence, opacity, temptation, necessity, or good (as either serving the good or a dualistic opposite).
Horkheimer does not, in the end, opt for any one formulation, since he sees
problems in each one and is ready to allow objections to each and every take
on evil. I would suggest that the problem of evil pushes Horkheimer to resort
not only to a conventional dialectic with its opposite poles, but to explore a
plural dialectic in which a number of possibilities vie with one another. But
that opens up quite a different approach to his contrast between good and bad
religion, between resistance and betrayal.

Conclusion: modalities of the dialectic of religion
On a number of occasions now, I have espied a more desirable dialectical
approach to theology in Horkheimer’s texts and sunk into those sections with
some pleasure. But, by and large, I have traced a great dividing range: on one,
well-watered, side is religion as resistance to the ways of the world, usually
due to a longing for another order of justice and love for one’s enemy; on
the other, much drier side (in the rain-shadow), religion becomes betrayal
and compromise, in which the desire for the other becomes identical with
desire for the formation of power, usually in the state, or perhaps it gives up
what is distinctive about religion and seeks to express itself in the terms of
that world (as in liberal theology). The problem with this approach, which
is quite pervasive in Horkheimer’s thought, is that it trades on a well-worn
but problematic position: one identiﬁes the authentic core of a religion like
Judaism or Christianity and from there it becomes possible to discern its distortions and abuses. The problem is not merely who decides what is authentic
and for what reason, but also the very notion of what is authentic in the ﬁrst
place. Christianity is overflowing with examples of the search for an original
core that does away with all the accretions of time, examples that are guilty
of both falling into the pattern they decry and of constructing some pristine
core than never existed.
So what are the other possibilities? One is a grudging admission that compromise was and is necessary for survival, without giving up on the idea
of what is authentic. We found this above in the treatment of the state, in

The Superstitions of Max Horkheimer • 51

which Christianity’s sidling up to Constantine enabled his lavish support and
thereby the ‘success’ of Christianity. Any movement that had stuck with the
teachings and examples of Christ would have run into the mud soon enough,
as the sad litany of rebellious movements has shown all too well. The achievements of Christian societies and cultures would simply not have been possible, even if they are spattered with blood and gore. Horkheimer makes a
comparable move when he considers the survival of Judaism, which is the
result of the much-derided obstinacy of Jews. Without that hard-headedness
which kept them apart from European society through the long centuries of
the middle ages, diasporic Judaism would not have stood a chance.108
Yet a dialectic of survival, however realistic, is at best a bitter dialectic. It
evinces a sad realisation of what is perhaps necessary without giving up on
the pattern of authenticity and betrayal. Little better is what may be called a
prophetic dialectic – in which the prognostications of someone with whom one
disagrees turn out to be correct. Here, I think of Horkheimer’s reflections on
Theodor Herzl, widely acknowledged as a key ﬁgure in the founding of Zionism. Herzl argued that there was no place for Jews in Europe, that the path to
pluralistic toleration would turn out to be a dead end, and that the only option
for the Jews was a state in which they would ﬁnd protection from the persecution they had suffered for so long. And, so, Herzl argued for a different type of
assimilation, one that drew on the growth of patriotism, the development of
nation-states and the patterns of European colonialism. Despite Horkheimer’s
profound criticisms of Zionism, he admits that the ‘saddest aspect of contemporary history, saddest for the Jews as well as for Europe, is that Zionism has
proved a true prophet [daß der Zionismus recht behielt]’.109
Is there something less depressing than Horkheimer’s assessment? I would
suggest that the ﬁrst glimmers appear in his comments on the deep pragmatism and the creative tension of religion, as well as his argument that the time
of compromise nurtured the seeds of rebellion. As for pragmatism, on one of
the few occasions Horkheimer writes of religions such as Buddhism or Islam,
he notes both the synthetic, artiﬁcial nature of all religions and the credit that
must be given to believers for realising that they are indeed manipulatory
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concoctions.110 One gets the sense that Horkheimer admires the way people
can both realise that religions are artiﬁcial and still believe – much like the
way believers continue to pray even though they know very well that prayer
is impotent, or the way lovers continue to love in full knowledge of the social
and psychological conditions of love, or the way one can set aside scepticism
while being cognisant of the reasons for such doubts.111 Further, Horkheimer
does broach in passing the suggestion – so dear to Ernst Bloch – that the negative side of religion, its inveterate tendency to compromise with power, actually helped to nurture its ‘indwelling protest [innewohnenden Widerspruch]’.112
We can detect a sense of the necessity of this compromise, a sense that goes
beyond the need for survival: the ability to survive and even flourish through
compromise sustains the perpetual need for renewal until at last it can take
new forms in both the theism and atheism of the Enlightenment.
Further, on the matter of creative tension he writes: ‘That the prevailing,
worse order aroused it [a just, right order] and justiﬁed it, yet simultaneously
denied its fulﬁlment, gave it its productive forces, and it is this force which
has run down in the West’.113 There is obviously the negative last clause of
this sentence, in which the creative tension of a suspended and permanently
hoped-for just order that generates all manner of possibilities has begun to
run out of steam. Yet the very idea of a justiﬁed yet denied, hoped-for yet
unfulﬁlled, promised yet constantly out-of-reach other world is at least a more
positive dialectic. More importantly, it also brings us within range of what is
the most profound assessment of religion in Horkheimer’s texts – the suggestion that the opposition between authentic and inauthentic religion, between
resistance and compromise, is inherent within Christianity and, indeed,
Judaism.
At least two perceptive moments appear when the full dialectic is on display, the ﬁrst in a brief exegesis of Psalm 91 and the other concerning theology
itself. In his comments on the Psalm (as noted above, an altered version of the
ninth verse appears on his gravestone), Horkheimer points out that the name
of God has been used to justify all manner of bloodthirsty injustices including
the Crusades and the Inquisition. Yet, on this occasion, he does not suggest
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that such moments are distortions, offering a counterpoise of resistance and
love for neighbour; instead, the position of rebellion emerges from those more
vicious manifestations: ‘its own love for the truth, its contempt for manipulation by unscrupulous cliques, ﬁnally even that faith owes itself to that which it
denounces [sich verdanken, den er denunziert]’.114 Here, we have a full dialectic,
for if compromise is a betrayal of authentic religion, then that authentic form
owes itself to and is a response to those oppressive forms. Horkheimer goes
on in the same vein: ‘Still through bitter disdain, with which it disavows its
own manifestation [mit dem er die Erfüllung leugnet], it unconsciously recognises
a homesickness that cannot refrain from the thought of paradise’.115 All that is
negative about religion is not a foreign body; it comes from within, is its own
manifestation. And precisely because of that manifestation from within do we
ﬁnd the bitter disdain which is at the same time recognition of homesickness,
a longing for the other. Horkheimer moves on to explore how refuge (in the
psalm) assumes danger, shelter must be shelter from ruin and disaster, but
what we have here is a deeply dialectical sense of the ambivalence of Judaism
and Christianity. They may run in one or other direction, but they cannot be
separated from one another in terms of truth and its distortion.
For the second instance of this dialectic, we need to return to theology itself.
A little earlier, I noted an insight concerning the birth of theology: Horkheimer
points out that theology arose as a compromise between the demands of the
Gospels and power.116 It is not that theology betrayed itself once the Church
found itself inside the halls of power, but that theology was born of this compromise. I cannot emphasise this insight enough, for it goes beyond arguments
such as those of Ste. Croix and often Horkheimer himself and it links up with
the perceptive late years of E.P. Thompson.117 For Horkheimer – at least at this
moment – theology is an enormously ingenious and acute – if somewhat compromised – discipline, for it realised that for the Church to survive the words
of Christ and the right of the stronger had to be brought together, that the laws
of heaven and the laws of earth should not remain at implacable odds with
one another. Theology worked overtime to carve out space for Christianity in
a corrupt and sinful world, seeking a way for people of all classes to ﬁnd their
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place in the new order. And the results, as Horkheimer is perfectly willing to
admit, are some of the great achievements of human culture – architecture,
art, complex systems of thought such as the artful patchwork of scholasticism
with its complete worldview that gave people for centuries a sense of their
place in the universe, or the breakthrough of the Reformation which fed into
a stream that led to human rights, civil liberty, reason and the importance of
the individual.118 But each achievement is mired in the misery of the masses
and intolerance to those who differed, born of that compromise which lies at
the heart of Christian theology.
Let us take this insight into theology’s inherent tension a little further.
Horkheimer presents that tension as a devious and (grudgingly) brilliant
effort at Realpolitik, but there are also matters of form and content that broadcast such a tension at all levels. In its effort to apply systematic categories,
derived in part from Greek philosophy, to the narratives of that new genre, the
Gospel, theology enacted a compromise in form and content. In form, there is
the tension between story and system, between variant narratives and coherent doctrine, while, in content, there was the obvious tension between outright
resistance, especially by Christ, and the statements found elsewhere that one
should obey the rulers of this world (Romans 13: 1–2), comply with the powers, principalities and magistrates (Titus 3: 1), submit to kings and governors
(1 Peter 2: 13), and offer prayers and intercessions for all in authority (1 Timothy 2: 1–2). Or, as Horkheimer observes, the utterances of the biblical prophets
stand side by side with what he calls ‘biblical patriotism’, embodied above all
in the stories of Joshua’s campaigns to conquer the land of Canaan.119
I would go one step further and argue that, while theology shows up all the
tensions of its ﬁrst emergence between the non-conformity of the early-Christian movement and the conformity that came with the ﬁrst taste of power,
it actually embodies a tension in content that was bequeathed to it from the
texts that were so important to the early Christians – the sacred texts that
eventually became the Bible. However, even this last observation has its own
dialectical turn: Christian theology did not inherit a ready-made set of sacred
texts, nicely copied and bound in the newly invented codices; rather, it played
an active part in deciding which texts would be included and which excluded
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in the variant canons. Here, we must keep in mind a number of features of
this messy period: the Christian canon was not ﬁnalised until the fourth century CE, after Christianity became a world-power and as a result of imperial
pressure for unity and conformity; theology was, as always, a jungle with
myriad paths (Arianism, Nestorianism, mono/miaphysitism and so on); communities that followed these variant-positions favoured different texts; and
the canon was never ﬁnalised as one canon, for multiple canons have always
existed. Horkheimer has happened upon far more concerning theology than
he may well have realised, for it is a compromise at all levels.
What can be done with this inherent contradiction at the heart of Christianity? We may take it as is and admit that the Christian, and indeed the Jewish,
tradition is far too complex to develop any sense of what is best within it, for
as soon as one does so, another contrary position will emerge from within
the sacred texts themselves. That leaves us without any political options in a
‘broad church’ which includes a full range of political and theological positions. Such an approach is ﬁne (to some extent) if one’s primary purpose and
commitment is to preserve an institution like the Church or the Synagogue.
But neither I nor Horkheimer are impressed with such an approach. Another
possibility would be to argue that this contradictory situation has much to
do with the deeply conflictual context in which the Bible and the early Christians ﬁrst arose – a situation fraught with imperial repression, constant insurrections, systemic brutality, and the clash of modes of production. This is a
necessary step and one that I have argued in detail elsewhere: the differing
positions and internal contradictions of the New Testament, especially the
thought of Paul, are signals of the effort to mediate and resolve ideologically
a tension-ridden political and socio-economic situation in which the Romans
viciously imposed a slave-based social formation over an older formation in
Palestine and the ancient Near East.120 Yet another approach is to dig into
Althusser’s idea of ideological state-apparatuses and argue that a movement and institution like Christianity or Judaism – part of the apparatus of
religion – is one riven with vital ideological conflicts.121

120
Boer 2009c. See also the fuller discussion in the conclusion to this book. This
older social formation I have named the ‘sacred economy’. See Boer 2007c.
121
Althusser 1971, pp. 127–86; see Boer 2007a, pp. 107–62.

56 • Chapter One

On this occasion, I would like to suggest yet another option, namely to
take sides. Given that Christianity is split by all manner of tensions, due to
the nature of this multifarious institution and to its origins in a social and
economic context in profound transition, then the next step is to decide for
those elements within it that push not for compromise, abuse and room for
the odd tyrant, despot or even oppressive collective, but for resistance, insurrection, and non-conformity. By now, we have come back to the beginning,
except that we do so after an entirely new way of reading the deep rhythm of
Horkheimer’s take on religion.

Chapter Two
The Dissent of E.P. Thompson

This gave a particular moral resonance to their
protest, whether voiced in Owenite or biblical
language.1

My concern is a central insight of Edward Palmer
Thompson: his slow (re-)discovery of a political tension between reaction and revolution at the heart of
Christian theology. Those accustomed to the other
Thompson may find this point a little strange. After
all, is he not the great proponent of ‘social history’
from the bottom up,2 the political activist (especially
with the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament) who
was also a scholar, the one who recovered the history of a distinctly British radical tradition,3 and a
great story-teller?4
Thompson 1966, p. 295.
An approach first presented with The Making of the English Working Class, a work
that fundamentally changed the way history was written. This is a history from the
side of the losers, the silenced, from those who left few records barring the ones of
their opponents – the labourers, peasants, the poor without work, the barely literate
or illiterate and their clubs, friendly or benefit-societies, illegal trade-unions, occasional insurrections, religious groups and sects who met in any number of homes
or taverns.
3
Although it borders every now and then on English exceptionalism. See, for
example, ‘It was perhaps a unique formation, this British working class of 1832’
(Thompson 1966, p. 830), and his essay ‘The Peculiarities of the English’ (Thompson
1978, pp. 245–301).
4
The best storytellers are those who can tell a tale that changes the dominant story
itself. Friedrich Engels was one of these: I am not the first to see Thompson’s The
Making of the English Working Class as an updated and extended version of Engels’s
The Condition of the Working-Class in England (Engels 1975f; Engels 1974), but I am
struck by the way that they share a deep affinity in their storytelling ability. Michel
1
2
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Of course, he is all of these things, but I am interested in the role of theology
in Thompson’s work. He really cannot escape religion, since it is a major factor in his favoured historical period – British history in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries.5 As a historian, he is interested in religion because
so often at crucial moments ‘religion mattered’.6 What we find is that the tension I have named – between the revolutionary and reactionary tendencies
of Christian theology – is the key to his extended treatments of the various
streams of English dissent. Out of this mix, Thompson devotes most of his
energy to the mild and compromised dissent of methodism and then, in his
last work, the more radical dissenting groups embodied particularly in William Blake. However, there is a difference between these two foci: in his study
of methodism Thompson stumbles across the insight into the political ambivalence of Christian theology despite himself; indeed, he is not fully aware that
he has made a discovery at all. By contrast, when we come to William Blake
in Witness Against the Beast, the tension between reaction and revolution has
become the organising principle of the whole book. Or, rather, in the comments on methodism in The Making of the English Working Class, Thompson
emphasises the reactionary side of Christianity, while, in his Blake-study, the
radical and revolutionary side comes to the fore.

Foucault was another. Indeed, Foucault’s great skill was to tell a different narrative of
how we got here and where we are going. In order to generate a different future, he
rewrote the past. China Miéville is another. This member of the International Socialist
Tendency has been busy reshaping fantasy-fiction – with a good dose of horror- and
science-fiction – into a distinctly political genre. In the world of Bas-Lag, with a surfeit
of imaginative reconstruction, oppression and revolution are but a breath away. See
Miéville 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004b, 2005. Thompson is one of these, and you get the sense
very early on that he loves to tell a good, long story well into the night.
5
The debate and secondary literature on Thompson, especially The Making of the
English Working Class, is vast. It is not my place here to examine his treatments of
experience, the consciousness of agents, class, the mistrust of theory, the charge of
‘culturalism’, the heated debates with Perry Anderson, and what has been called
‘pointillism’ (building up a coherent picture from disparate materials). On these
matters see, for instance, Blackledge 2006, pp. 169–78; McLennan 1981, pp. 113–28;
Kaye 1984, pp. 182–5, 188, 201–2. As far as Thompson’s dealings with religion are
concerned, many simply skip by the question as quickly as possible – for example,
Dworkin 1997; Palmer 1994. I have, however, benefitted from the excellent study on
Thompson and methodism by Hempton and Walsh 2002 as well as the survey by Kaye
1984, pp. 167–220, who gives some much needed attention to Thompson’s treatment of
methodism. See also the useful works by Dreyer 1986, Jaffe 1989, Currie and Hartwell
1965, pp. 640–1, Gilbert 1979, Heathorn 1998, Griswold 1987, and Taylor 1995.
6
Thompson 1978, p. 268.
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However, I will not say more about that tension here since this chapter is, at
least in its first half, an exercise in detective-work. So, like an amateur sleuth, I
follow a series of hints that lead me on. Focussing on The Making of the English
Working Class, I begin with Thompson’s own condemnation of methodism
as psychic terror and political reaction. The problem is that, throughout his
analysis, more and more political radicals turn up in the chapels and Bibleclasses – a long string of methodists end up as Luddites, organisers of the
Peterloo protest, among the Chartists and so on. Thompson is too good a historian not to deal with these matters, so I seize on a number of contradictions
and passing hints in Thompson’s account which suggest far more than he is
willing to recognise at this stage (in 1966) of his work.
Once I have uncovered what runs beneath this intriguing treatment of
methodism, I move to a close analysis of the book on William Blake – the
engraver, autodidact, poet, artist, dissenting Christian and political radical
for whom Thompson always had a soft spot.7 The reason: within the beliefs,
social structure and politics of radical dissent the ‘dormant seeds of political
Radicalism’ lay, ‘ready to germinate whenever planted in a beneficial and
hopeful social context’.8 Indeed, Thompson wishes at times that the evangelical revival which swept through England in the late eighteenth century had
originated not with the methodists but with one of these groups where an
underground tradition of political radicalism was ready to spring forth. So,
in the second major section of this chapter, I offer an intimate commentary
on Thompson’s study of Blake, for the specific purpose of discerning what
Thompson’s take on theology is by this late stage in his life.
The main texts I consider are those I have mentioned: The Making of the
English Working Class and Witness Against the Beast: William Blake and the Moral
Law.9 There is, however, one further text. It is difficult to find, held only in rare
book-collections in but a few libraries. Yet, in Thompson’s Infant and Emperor:
Poems for Christmas,10 we come across some rather good poetry that evokes
a distinctly apocalyptic feel. The poems were written in response to global
political events and Thompson’s involvement in the nuclear-disarmament

7
We find favourable references to Blake already in The Making of the English Working Class – see Thompson 1966, pp. 41, 50–2, 57, 94, 97, 175, 374, 446, 832.
8
Thompson 1966, p. 36; see further pp. 97–8, 148–9, 427–8.
9
Thompson 1966; Thompson 1993b. See also Thompson 1976b.
10
Thompson 1983.

60 • Chapter Two

campaign. But the most surprising feature of them is that Thompson gives
voice to his own political radicalism through poems that recast nothing less
than the birth- and infancy-narratives concerning Jesus. A commentary on
these poems forms the third and final section of this chapter.

Corrupt parsons and the impetuous Irish
I begin, then, with the passionate criticism of methodism, although I do so
by means of small detour – a comparison (and thereby a foil for the treatment of methodism) with Thompson’s relatively superficial treatments of the
established Church of England and the Irish-Catholic labourers who arrived
en masse in England. Too much in the pockets of ‘Old Corruption’, the established Church is, with the rarest exceptions,11 full of absentee-parsons, plural
livings,12 desperate defenders of the corrupt status quo as well as the new
factory-system,13 propagators of the theory that poverty encourages people
to work and not waste idle hours in drunkenness.14 It is for these reasons
that the Church is subject to the hatred of the starving rural communities15
as well as the radical press and its cartoonists. Having long ago abandoned
the close connections between religious life, rites of passage, and popular
customs and calendars, and having done its dirty little deal with the gentry whereby parsons were often magistrates and the gentry’s sons took up
rural parsonages, the Church had clearly sided with the vested interests of
wealth and privilege.16 Nothing sums up the Church of England better than
the image of the local parson at Middleton, who, during a mob-rampage
through the village in search of Painites and Reformers in April 1794, ‘stood

11
I could find only two exceptions in a book of over 800 pages. The first is Thomas
Walker, a churchman, Manchester-reformer and agitator for the repeal of the Test
and Corporation Acts (Thompson 1966, p. 52). The second is the curate of the isolated
Cragg Dale, who spoke out against child-labour in the mills and found himself the
target of persecution by the mill-owners (Thompson 1966, p. 347).
12
E.g. Thompson 1966, p. 222.
13
E.g. Thompson 1966, p. 346.
14
Thompson 1966, p. 277.
15
E.g. Thompson 1966, p. 233.
16
Thompson 1993a, pp. 50–1.
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on a hillock pointing out fugitives to the ruffians: “There goes one. . . . That’s
a Jacobin; that’s another”’.17
The other caricature is the Irish Catholics. Arriving in waves throughout
the period of his study, the Irish men are pictured as hard-working labourers
engaged in the purely physical and unskilled tasks at the bottom of industrial
society – such as working the docks on the Thames or as coal-heavers – that
the English working-class men could no longer do, weakened as they were
by the factory-system. That the Irish, already accustomed to less-than-subsistence living conditions, would accept work for much less pay than the English
made them a boon for employers. But the Irish also brought their hatred of
British colonial rule and a republican spirit. The recent history of some of the
most brutal counter-revolutionary repression by English colonial forces in Ireland did nothing to make the Irish feel favourable towards the English. With
the white terror that followed the crushing of the United Irishmen’s rebellion
of 1798 and the subsequent Act of Union in 1800, the British Empire perfected
its much-hated techniques of cruel repression that it was happy to exercise
wherever and whenever it felt the need.
The Irish also brought their priests. Integrated with the peasants and working poor as no other clergy, not least because they shared their lives of poverty
with them, only the priest had the authority and reverence that allowed him
into the back-streets of Irish quarters where no other man of authority dared
to go. Trusted, not bound to employers or magistrates or the ruling class,
sharing the national aspirations of the Irish, travelling often between Ireland
and England, the priest provided a living, daily connection for a population
up-rooted from their old way of life. Two passages paint a vivid picture of the
priesthood:
When the Irish poor came to England, the priesthood used every means –
devoted ministration (with a knowledge of the mind of their parishioners
which no English clergy could equal), psychological terror, financial aid and
financial extortion, pressure on relatives, comfort in distress – to maintain

17
Thompson 1966, p. 116 Comparable is the story from 1743 of the vicar of Walsall
leading a mob he had roused (not an uncommon pastime among the clergy) to the
house where the Wesleyan preacher John Nelson was holding a service: ‘At the door
of the house . . . it was the parson who cried out to the mob, “Pull down the house!
Pull down the house!” ’ (Thompson 1966, p. 69). See also Thompson 1966, pp. 37, 69,
222, 233, 351, 562, 571.
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their hold on their ﬂock; and they trusted to the only form of evangelism
likely to succeed in Protestant England: the birth-rate.18
. . . [T]he most enduring cultural tradition which the Irish peasantry brought –
to the third and fourth generation – into England was that of a semi-feudal
nationalist Church. In the most squalid cellars there might still be found
some of the hocus-pocus of Romanism, the candlesticks, the crucifix, and
the ‘showy-coloured prints of saints and martyrs’ alongside the print of
O’Connell, the ‘Liberator’.19

Thompson was known for urging us to be aware of the messiness and complexity of history, but the Irish and their Catholicism come through as a little
too one-dimensional.20 This picture is not that far from some of the colonial
administrators in Ireland with their dismissal of the backward and superstitious Irish. So also with the Irish labourers: here, Thompson’s reliance on
accounts from the time affects his own judgement – the Irish are driven by
personal rather than economic incentives, are generous but quarrelsome, hard
workers but impulsive, moral but clannish, given readily to trade-unions and
‘combinations’, with none of the frugal discipline, nor indeed the forethought
and application that puritanism and methodism supplied. In short, they are
pre-Industrial Revolution labourers, alternating between immense energy
and ‘boisterous relaxation’.21 Even when he comes to the natural connections
between Irish-nationalist opposition to the British ruling class and the various
currents of radicalism and agitation in the period 1790 to 1850, Thompson falls
back into caricature: here we find ‘the conﬂuence of sophisticated political
Radicalism with a more primitive and excitable revolutionism’.22 To be sure,
he does point out that for all their identification with their parishioners, there
were no clergy who became working-class leaders, for the Roman-Catholic

Thompson 1966, p. 438.
Thompson 1966, p. 439.
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There is but one moment where he does show some complexity, namely with
the changing patterns of Irish immigration. Thus, among the earlier Irish immigrants
there were a good number of radical, ‘Jacobinical’ dissenters from Ulster. Only later,
when the post-rebellion suppression found its stride, when the potato-crops failed yet
again in 1821–2 and when peasant freeholders were evicted between 1828 and 1830,
were the Irish immigrants predominantly Roman-Catholic. But these moments are far
too rare in his treatment of the Irish Catholics in the early nineteenth century.
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Church was keen to avoid drawing too much attention to its growing presence. Even here, I wonder whether his judgement is sure, for was it not the
Irish situation and independence from England that was the primary political
concern? The Church’s support of the compromising O’Connell is less a sign
of its political weakness23 than its primary agenda.

The ‘psychic terror’ of methodism
These treatments of the established Church and Irish Catholicism are rather
one-dimensional. By comparison, the various streams of dissent come in for
intense scrutiny. The reason for such an extended treatment is obvious: for
good or ill, dissent played a large hand in the English political radicalism
that helped shape the English working class – for good in the case of radical
dissent, for ill in the case of the methodists. Thompson is less interested in
the older forms, the non-conformist groups that had become staid such as the
presbyterians, baptists, congregationalists and independents. By contrast, he
is fascinated, drawn and often repelled, by those that the ‘uneducated’ and
poor took up with gusto – groups like the Muggletonians and the methodists. Thompson may have been drawn by the former, but he was repelled in
no uncertain terms by the latter.
For Thompson, methodism was nothing better than a curse for the working poor. As a religious movement with its own theology and organisational
practice, methodism was, he argues, simply too conservative to make any
contribution to the development of a distinct working-class consciousness.
Thompson makes three specific points against methodism. It is a form of ‘religious terrorism’24 that visited ‘psychological atrocities’25 and deformities upon
the working poor (especially the children), all in the name of moral rescue.
Further, he argues that methodism provided the crucial ‘inner compulsion’
that ensured the fundamental shift in work-rhythms needed for the workers
of new mills and factories. Sobriety, discipline, foresight and subdued application to the repetitive tasks at hand all constituted a massive shift from the
rural patterns of intense work and festivals tied so closely to the seasons. It
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was the methodists who provided the workers with the inner drive – for religious and personal reasons – to make such a fundamental shift in the patterns
of work. Finally, the Toryism of its cranky founder, John Wesley, ensured that
there would be a consistent strain that supported the divinely ordained rulers. Any alternative position was swiftly cut down or expelled by the Wesleys
(both John and Charles). Let me say a little more concerning each of these
features of methodism in Thompson’s analysis.
Religious terrorism
As for psychological atrocities, high on the list are the need for repentance, conversion from sin, recourse to the emotions and sexual repression.
Concerning conversion, Thompson’s main point is that it marks ‘the psychic ordeal in which the character-structure of the rebellious pre-industrial
labourer or artisan was violently recast into that of the submissive industrial worker’.26 Conversion, however, was not some careful and rational
consideration of the pros and cons and then a decision for Christ. It was an
emotionally charged affair, touching the soul with cries, shouts, temporary
paralysis, sobs of relief and so on. I must admit that I too find such things
uncomfortable. If I happen, for my sins, to be in the company of charismatics, with their hands in the air, closed eyes, speaking in ‘tongues’ and loud
halleluiahs, then I find all this exhibitionism a bit much. Our modern-day
charismatics are really the current versions of methodist revivalism, and even
that was but one moment in a much longer history of revivalism. Yet, for all
my discomfort, it does not mean I share his condemnation. He finds these
emotional outbursts nothing less than signs of psychological disturbance. In
the violent upheaval of conversion, the emotional energies of the working
poor were redirected to the ‘psychic trap’ of the box-like methodist chapel
stuck in the midst of industrial districts.
A rather grim picture, is it not? Thompson goes further to argue that methodists were not happy with a once-off conversion, for people readily went
back to their former ways of life once the emotional charge of the revival rally
was over. In response, the methodists argued that conversion was not simply
a case of giving up one’s former life of sin and becoming a new person in the
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Lord. Rather, the trick in this case was to introduce the category of ‘backsliding’. Salvation and grace were always provisional, dependent on the
continuation of one’s new life. In particular (and in order to avoid salvation
through works), converts were expected to offer their services to the Church
(Sunday-school teacher, ﬂower-arranger, cleaner and what have you), to feed
themselves spiritually through Bible-reading, prayer and attendance at worship, and, most importantly, exhibit a life of virtue, of sober and frugal labour.
Should one spend a night on the town only to wake with a massive hangover,
not attend worship as often as before, ease off at work or stop playing the
organ on Sunday, then one faced the dreadful path of backsliding to one’s old
life. Needless to say, confession and forgiveness were needed all over again,
subject to honest examination of one’s soul. All of which ensured a continual
surveillance of one’s moral life to ensure that the new life came out on top and
the old life did not reclaim you.
This pattern led to the characteristic tension in methodism between moments
of emotional release, usually during the Sunday worship-service, and the
calm, disciplined life of week-day labour in factory or mill. A somewhat obvious analysis would suggest that such release was a necessary safety-valve
in the context of dehumanising and soul-destroying factory-work (much like
Alexis de Tocqueville argued for the success of Christianity in the new cutthroat commercial world of the United States at about the same time),27 that
it was no different from the weekend-drunkeness and carousing with which
working people relieve the sheer drudgery of week-day work, that it was a
survival mechanism, or even that it was the new shape of festival-licence and
release that had characterised pre-industrial work. By contrast, Thompson
takes a pop-psychological approach. These intermittent outbursts are ‘a ritualised form of psychic masturbation’, ‘Sabbath orgasms’, the redirection of
otherwise dangerous and revolutionary currents, indeed ‘a central disorganisation of the human personality’.28
I cannot help thinking that apart from Thompson’s sheer dislike of this
‘enthusiasm’ (in the original sense of being filled with the ‘spirit’) he simply
cannot come to terms with the sense and feeling of conversion. Whatever the
real outcome may be, it does feel like one’s life has changed for good, that
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there is a massive turn-around and that nothing will be the same afterwards.
This absence in his analysis is even stranger if we think of the experience
of political conversion to which Marxism itself is not immune: any militant,
political movement, especially with the rich history and depth of Marxism,
also has its converts, people who have come to a blinding realisation that
Marxism is on the right track and that they wish to devote the rest of their
lives to the Cause. Now, Thompson is correct in pointing out that religious
conversion is often a redirection of other, more social and political energies.
There is a distinct family-resemblance between religious and political conversion. After all, the original Greek term from the New Testament, metanoia,
means taking on a wholly new mind or perspective [noia] that is both ‘after’
the former one and ‘among’ (both are senses of meta) a collective of those
who are like-minded. Metanoia is, therefore, a fundamental change of mind,
whether political or religious.
Thompson does not argue this, however. He wants to pile up as many indicators of methodism’s psychic terror as he can, the last of which is sexual
perversion. The question left begging is precisely what the methodists were
masturbating – psychically – over. Here he draws on the symbolism of the
hymns and finds a feminised Christ endowed with a bleeding vagina.
‘Tis there I would always abide,
And never a moment depart,
Conceal’d in the cleft of Thy side,
Eternally held in thy heart.29

Or, to be more precise, the hole in Christ’s side is a result of the soldier’s
spear (performed, we are told in John 19: 34, to see whether Christ was
dead – he was, apparently, since blood and water ﬂowed out). Not quite as
explicit in expressing their wishes as their one-time brethren, the Moravians,
the Wesleyans yearned often enough to rest in Christ’s open side. Add to all
of this a potent cocktail of maternal imagery (Christ who loves his children
and the desire to return to the womb), self-mortification (through personal
discipline to tame the desires of the ﬂesh), sado-masochism (the glorification
of Christ’s death and the wish to take up his cross), the cult of death (the fear
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of hell and the yearning to get to heaven) and the systematic physical and
psychological abuse of children as corrupt and evil natural-born sinners.30
It is no surprise that Thompson finds all of this ‘perplexing and unpleasant’,31
so much so that it ‘is difficult to conceive of a more essential disorganisation
of human life’.32 Now, on one level, I want ask what is wrong with masturbation? Perhaps Thompson would prefer an actual physical masturbation took
place? But does not all masturbation deal with the realm of fantasy, some
more vivid and ‘extreme’, some less so? At another level, as I suggested
earlier, the methodist emotionalism on a Sunday was but another form of the
release, one that the grog-shop supplied before one was converted. At yet
another level, Thompson shows that he is merely a prude, finding this entire
sexual emotionalism a little too lacking in decorum.
But is it just the methodists who are guilty of such onanism? In a brief footnote, Thompson admits that ‘this obsession’ – that concerning the essential
dirtiness and evil of the penis and the resultant unproductive impulses –
‘came to permeate English culture – especially working class culture’.33 Now,
one could argue that Thompson attributes this pervasive ‘obsession’ to the
methodists, that they were the ones who bequeathed to us this abiding gift.
But he actually opens up another argument entirely: the methodists did not
merely tap into, but they actually gave the clearest expression to this deeper
tendency in English culture. This is the culture of smutty jokes, the pornographic magazine hidden in the garden-shed, the dirty story told to one’s
juvenile mates in a quiet corner. Beneath this superficial culture of niceness
and politeness, one can hardly expect anything other than a seething mass of
unrealised and repressed desires.
Moral machinery
The second major feature supplied by methodism was, according to
Thompson, a compliant and disciplined industrial labour-force – what he
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calls a ‘methodised’ moral machinery. That machinery included submission,
the infamous methodical ordering of one’s life, discipline, frugality, diligence
and ‘moral opacity’,34 all of which suited the (often methodist) mill-owners,
manufacturers and foremen very well indeed. Nothing makes a factoryowner happier than quiescent and obedient workers. To methodism’s eternal
shame, argues Thompson, it did not oppose industrialisation and the factorysystem in any way. In short, in addition to Weber’s Calvinists and Tawney’s
puritans,35 Thompson wishes to add the methodists as crucial players in the
transition to fully-ﬂedged capitalism. But with this crucial difference: Weber
and Tawney focused largely on the effects of Calvinism and puritanism on a
growing middle class, with its combination of acquisitiveness, individualism,
self-discipline and freedom. Thompson wants something more, and it is provided by Eric Fromm’s idea of inner compulsion.36 It is not enough to impose
such work-disciplines upon people, for they will resist them. The key, then,
is to get the labourer to appropriate these values as his or her own; in short,
to turn workers into their own slave-drivers. This is precisely what methodism, as a religious movement of and largely by the working poor, succeeded
in doing – to bring about, through inner conviction, a fundamental shift in
work-patterns from pre-industrial to industrial labour, from bouts of intense
work and celebrated leisure (including the Bacchanalian festivities with their
excesses of eating, drinking, sex, dancing, riotous village-’sports’ and general
carousing)37 to the week-in week-out regular rhythms of factory-work or
the out-work of weavers and so on. It was no less than the mediation of the
coercions of industrial labour, with its focus on discipline and order.
Political reaction
As far as the conservative strain is concerned, Thompson is not so dismayed by
an unequivocal identification with the ruling class, but rather by methodism’s
equivocation. Falling ‘ambiguously between Dissent and the Establishment’,38
the Wesleyans pledged support for authorities who regarded them with dis-
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dain. The state’s enemies were their enemies, and they opposed anything that
would unsettle or overthrow the status quo. Yet those same authorities did
not return the favour, keeping the methodists outside the gates of power.
This ambiguity goes back to the founding of methodism, for John Wesley
had really hoped to transform the Church of England and only reluctantly
realised he would need to move outside the circle of those who rejected his
proposed revival of the Church itself. Thompson does grudgingly admit what
may well be the best explanation, namely, that, as methodism grew rapidly
among the emerging industrial working class, it did not wish to upset the
government or established Church any more than need be. The latter could
have made things extraordinarily difficult, or at least far more difficult than
they were. Yet Thompson cannot forgive the methodists for the long campaign to remove any seditious tint from their ranks. Through the hierarchy’s
mistrust of the poor taking governance into their own hands, by clamping
down hard on outbreaks of more radical streaks and by exercising a hard
discipline, the methodist church became, if anything, more conservative. All
the same, the very fact that this process was necessary and that it happened
brings me back to my initial point: within methodism there was a more radical, even revolutionary streak. The leaders knew it and worked as hard as
they could to negate that tendency in whatever way they could.
In Thompson’s analysis, the methodists do not come off very well. He
agrees wholeheartedly with the assessment of W.E.H. Lecky: ‘A more appalling system of religious terrorism, one more fitted to unhinge a tottering
intellect and to darken and embitter a sensitive nature, has seldom existed’.39
Politically, intellectually and emotionally, he finds the whole exercise distasteful and excessive. His reasons are mixed: a dislike for emotionalism and
religious fervour (the methodists were simply too enthusiastic), a stronger
dislike for political conservatism and the way the methodists played a crucial
role in producing, by means of an ‘inner compulsion’, a labour-force suited to
the new industrial rhythms. He is also keen to counter the common position
that methodism was the champion of the workers and provided the ideological core of the trade-union movement (he stresses that working-class political organisation was due to its own initiative rather than some paternalistic
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imposition from above).40 The pages on methodism express the hidden wish
that it had never afﬂicted the rising working class in England and set that
class back so much. Indeed, the methodists are tellingly omitted from the list
of other dissenting groups such as presbyterians, baptists, congregationalists,
quakers and independents, since these groups at least held on to a ‘slumbering Radicalism’ – embodied clearly in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress – even
when they retreated to the ‘kingdom within’ when it became apparent that
Christ was not about to return and sweep away their persecutors.41
Radicals in the ranks
In all of this, it seems to me that Thompson has, for a moment or two, lost his
characteristic stress on the complexity and messiness of history.42 Methodism
was a curse on the poor, pure and simple. But, at this point, he faces a
problem: how to account for the long string of methodist radicals, whether
Luddites, Chartists or one of the many other radical movements? Thompson
is too good a historian not to notice these things, but what intrigues me is
the way he accounts for them.
First, let me provide a list of all those radical methodists mentioned in
Thompson’s text. There is ‘Bro. M.’, who was charged with attending a political meeting rather than a Bible-class in Halifax, and who was, we presume,
deprived of his membership. Or the unnamed correspondent from Newcastle,

40
On this point, he stresses again and again how the increasing organisation and
discipline of working-class movements, such as the friendly societies and trade-unions,
as well as the great orderly protests such as Peterloo, were purely working-class
initiatives, that sobriety and discipline were as much radical virtues as methodist
(Thompson 1966, pp. 740–2). Even more, he argues that properly working-class culture (over against the tendency for methodism to become the faith of tradesmen and
privileged groups of workers) came to reject methodism, or any sort of religion, in
many areas by the 1840s (Thompson 1966, pp. 427–8).
41
Thompson 1966, pp. 29–34.
42
With two exceptions: the methodist suspicion of poetry, biblical criticism, philosophy and political theory (intellectual enquiry) is countered by the encouragement
of interest in sciences such as botany, biology, geology, chemistry, mathematics and
applied sciences (useful knowledge). So we get the wonderful image of ‘that peculiar
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who speaks of a ‘small number of our leaders’ who are ‘the most determined
friends’ of the radicals, along with the ‘misguided sisterhood’ who made their
colours.43 The list goes on: the many local preachers who were ‘expelled or
“struck off the plan” for political as for religious “backslidings”’;44 the political
statements of the ministers of the independent methodists who broke from the
methodist connexion when radical lay preachers were expelled in 1819;45 the
use of prophetic biblical texts (Ezekiel 21: 25–8) by the Lancashire conspirators
in 1801;46 the various methodist Jacobins, Luddites, trade-unionists and demonstrators at Peterloo;47 the Chartist hymns and chapels that derived from the
(primitive) methodists, including leaders and lay preachers like Ben Rushton
(who was also a Plug Rioter) and William Thornton, or John Skevington from
Loughborough, who was both stocking-weaver and local preacher with the
primitive methodists;48 the methodists who took part in the Pentridge uprising
of 1817, one of them a local preacher;49 the deep involvement of Samuel Bamford in the Peterloo demonstration of 1819;50 the ‘Tolpuddle Martyr’, George
Loveless;51 the methodist chapel at Ripponlea loaned for a meeting organised
by an activist for the ten-hour day;52 the common cause between chapel and
pub during strikes;53 the old methodist lay preacher at Hebden Bridge who
fumed and preached against the evils of the factory-system;54 the kick-start
given women’s emancipation through the Wesleyan ‘heresy’ of women lay
preachers and class-leaders that was then enhanced by the greater participation of women in the spinning-mills;55 the inﬂuence of Wesleyanism on the
power that the famous oaths of the Luddites and trade-unions had upon its
members;56 the singing of a methodist hymn by the Luddites executed at York
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in 1813, the fact that a number of them were methodists and the demand by
the crowds to have burial services for the executed men in the chapels, so
much so that the ‘fervour of the Old Testament had become assimilated to
a class solidarity’;57 the methodist inﬂuence in moulding the legend of the
‘free-born Englishman’ along with the vaguer comment that religious movements number among the ‘strongly-based’ and ‘self-conscious working-class
institutions’;58 the ‘softer and more humanised’ version of methodism that
Thompson finds among the weavers at the turn of the nineteenth century;59
among these same weavers he points out that ‘there are two deeply transforming experiences – those of Methodism and of political radicalism’;60 the
breakdown of the old and quite despicable English system of deference to the
‘higher orders’ in which methodism also (although with the qualifier ‘despite
itself’) had a hand;61 the propensity of the working class to form clubs wherever and whenever they could is also a legacy, in part at least, of methodist
inﬂuence;62 the primitive-methodist camp-meetings – large open-air revivalmeetings – feed into the growth of organised protests for reform, along with
army-veterans, trade-unions and friendly societies;63 the ‘Political Protestants’,
an organisation that sprang up in the formerly passive Newcastle after the
Peterloo massacre and led a mass-protest on ‘Radical Monday’ (11 October
1819) that included pitmen and sailors and which marked the emergence of
Newcastle as a major centre for radical reform.64 Finally, there was the mix of
Christian (or, more specifically, methodist and Moravian) themes with Owenite socialism. Thus, Christian charity and the imagery of ‘brotherhood’ came
together with the common use of Isaiah 61: 6 as a preface to many Owenite
societies and stores: ‘They helped everyone his neighbour; and every one said
to his brother, be of good courage’.
Such lists are always a little tedious and I hardly expect the reader to have
gone through this one in detail. But I have provided it to show how persistent
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this other side of methodism is in Thompson’s own account, so much so that
a good number of methodists took up political radicalism with gusto. Even
more, I would like to argue that, even within Thompson’s own account, there
appears a political tension within methodism.
Now, Thompson can hardly ignore this tension, so let us see what he makes
of it. As the following quotations show, he actually sides with the methodist
establishment (although he by no means condones it). I begin with Thompson’s own assessment:
But in the years 1790 to 1830 it would be as ridiculous to describe the
participation of rebellious Methodist lay preachers and others in extreme
Radical agitations as a ‘Methodist contribution’ to the working-class
movement, as it would be to describe the practice of free love among extreme
Antinomians as a ‘Puritan contribution’ towards sexual liberation.65

In other words, methodist radicals were exceptions in what was otherwise a
reactionary movement. Contrast this statement from Thompson with a quotation from a letter from the congregation in Newcastle to Jabez Bunting, the
successor of John Wesley:
I am glad to say, several members have quitted their classes (for they have
adopted almost the whole Methodist economy, the terms ‘Class Leaders’,
‘District Meetings’ etc., etc., being perfectly current among them). If men
are to be drilled at Missionary and Bible meetings to face a multitude with
recollection, and acquire facilities of address, and then begin to employ the
mighty moral weapon thus gained to the endangering of the very existence
of the Government of the country, we may certainly begin to tremble . . .66

This was in 1819, just after the massacre at the working-class rally known
as ‘Peterloo’. There is more suggested by this text than a few exceptions to
dominant methodist politics (or lack thereof ): the letter gives voice to an
inherent tendency within methodism. Yet, rather than trace the way these
members moved easily from missionary and Bible-meetings, using their new
skills of public address and organisation, into radical movements and asking why such a shift was possible and happened with startling regularity,
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Thompson actually sides with the methodist ruling élite. If they say – as
they often did – that this was an aberration of the true gospel of methodism,
then Thompson all too quickly agrees. Thus, for Thompson, the methodist
Committee of Privileges expresses the correct view of methodism on political
radicalism. Coming out with a statement following the Peterloo massacre, it
condemned the ‘wild and delusive political theories’ that ‘introduce universal
discontent, insubordination, and anarchy’.67
Despite his many observations concerning methodist radicals, Thompson
would like to think that methodism and radicalism were at opposite poles. If
one of the former drifted over to the latter, then Thompson has all manner of
ingenious solutions at hand: the radical was a renegade from true methodism;
it was nothing more than a ‘libertarian antithesis’ in which the older patterns
of working-class opposition reasserted themselves against the grain;68 it was
the working poor who broke away from the conservative methodist Establishment with their lay preachers to form groups like the primitive methodists
or Bible Christians and eventually to feed into the trade-unions and political radicalism.69 Indeed, he goes so far as to argue that the reactionary Jabez
Bunting of the Methodist Connexion and radical Ben Rushton, the primitivemethodist lay preacher, Chartist leader and Plug Rioter, were not from the
same movement at all.70 It is almost as though his argument for an essentially
conservative methodism as a curse to the poor dies that old death of a thousand qualifications. I think I have said enough to show that Thompson’s own
contradictory account suggests that the two are more entwined that he cares
to admit.
The ambivalence of the methodists
It seems to me that Thompson’s solution – methodist radicals were an aberration from methodism’s true nature – is by no means adequate. The oftremarked comment that no religious movement is monolithic needs to be
reasserted here. Methodism is no exception, for as Hempton and Walsh
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emphasise, the movement oscillated between revivalism and radicalism,71 or,
as I would put it, the debates and breakaways all signal a struggle between
the more radical potential of methodism and the wish by leaders such as
John Wesley and Jabez Bunting to block the radical implications of their
message.72
What are we to make of all this? Thompson takes a distinct position against
the ‘psychic terror’ of methodism, then notes a persistent tendency of methodists towards radicalism, but then again sides with the methodist establishment in condemning it as an aberration. However, if we sift through the
evidence with a little more patience and care, a slightly different reason for
what is really an ambivalence within methodism begins to emerge. We come
across a few passing references in Thompson’s own text that suggest something else: an awareness of a deeper tension at the heart of methodism. And
that is a distinct ambivalence between a strong reactionary identification with
the ruling class and an insurrectionary tendency. What I find exceedingly curious is that, in Thompson’s treatment of methodism, he recognises this tension
only to close it down. It turns up well into his discussion of methodism and
then only as a lead-in to disparage Wesley’s theological opportunism. Here,
in a comparison with Lutheranism, is the key passage:
Methodism dropped all doctrinal and social barriers and opened its doors
wide to the working class. And this reminds us that Lutheranism was also
a religion of the poor; and that, as Munzer [sic] proclaimed and as Luther
learned to his cost, spiritual egalitarianism had a tendency to break its banks
and ﬂow into temporal channels, bringing thereby a perpetual tension into
Lutheran creeds which Methodism also reproduced.73

In comparison to Thompson’s hero, William Blake, as well as the radical dissent for which he stands, the methodists sought to curtail and dampen this
egalitarian, rebellious and antinomian element of the doctrine of grace.
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Further, in breaking with the Reformation-doctrine concerning election –
something that both Luther and especially Calvin made central to the new
system – Wesley gave voice to a deep egalitarianism. Salvation was available
for all, no matter what station in life. All it needed was an acknowledgement
of and repentance from sin (for it too is universal), a conversion of the heart
and any man or woman could be washed clean by the blood of the Lamb
and be the recipient of God’s grace. I must admit that, while Thompson recognises this democratic side of Wesley’s theology, he does so in a handful of
sentences and then passes on.74 In fact, Thompson is keen to criticise such a
break with Reformed doctrine as the sign of ‘promiscuous opportunism’, a
doctrinal ‘mule’ that chose the worst and threw out the best of puritanism.75
When Thompson does write of the democratic tendencies in methodism, such
as the secessionist Methodist New Connexion led by Alexander Kilham after
Wesley’s death in 1797, they are the result of ‘alien tendencies’,76 coming from
older dissenters who joined the methodists. Or when he tries to account for
methodism’s wide appeal among the working poor, all he can come up with
is indoctrination from childhood through the Sunday-schools.77 Or, when he
speaks of the community-sense of the methodists, the sense of belonging that
the chapels provided for the weary and uprooted working poor,78 he does not
connect this feature with the egalitarian gospel the Wesleyans preached. Yet,
he cannot escape it so easily, for this doctrinal egalitarianism was the secret
to methodism’s appeal to swathes of the English proletariat. Even more, it is
equally no surprise that one after another, methodists are found in the radical
organisations, movements, protests and insurrections that Thompson traces
in such detail. For it is a small step between a universal, egalitarian and demo-

Thompson 1966, pp. 42–3, 363.
Thompson 1966, p. 363. This assessment is in some tension with his earlier comments concerning John’s Wesley’s genius in combining the right amounts of discipline
and democracy, as well as emotionalism and doctrine (Thompson 1966, p. 38).
76
Thompson 1966, p. 44.
77
I agree that Sunday-schools are a curse, but the argument for indoctrination really
does not wash. Indoctrination by a small movement requires a much more intense
programme than Sunday-school. It is far more successful through a whole society,
within which the shared cultural values of at least a class if not a society as a whole
become ‘common sense’. In fact, the belief that children were little moral reprobates
who were born sinners is no different from a society in which it seemed perfectly
normal to beat children and send them to the factories.
78
Thompson 1966, pp. 379–80.
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75
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cratic doctrine and the republican and Jacobin elements of English radical
movements.
Let us see how far our exercise in detective work has come. Moving on from
Thompson’s condemnation of methodism on the counts of psychology, industrial work-rhythms and political reaction, I tracked the way a rather large
number of methodist radicals emerged between the lines in his text. At one
level, the tensions in Thompson’s own analysis manifest the tensions within
the methodist movement itself: he realises the methodists were important for
large swathes of English working poor, wishes to debunk the common argument that methodism provided the roots of the trade-union movement, finds
the graphic focus on the cleansing blood of the Lamb of God abhorrent and
indeed pathological, and yet notes again and again the presence of methodists
among the radicals that interest him so much. Despite Thompson’s efforts to
dismiss such a tendency as an aberration, or perhaps due to external inﬂuences, I also found a few passing moments where he acknowledges a more
basic political tension within methodism – although he does slip by it as
quickly as he mentions it.79 All the same, there is the glimmer of an insight
which he would not let pass, for Thompson has stumbled on an insurrectionist element at the heart of Christian theology. In order to see what that insight
might be, we need to turn his last book from 1993, Witness Against the Beast, a
work where Thompson finally comes to terms with the barely acknowledged
tension within methodism.

William Blake and the politics of radical dissent
If methodism is a blight on England’s political history, then, for Thompson,
radical dissent is where the revolutionary possibilities of Christian theology
may be found. One person really stands for radical dissent in Thompson’s
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I am no defender of methodism, or of any other shape the Christian church
wants to take. By contrast, there are plenty of apologetic texts on methodism. Should
one wish to consult them, see Thorsen 2005, Wood 2007, Dreyer 1999 and Tomkins
2003. On a refreshingly critical note, see Kent 2002. All the same, it seems to me that
Wesley was an heir of the Reformation. For methodism was, in many respects, a very
belated and very English Reformation. Henry VIII and the established Church really
do not count as a reforming moment, not least because it did not touch and shake
up the poorest of English society. That Wesley and the methodists did, if somewhat
despite themselves.
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work, a person whose judgement Thompson trusts and whom he cites
approvingly – William Blake. He trusts Blake’s judgement on methodism,
Thomas Paine, corruption of the ruling class, exploitation of workers and
the alienating nature of industrial labour.80 Within in his own pantheon, he
places Blake beside Marx.81
Antinomianism, or, justification by faith
The unique move of the Blake book is that Thompson does not seek the
reasons for Blake’s radicalism purely in social and economic conditions, or
in the specific formation of British politics at the turn of the nineteenth century. It is due just as much, he argues, to Blake’s distinct theological system,
especially his antinomianism.82 On that doctrine everything turns. The trick is
that antinomianism is not merely a theological position, for it also has political and economic ramifications. In other words, Blake’s theological system is
fully integrated with Blake’s Jacobin politics. In this light, I would suggest
that this last book is Thompson’s most Marxist book of all, for he is not out
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Thompson 1966, pp. 41, 50–2, 57, 94, 97, 175, 374, 446, 832. As one example of
Blake’s assessment of methodism approvingly cited by Thompson: ‘It was in 1818 that
he emerged from his densely-allegorical prophetic books into a last phase of gnomic
clarity in The Everlasting Gospel. Here he reasserted the values, the almost-Antinomian
affirmation of the joy of sexuality, and the affirmation of innocence, which were present in his earlier songs. Almost every line may be seen as a declaration of “mental
war” against Methodism and Evangelicalism. Their “Vision of Christ” was his vision’s
“greatest Enemy”. Above all, Blake drew his bow at the teaching of humility and
submission. It was this nay-saying humility which “does the Sun & Moon blot out”,
“Distorts the Heavens from Pole to Pole”, “Rooting over with thorns & stems / The
buried Soul & all its Gems”’ (Thompson 1966, p. 374).
81
Thompson 1978, p. 316. Another member of this pantheon is the subject of one
of his first works, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary (Thompson 1976a). However, the only comment on religion in this lengthy work is that Morris was deeply
interested and was often engaged in preserving medieval churches.
82
My interest is not in whether Thomson’s reading of Blake is ‘correct’, firstly
because such a singular reading is impossible (interpretation characteristically comes
up with multiple positions), and, secondly, because such a task would be another
study entirely. In this section, I focus on what Thompson sees in Blake, not on Blake
himself. Those interested in various positions on Blake may consult the major studies
of the last century by Wilson 1927; Bronowski 1943; Erdman 1977; Hill 1972; Mee 1992;
Bentley 2001; Makdisi 2003; and Rix 2007. There are, of course, many, many others.
All of Blake works may be found in Blake 1997. I have gained much by consulting
especially Fine 1994, who argues that Thompson attempts but also fails in some
ways to follow Blake’s effort to think of ‘contrary states’, particularly with respect
to politics, law and love. See also Butler 1995; Kenny 2000; Lamont 2006; Lynd 1997,
pp. 111–21; Smith 1994.
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to find some reductionist argument to explain Blake; instead, antinomianism
is a multi-faceted position.83
What is so engaging about the loving treatment of Blake – and he is nothing
less than an ‘original yet authentic voice of a long popular tradition’ of radical dissent84 – is the way Thompson hits gold on his first strike. And this from
someone who admits that theology does not always make sense to him. At the
beginning of Witness Against the Beast, he states that antinomianism is the key
to Blake’s religious commitment and political radicalism.85 That key lies with
‘the doctrine of justification by faith, in its antinomian inﬂexion’, which ‘was
one of the most radical and potentially subversive of the vectors which carried
the ideas of seventeenth-century Levellers and Ranters through to the next
century’.86 Absolutely! Even more, the focus of his Blake study – his last book,
published posthumously – is not on Blake’s Jacobin politics per se, but on his
own rather unique take on Christian theology.87
There is a crucial page in the Blake book that I wish to exegete in some detail
before considering Blake and dissent more generally. Here is Thompson:
for much of the eighteenth century, the doctrine of justification by faith was –
and was seen to be – the more ‘dangerous’ heresy [than the doctrine of
works]. And this was because it could – although it need not – challenge very
radically the authority of the ruling ideology and the cultural hegemony of
Church, Schools, Law and even of ‘common-sense’ Morality. In its essence
it was exactly that: anti-hegemonic. It displaced the authority of institutions
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On the multifarious and contradictory political nature of dissenters like the
Muggletonians and Thompson’s engagement with them see especially Fine 1994.
84
Thompson 1966, p. 52. I use the term ‘radical dissent’ to make a rough distinction
between the various small groups (sometimes called ‘sects’) such as the Muggletonians from the milder and more ‘respectable’ dissenters such as presbyterians, congregationalists, baptists and so on. See the discussion in Thompson 1966, pp. 26–8.
Unfortunately, the review of Witness Against the Beast by Bridget and Christopher Hill
is rather lame and a little too adoring (Hill and Hill 1994).
85
Thompson 1993b, p. xvii.
86
Thompson 1993b, p. 5. The meanings of both antinomianism and justification by
faith will unfold as my discussion proceeds.
87
When I first read Witness Against the Beast some ten years ago, I thought it
interesting if a little quaint. After all, the doctrine of justification by faith was a little
too close to the Calvinist heritage I had inherited from my Dutch parents and from
which I was still ﬂeeing. However, when I read the book again recently, I realised
that this is very much my book: a well-known Marxist tries his hand at understanding
the nature of a distinct theological doctrine and then traces the way one of the great
radical figures of English history dug out its radical political potential.
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and of received worldly wisdom with that of the individual’s inner light –
faith, conscience, personal understanding of the scriptures or (for Blake) ‘the
Poetic genius’ – and allowed to the individual a stubborn scepticism in the
face of the established culture, a fortitude in the face of its seductions or
persecutions sufficient to support Christian in the face of the State or of polite
learning. This fortitude need not necessarily be accompanied by evangelistic
zeal or affirmative social action; it might equally well be defensive, and
protect the quietism of a private faith, or the introverted spiritual pride
of a petty sect. But it could also nourish (and protect) a more active faith
which rested upon a confidence in spiritual ‘freedom’, liberated from the
‘bondage’ of Morality and Legality.88

Justification – rendering justice – has a number of functions in this crucial
slab of text. It provides an anti-hegemonic ideology, foregrounds the individual’s ‘inner light’ and is the source of stubborn scepticism, fortitude, support, protection and nourishment. On one count, I can agree with Thompson:
a theological doctrine like this is not merely a language or code for political
opposition. In other words, he does not argue that the truth of justification
lies elsewhere, that it is an outer garb for a more basic political resistance.
His point is that justification by faith was itself the challenge to the ruling
ideology. It is, in a classic Gramscian sense, an anti-hegemonic position, an
alternative hegemony of those opposed to the dominant one.
On another count, I am not in agreement. Thompson slips from a collective
political emphasis to an individual one: the ‘radically and potentially subversive’ doctrine that was a challenge to the ruling ideology and culture becomes
all too quickly an individual affair of private faith and personal understanding of the Bible. By the end of this quotation, we have the distinct image of
an individual resisting through his or her private faith the institutions of the
established culture and the state. Thompson has succumbed here to the privatisation of faith that is all too characteristic of our own notions of religious
belief and practice. To be sure, the trends were well in place during the time
Blake was writing, especially with the idea of the inner light and Protestant
emphasis on each person reading the Bible for him or herself. But I would
have expected Thompson to challenge such a privatisation of faith rather than
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Thompson 1993b, pp. 5–6.
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buy into it. Surely the nature of an anti-hegemonic stance is a collective one,
a position that unites those in opposition to the dominant culture and ruling
ideology? His opening suggests as much. One of the (not wholly conscious)
reasons for such a slippage is that Thompson sets out to emphasise the individual genius and agency of Blake himself. Indeed, at this level, there is a
tension that runs throughout the Blake book, between the collective context
of Blake’s thought – whether the obscure dissenting traditions that fed Blake’s
antinomianism or the immediate context of his involvement in, and then break
from, the Swedenborgian New Jerusalem Church – and his unique, creative
agency, his ‘system’ by which he reshaped all that he received and gave it a
new and forceful expression.
However, Thompson has hit upon something that is vitally important,
namely the close connection between Blake’s theological position and his radical politics. Let me put it this way: what Blake does is realise the inescapably
political and social radicalism of justification by faith. But whence does this
doctrine of justification by faith (through grace) derive? It comes from none
other than the letters of Paul in the New Testament. These texts, especially
Romans and Galatians, throw out sentences such as: ‘a man is not justified
[diakaioutai] by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ’ (Galatians
2: 16); ‘For we hold that a man is justified [dikaiousthai] by faith apart from
works of the law’ (Romans 3: 28); ‘you are not under law but under grace
[charin]’ (Romans 6: 14). The Greek verb in question, diakaioō, is usually translated in light of its heavy theological baggage as ‘justify’ or ‘make right (with
God)’. However, its basic sense is to show justice, or to do justice to someone.
The point in these texts, then, is that God renders justice not through the law
but through ‘grace’ – by means of a favour or as goodwill. Once you have
the rendering of justice outside any legal framework, you challenge the basic
nature of that law. Needless to say, this can be a profoundly unsettling political move.
These texts were, of course, the great slogans of the Reformers, Luther and
Calvin. They equated salvation by works with the Roman-Catholic Church,
with its penances and indulgences and endless tasks to assure salvation. By
contrast, no one can be made righteous on his or her own – ‘since all have
sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are justified by his grace as a
gift’ (Romans 3: 23–4) – and so salvation must rely completely on God’s gift,
or charis, grace. These texts were also at the centre of the challenges, internal
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ruptures and schisms of dissent in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
England. In fact, these texts from Paul were also the slogans of the various dissenting groups on which Thompson focuses, groups for whom justification
by faith gave the very ‘justification’ for their break with and separation from
the dominant religious culture.
Justification by faith may run in a number of directions, such as Calvinist
predestination (since we are completely reliant on God’s grace we are also
reliant on God’s decisions as to who will be saved and who damned), the
methodist tendency to Arminianism (God’s grace is available to all but we
can accept or reject it), licence (if we are of the Elect then nothing we do will
change that), puritanism (in response to grace we need to live lives acceptable to God), quietism (it is all up to God), activism (showing the fruits of
grace) and political radicalism (grace is, after all, the theological version of the
revolution).89 All these possibilities show up either in Paul’s own letters, since
he was not always clear – in fact he is often contradictory – about the consequences of his ‘discovery’, or in the groups to whom he addresses his letters.
As some of the classic studies of the Corinthian and Galatian correspondence
have argued, Paul seems to be putting out fires for which he himself was
initially responsible.90 While the Galatians erred on the side of sticking with
the law, the Corinthians pursued Paul’s arguments far further than he was
willing to countenance. They pushed Christian freedom from the law into
all manner of directions such a freedom in regard to sex, worship, Roman
law and so on. Underlying it all is a distinct antinomian tendency. Once this
became clear to Paul, especially through those who took up justification by
faith with gusto, he realised with some shock what he had let loose. So he
tried to rein it in, setting boundaries on what ‘freedom’ meant – not to insult
or injure one’s ‘brethren’, not to dispense with the law entirely, for it is good,
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Thompson’s list is little more restricted: he lists Calvinist predestination, the
protestant mainline-effort to compromise between grace and works (a little too much
Church of England here), and a radical opposition between grace and works that ends
up in antinomianism (Thompson 1993b, pp. 12–14).
90
See Longenecker 1990; Martyn 2004; Matera 2007; Martin 1999; Thistleton 2000;
Keener 2005; Fitzmyer 2008. For the sake of argument, I assume with the bulk of studies of Paul that his references to opponents and opposing positions actually reﬂect
real opponents. It would be far more interesting (but a different study) to explore
the possibility that Paul manufactures these opponents in a deft piece of rhetorical
shadow-boxing. By doing so, he brings his readers onside by arraying himself against
a range of imaginary opponents.

The Dissent of E.P. Thompson • 83

arguing that there is another law, the law of Christ, banning the sexual licence
that some saw in the idea, limiting the freedom that women were taking in
some of the churches and so on. The same person who wrote ‘not under the
law, but under grace’ also wrote, ‘Let every person be subject to the governing authorities’ (Romans 13: 1). Paul, along with those who took up his radical ideas such as Luther and Calvin and Wesley, found they were pulled in a
direction that was far too uncomfortable, far too unsettling, so they wanted to
tie it down again, to re-attach the leash and haul it in. Not so Blake, who was
prepared to throw away the leash and see where justification by faith took
him – right into what the British like to call ‘Jacobinical’ politics, into radical
and revolutionary directions that showed up in an overthrow of privilege and
inherited rights, in republicanism and democracy, in the utopian possibilities
of a new heaven and new earth.
Muggletonian Marxists
But let us return to see what Thompson makes of Blake and of dissent more
generally. Witness Against the Beast has two parts: the first traces the dissenting traditions that inﬂuenced Blake, especially the Muggletonians; the
second considers what Blake did with these traditions. It is, in many respects,
a curious book, part historical enquiry, part theology and part literary criticism (especially when Thompson delves into Blake’s poems to offer his own
detailed readings).
Thompson is, above all, a historian and his passion is for the political
(and, where connected, the theological) currents that run just out of reach,
not merely of mainstream-culture but even of the conventional modes of historical enquiry. More often than not, he comments on the absence of material
concerning groups such as the Luddites, expresses the wish that someone,
somewhere had coughed up a few details (apart from the difficult terrain
of police spies). So also with the antinomian traditions of which Blake was
deeply involved, whether the Muggletonians who may well have inﬂuenced
Blake, or the Swedenborgian New Jerusalem Church, of which William and
Catherine Blake were founding members. Both groups were part of the mix
of radical eighteenth-century dissent which included such colourful groups
as the Moravians, Irregular Methodists, Seekers, Universalists, Quakers, Fifth
Monarchy Men, Philadelphians, French Camisards, Sandemanians, Hutchinsonians, Sabbatarians, Seventh-Day Men, Thraskites, Adamists, Brownists,
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Tryonists (vegetarians), Salmonists, Heavenly-Father-Men, Children of the
New Birth, Sweet Singers of Israel, or prophets such as Richard Brothers, Laurence Clarkson, William Erbery, William Huntingdon, Elhanan Winchester,
John Robins, Thomas Tany, Tobias Crisp, Richard Coppin, Jane Lead, and,
last but not least, John Reeve and Ludowick Muggleton, the founders of the
Muggletonians who called themselves God’s ‘Messenger’ and his ‘mouth’
respectively. Before them lie the Ranters, Diggers, Behmenists (followers of
Jacob Boehme from Bohemia, 1575–1624), hermeticists and heresiarchs of the
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Out of this bewildering mix
(which is remarkably reminiscent of the various sects on the Left), Thompson
wants a tradition and he finds it in the continuity from the ranters through the
quakers, adding some Behmenist and Philadelphian leaven, but ultimately
focussed on the Muggletonians. And it is not merely a written tradition (the
favoured haunts of scholars), but that embodied in the continual movements,
as followers shifted from one group to another, between the ‘little churches
and sects’91 scattered throughout London.
These Muggletonians – originating in 1652 with the prophetic words of
John Reeve and his cousin Ludowick Muggleton and then running on for
more than three centuries with perhaps a maximum membership of 500,
with their meetings in rooms in pubs, the absence of formal worship (including prayer) apart from reading, discussion and singing ‘divine songs’ (not
hymns), evangelising purely through the publication of the writings by the
prophets (which were therefore maintained in print), and a tradition of protective secrecy – provide the crucial link, the passage from these various dissenting streams to Blake himself. Or they almost do so. For all his delving into
Muggletonian texts and traces, for all his effort to secure the Muggletonian
archive bequeathed to him by the ‘last Muggletonian’,92 for all his efforts to
establish that Blake’s mother, Catherine Hermitage/Harmitage, may have
come from a Muggletonian family (a George Hermitage is the author of two
divine songs), Thompson is reduced to possibilities. ‘We could suppose’, he
writes, that Blake had contact with the Muggletonians, or even entertain the
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Thompson 1993b, p. 52.
Thompson 1993b, pp. 115–19.
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‘pleasant fiction’ that Blake’s mother, Catherine, crooned Muggletonian songs
to the baby William.93
In contrast to the baleful inﬂuence of the methodists, with their emotionalism, religious fervour and political conservatism, the Muggletonians and
groups like them tended to exercise their intellectual faculties rather than wild
emotions, to meet in convivial places such as upper rooms in pubs, smoking, drinking beer, reading, discussing and singing a few ‘divine songs’ set to
popular tunes. They really constitute the image of a revolutionary cell with a
religious ﬂavour, a microcosm of a communitarian new society that was not
all that strange for radical dissenters.94 Above all, Thompson is enamoured
because of their consistently anti-hegemonic stance against privilege, vested
interest and polite learning. They saw and therefore resisted the fact that the
apparently classical and genteel culture of England acted as a smokescreen
for the violence and exploitation of capitalism.
Thompson would dearly love to have found that Blake was directly inﬂuenced, indeed to uncover a dusty and tangible piece of evidence that Blake
had been a member of the Muggletonian sect. But he cannot, so he has to
content himself with tracing the way some ideas of Blake fit closely with the
Muggletonians and with arguing that they are a vital conduit for that tradition which fed Blake. In the end it is a mixed conclusion: Blake was not a
card-carrying member and yet he was deeply inﬂuenced; in short, Blake was
(in terms of the intangible fit of ideas) and was not (tangibly having been a
member or at least a close friend or even a neighbour of a Muggletonian)
inﬂuenced. In the end, he settles for the position that it must have been some
such group. It is just that the records of the Muggletonians have (somewhat
fortuitously or even miraculously) survived, showing in great detail what
groups like this believed.
What is the result of this spadework? For all his unique originality, Blake
did not create his ideas ex nihilo; they come from a tradition. The specifically
Muggletonian themes that turn up in Blake are, in brief: their antinomianism,
Reason as the Satanic principle and the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good

Thompson 1993b, pp. 103–5, 120–1.
See also his discussion of the communitarian thread connected with the quakers,
camisards and Moravians, as well as Robert Owen’s secularised form of the shaker
communities in North America in Thompson 1966, pp. 47–8.
93
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and evil, the Fall as the copulation between Eve and the serpent, and God as
fully in Christ, even through his death and resurrection.95
Radical dissent
But what interests me most is the way Thompson brings out the political
resonance of that tradition:
What must, however, be insisted upon is the ubiquity and centrality of
antinomian tenets to Blake’s thinking, to his writing and to his painting.
Throughout his work there will be found this radical disassociation and
opposition between the Moral Law and the gospel of Christ which is known –
as often in the antinomian tradition – as ‘the Everlasting Gospel’.96

More than other critics who have noticed the antinomian tendencies in Blake’s
thought, Thompson argues for its ‘structural centrality’97 right through from
his revolutionary enthusiasm to his more quietist phase.
However, at the same time that he makes the point (quite strongly) that the
antinomian push of the doctrine of justification by faith is central for Blake,
Thompson equivocates. On the one hand, the antinomian emphasis on the
evil of the moral law (as part of Satan’s Kingdom) and the ‘everlasting Gospel’
of grace is the cornerstone of the cultural and political oppositional stance
of someone like Blake; on the other hand, it is an ideological complement, a
buttress for such a political position. We need to be careful here. While the
first position is relatively clear, the second changes shape at different points
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See the discussion in Thompson 1993b, pp. 91–101. A more detailed list includes
the following: the idea of three ages with the unique designation in terms of water
(the Law and Old Testament), blood (Christ and the New Testament) and spirit (the
Commission of and writings by Reeve and Muggleton); the active principle of God
who works on a pre-existing inactive matter, from which arises evil and the Devil –
not by God but through God’s permission; the manifestation of God through the
contraries of nature, matter and reason; the Fall as the copulation of Eve with the
Serpent/Devil in the form of an angel of light, from which diabolic seed enters into
the human race to do battle with the divine seed that comes from Adam (the doctrine of the Two Seeds); the redemption through Christ being enabled by God who
enters Mary’s womb and is conceived as Jesus, thereby undoing the diabolic seed;
the consequent radical monotheism in which God was in Christ and therefore not
in heaven, so much so that for a time God was indeed dead until the resurrection;
and the awakening of the soul as if from a seed at the Second Coming (Thompson
1993b, pp. 70–8, 83–4).
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Thompson 1993b, pp. 18–19.
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Thompson 1993b, p. 20.
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in his discussion. At times, he argues that the theological ideas of the dissenting sects provided ‘an uncrackable doctrinal defence’,98 an outer shell that
resisted the polite culture of learned England (itself a veneer for some of the
most brutal of colonial acts). Good historical materialist that he is, Thompson presents the theological element as an ideological feature of the radical
politics of Blake and his fellow radicals. So we find a persuasive argument
concerning the independent and oppositional class-nature of the various
artisans, tradesmen and shopkeepers. Eschewing the later and anachronistic
term ‘petite bourgeoisie’ with its conservative ring, Thompson argues that
these artisans and tradesmen found themselves excluded from the circles of
power and high culture that marked the ‘gentry’. Language, dress, classical
training and referencing, the polite learning of established academia – all of
these signalled the sharp difference between the ruling class and the independence of artisans and tradesmen. Located in this fiercely independent group,
Blake also shared the deep ideological attachment to dissenting sects. And
that provided the ideological opposition, their anti-hegemonic stance (borrowing here from Gramsci), as well as the justification and confidence of their
opposition to the moral law and serpent reasoning of Satan’s Kingdom. In
short, groups like the Muggletonians provide the language of opposition, a
set of beliefs that made sense of that anti-hegemony.99
At other times, Thompson takes a slightly different line. Here, it is a case
of conﬂuence or conjunction, more specifically with Blake. Thompson argues
that Blake’s earlier antinomian theological views met with his emerging radical political positions: it was a conﬂuence that Blake worked together in his
own way. Revolutionary thought came to Blake through the Enlightenmentinspired, ultra-radical and atheistic work of the French revolutionary C.F.
Volney (through the poem ‘The Human Abstract’) and English expatriate
Thomas Paine (through the poem ‘London’). Indeed, the second half of the
Blake book attempts to follow the conjunction of these two streams and how
a ‘Blakean mutation’100 arose when antinomianism and Jacobin thought met.
All of which was mediated by William and Catherine Blake’s enthusiasm for
and then disillusionment with the Swedenborgian New Jerusalem Church.101

98
99
100
101

Thompson 1993b, p. 112.
Se especially Thompson 1993b, pp. 108–14.
Thompson 1993b, p. 128.
Thompson 1993b, pp. 129–73.

88 • Chapter Two

I have nothing against the argument that Blake’s antinomianism had to negotiate these newer currents, but it seems to me (and it is fact my argument here)
that, rather than some effort at compromise, Blake was able to see that they
gave expression to a distinct direction of antinomianism itself. In other words,
there is an intrinsically radical political element of antinomian thought and
practice that drew Blake to such radicalism.
More often than not, Thompson pushes further to argue that the theology
of the dissenters was much more central. It lay at the heart of their worldview,
but above all it was the motivating force of their opposition. This is particularly true of The Making of the English Working Class, where he argues that,
within dissent, for all its schisms and mutations, the ‘dormant seeds of political Radicalism’ lay, ‘ready to germinate whenever planted in a beneficial and
hopeful social context’.102 The most noted example is the firebrand Tom Paine,
author of the radical and atheistic Rights of Man, who came from a quaker
background. It was a small step from anti-state church (and indeed anti-state)
to anti-Christian and revolutionary. As for the Blake book, the use of the term
‘antinomian’ enables Thompson to make this connection, for antinomianism
is both a distinct theological direction in which the doctrine of justification
by faith may go and it is a distinct political position that challenges the rule
of law (in the hands of the propertied ruling class), an economic system of
exploitation and the assumptions of privilege. I would like to push Thompson
even further on this matter: it is not merely the case that the antinomian logic
of such a doctrine of grace acts as an ideological girder for radical politics,
nor even that it is one possible direction in which such a logic may go; rather,
what Thompson does through his explorations of Blake is show that such a
doctrine is inescapably and radically political. This is what the likes of Paul
and Calvin and Wesley saw all too well, only to recoup the rule of law in
order to close down the politics of grace. Blake’s genius, then, is that he took
the deep antinomian logic of grace all the way. This, it seems to me, is what
emerges between the lines of Thompson’s text, rather than some effort by
Blake to marry the antinomianism of grace and radical politics.
In this light, it comes as no surprise that Thompson consistently notes the
involvement of dissenters with the political radicals, especially in The Making of the English Working Class. For instance, Joseph Gerrald of the London
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Corresponding Society quotes the Bible before the corrupt Scottish judge,
Cockburn,103 the famous oaths of the Luddites and the trade-unions often
referred to God and the Bible,104 and Thomas Evans’s agrarian-socialist book
is, after all, called Christian Policy the Salvation of the Empire.105 Even more, he
notes the enthusiastic response of a baptist chapel-minister to the acquittal of
Thomas Hardy, the first and founding secretary of the London Corresponding Society,106 the thundering denunciation of the debilitating effects of industrialism in the words of a Sheffield dissenting minister,107 the radical-Christian
protest against the war (with France),108 and the Bible-text on the banner of the
Barnsley radical uprising: ‘He that smiteth a man so that he die, shall surely
be put to death’.109 The same author who often talks of the anti-religious strain
of radical politics can also point out that many of the protests against exploitation might be expressed in Owenite or biblical language, and that those ‘who
were sent to gaol might know their Bible better than those on the Bench’.110
None of these are exceptions, I would suggest, especially if we take the
argument of the Blake book into account. They are what we would expect, for
each of them glimpsed Blake’s insight into the radical implications of such a
strange theological position as justification by faith through grace. The Muggletonians and groups like them, but above all William Blake, realised the
full theological and political possibilities of the doctrine of grace and that was
nothing less than a persistent opposition to the moral law, to ‘Satan’s kingdom’, understood in both theological and political senses.

Poetry and apocalyptic
Apart from the obvious point that religion is integral to Thompson’s remaking of his favoured period, I have been tracking a curious shift in judgement
from mild dissenters like the methodists to the more radical groups such
as the Muggletonians. The former do not fare well in his analysis, while if
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he had been around at the time, I can well imagine him being part of the
Muggletonians, or at least chatting, plotting and spending a good deal of
time with them. Perhaps his responses to the following two assessments
sum up his vastly different take on each group. The first, which I quoted
earlier, is taken from W.E.H. Lecky in 1891: ‘A more appalling system of
religious terrorism, one more fitted to unhinge a tottering intellect and to
darken and embitter a sensitive nature, has seldom existed’.111 In this case,
Thompson agrees wholeheartedly. And yet, when it comes to a very similar
assessment of the Muggletonians, Thompson is dismissive: ‘Donald Davie,
who has cast a casual and partial eye upon the “antinomian and heretical
sects” which “effectively inﬂuenced Blake” has concluded that “as specifically
religious insights, their ideas are beneath contempt”’.112 I can well imagine
that he would agree with Davie had he said this about the methodists. But
no, instead he comes to the defence of the Muggletonians. Although he does
mention that the Muggletonian doctrines provide a ‘silly enough picture’,113
partly to avoid his comrades on the Left thinking that he had become somewhat unhinged, more often than not, he comes to their defence. In the end,
it really boils down to this: ‘I like these Muggletonians . . .’114
There is one further reason as to why he likes them and with that I close
this study. It concerns millenarianism or chiliasm, the fervent anticipation of
the end of history and the coming of the Lord with his chariots and his horsemen. The problem is that his assessment of chiliasm shifts tellingly from one
side to the other: while the methodists exhibit an inauthentic millenarianism,
the radical dissenters tap into an authentic version. As far as the methodists are concerned, Thompson argues that the millenarian impulse was the
result of counterrevolution, especially during the Napoleonic Wars between
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extensively: ‘I will suggest that – a few peripheral doctrines apart – Muggletonians
beliefs were logical, powerful in their symbolic operation and have only held to be
“ridiculous” because the Muggletonians were losers and because their faith was professed by “poor enthusiasts” and not by scholars, bishops or successful evangelists’
(Thompson 1993b, p. 79).
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England and France. When the revolutionary hopes of social change have
been disappointed, when the police and spies and army move in to capture,
imprison and execute the leaders, then where do those radical energies and
hopes go? They may go underground, to be nurtured until another time (the
work of the radical dissenters), or they may find expression in fervid outbursts of religious revival. This second form of chiliasm becomes a desperate and dismal creature, especially when it becomes one of the reasons (in
Thompson’s opinion) for the success of his loathed methodists. With their
emotional meetings, damnation of sin, calls for conversion and millenarian
imagery, the Wesleyans were able to give an outlet to these frustrated hopes
of the poor. Thompson even hints that the methodists preyed on the dashed
hopes of social change. All of the outward manifestations of the methodist
meetings – groaning, crying out, fainting, shouting, weeping, paroxysms and
even mass-hysteria – become signs of the psychic process of counterrevolution, the ‘chiliasm of despair’115 and not revolution itself. And so, he designates it an inauthentic millenarianism in contrast to the Jacobin agitations of
the late eighteenth century.
But, when he comes to radical dissenters like Blake, he changes his tune.
Now, he resists dismissing millenarianism as the raving of lunatics (a dismissal one hears all too often today in ‘learned’ circles). So we find him
countering the caricature of chiliasm as the terrain of disturbed individuals,
suffering from paranoia and megalomania, by arguing that it is a language,
an imagery of the poor and oppressed. Or, rather, while there may indeed
be the occasional deranged individual (or methodist), the biblical imagery
of the Whore of Babylon, the Beast and the New Jerusalem has consistently
provided the language of opposition by minority-groups.116
It takes little guesswork to notice that such language is drawn directly
from the Bible. Before I proceed, some terminological clarity is needed. I prefer to use the more technical term, apocalyptic, rather than millenarian and
chiliastic. The word ‘apocalyptic’ functions as a noun and an adjective and
refers either to an apocalyptic genre of literature (which contains apocalyptic
themes), to an apocalyptic worldview, or to an apocalyptic movement. As a
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genre, it is well known from the Bible where there are two works that belong
to the apocalyptic genre: Daniel and Revelation (also known by its Greek title,
the ‘Apocalypse’).117 The original Greek word, apokaluptō, means the revelation of a truth, but since that truth refers (in the biblical books) to knowledge
about the end of the world, the term apocalyptic came to refer to the end
times. Apocalyptic also refers to a particular worldview in which the world
was full of signs of the end and in which one waited impatiently for the final
cataclysm. By contrast, an apocalyptic movement (also designated as apocalypticism) is one which anticipates and tries to predict when the end time
will come, often under the guidance of leader. Such movements have come
and gone throughout history, but, in Christian circles, they have often arisen
during times of social unrest and economic crisis. We may picture it this way:
an apocalyptic movement operates with an apocalyptic worldview, all the
while reading and attempting to interpret apocalyptic literature. However,
an apocalyptic worldview and apocalyptic literature are not restricted to such
movements, for anyone may read such literature or take on such a worldview.
In what follows, I use the term ‘apocalyptic’ in these three senses, designating
variously and at times interchangeably a genre of literature, a worldview and
a movement.
In light of this distinction, Thompson is interested in the second and third
features, although he is also vitally interested in apocalyptic literature, as we
will see soon enough. The movements are, of course, his favoured sectarian
dissenters, as well as the whirlwind-followings of various prophets, while the
worldview was both informed by the Bible and expressed their deep opposition to the corrupt status quo. For those who ﬂocked to hear and follow
Mother Jane Wardley (the Shakers) or Richard Brothers in 1793–4 and ‘Zion’
Ward in 1829–36,118 their worldview was steeped in the Bible and the traditions of radicalism. It was a time ‘when men’s psychic world was filled with
violent images from hell-fire and Revelation, and their real world filled with
poverty and oppression’.119 But they were also those who ﬂocked to Robert
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Owen’s version of communism in the early nineteenth century that Engels
was to praise so much. This is the apocalyptic worldview Thompson finds in
William Blake, a man who was ensconced within apocalyptic and sectarian
movements. The fact that an apocalyptic worldview ‘touched Blake with its
breath’,120 that it runs deeply throughout his poetry and painting, that Blake
cannot be understood without its imagery is enough for Thompson to give it
some space.
What are we to make of this sharp difference between condemnation and
approval on the very same topic of apocalyptic? Rather than a clear case of
misguided dislike of the methodists and zeal for Blake, I would suggest that
Thompson has discovered the political ambivalence at the heart of apocalyptic literature and worldviews and even apocalyptic movements. It is what that
great champion of apocalyptic Ernst Bloch calls the ‘discernment of myths’,121
for apocalyptic deals in the language and imagery of myth. Thompson’s criterion is the same as Bloch’s: how is that apocalyptic imagery used on a political
level? In Thompson’s judgement, the methodists used it for reactionary and
escapist reasons, while radical dissenters like Blake found a more politically
revolutionary use. But I would go further than Thompson on two counts.
First, since a good deal of apocalyptic frenzy today emanates from the vast
numbers of fundamentalist Christians in the United States,122 and since this is
by no means the preserve of those excluded from power and oppressed, we
need to cast a very sceptical eye over this type of apocalyptic worldview. It
becomes a means for the powerful (religious and political) Right to assert its
historical ‘mission’, as well as express the fear that their own political might
is crumbling.123 Second, it is not merely a matter of the use to which apocalyptic imagery is put, for it also bears within itself the political ambivalence I
have been tracing. In other words, apocalyptic is part of that tension between
reaction and revolution I have identified as the key to the methodists and
radical dissent. It may go one way or another, or, as is more often the case, it
reproduces that political ambivalence within the groups that appropriate it.
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Thus, the imagery of the Beast and the Whore become potent polemic against
a corrupt state of oppression (in the hands of a Blake or a Daniel), but the
anticipation of the Last Judgement can also become a justification for the selfrighteous agenda of reaction (as has so often been the case for the Church).
This means that I find Thompson’s argument that the methodist’s millenarian tendencies were a result of counterrevolution less than persuasive; rather,
that counterrevolutionary direction comes out of apocalyptic.
The apocalyptic Blake also runs in Thompson’s veins in other ways. I think
of the approving nods towards such a Blake at the end of Witness Against the
Beast. Thus, with his affirmations of ‘Thou Shalt Love’ and ‘Thou Shalt Forgive’, Blake provides ‘a plank in the ﬂoor upon which the future must walk’.124
But the two items I wish to pick up here are Thompson’s anti-nuclear campaigning and his poetry, the one clearly a movement with its literature and
worldview, the other more strictly a genre. The former is far better known,
while the latter is a little harder to find. And both make extensive use of what
can only be called apocalyptic themes.
Anti-nuclear
The story of Thompson’s involvement in the disarmament-movement has
been told often enough. Beginning spasmodically in the 1950s, it became
almost a full-time pursuit in the 1970s and 80s, especially during the time
of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan. Both the Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament and END (the European Nuclear Disarmament movement) –
vast popular movements with connections across Europe, both East and
West – demanded so much in terms of travel, meetings, talks and popular
publications, that he put his other writing on hold.125 Rather tellingly, Witness
Against the Beast was much delayed as a consequence, and the planned book
on romanticism never eventuated (what we have is a collection of odd pieces
edited by Dorothy Thompson).126 In a sense, we might see the Blake book as
a belated justification of his disarmament-work.
But is the nuclear-disarmament movement an apocalyptic movement and
are the writings Thompson produced during this time apocalyptic literature?
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Here are some of the titles he produced at the time: Beyond the Cold War: A
New Approach to the Arms Race and Nuclear Annihilation;127 Star Wars: SelfDestruct Incorporated;128 Exterminism and Cold War;129 The Heavy Dancers;130 Zero
Option;131 Protest and Survive;132 Prospectus for a Habitable Planet.133 I would add
to these doomsday-scenarios the chilling conclusion to The Sykaos Papers.134 In
this rambling and too-clever attempt at science-fiction, the best part is the
heroine’s final account of the nuclear Armageddon from her vantage-point of
the moon. In one sense, the novel – with its alien visitor trying to make sense
of Earth – all leads to this final cataclysm. Further, this struggle for disarmament was both a distinct movement based on a feared end of the world and
it made use of the full range of apocalyptic language within a distinct literary
genre – two of the elements of apocalyptic I indicated earlier. And it was a
struggle that informed the actions and writings of E.P. Thompson for some
two decades.
Now, we can frown and say that Thompson was getting carried away, that
the world did not end and that all this was mere fantasy. Or we can point
out that the fear of nuclear annihilation, or for that matter, global warming
and environmental destruction, are displaced fears and anticipations of the
end of capitalism. But I remember at the time, when I became deeply aware
of the threat of an all-out nuclear war in the 1980s, that these prospects were
real. Human beings had the capacity, for the first time in that species’ history, to make a swift end to it all. Some human beings, animals and plants
would probably have survived, but not in any way that was known at the
time (perhaps there is some truth in that anticipation of the end of capitalism).
Of course, the Cold War came to a swift end; there were revolutions all across
Eastern Europe; Communism ‘lost’ and the capitalist West ‘won’. Since then
it has been plain sailing . . .
There is, however, a distinct difference in the way the anti-nuclear movement used apocalyptic themes. It was not that they welcomed such a
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cataclysm, calling on the Russian and US-leaders to press their fatal buttons.
They used the threat of a nuclear conﬂagration to bring an end to the armsrace, to bring a groundswell of opposition to the policy-makers and warmongers. In other words, they sought to avert Armageddon and bring about what
Thompson will call in his poetry a ‘soft apocalypse’. But is this not a call to
repentance in its own way? It reminds me of the little fable of Jonah in the
Bible. Jonah is called by God to pronounce doom on Nineveh, which he does
after some fishy persuasion. But the people of Nineveh repent, go around in
sackcloth and ashes and God spares them. All to Jonah’s profound chagrin,
for he had wanted their end. This is not a call to repentance so that one may
be among the Elect at the Last Judgement; it is a call that seeks to avert that
judgement and take a radically different path.
Political Christmas
I did promise a second element in the apocalyptic appropriation of Blake by
Thompson, and it comprises are the little-known poems gathered under the
title Infant and Emperor: Poems for Christmas.135 Written at various moments
over the three decades onwards from 1950 and finally gathered together in
the early 1980s, they put various moments of the infancy-stories of Jesus in
touch with political events – such as the Suez invasion and the Hungarian
uprising in 1956, the atrocities of the Korean War in 1951, or the activities of
the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. Or, rather, these events were the
initial reasons for writing some of the poems in the first place. Three things
fascinate me about this collection. First, when faced with events of global
significance, Thompson resorts to biblical language and themes, melding
apocalyptic literature and Christmas. Second, he recovers the revolutionary
side of Christianity that I have stressed so much. Third and somewhat paradoxically, he can do so because he does not buy into the belief-structure; he
takes it as fable. Let me take each in turn.
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Myriad-images meet in these poems, but the major ones focus on apocalyptic images and the dual interplay between Herod and the child of the poor.
As for apocalyptic imagery, we find ‘fabulous holy armies’,136 Herod assuming ‘his hour’,137 Leviathan, the Beast, the inherited kingdom, the perpetual
threat of ‘Horsemen and Eagles, Emperor, Wolf and bull’,138 and the massacre of the innocents. But there are also two poems that are more explicitly
apocalyptic – ‘Scenario for the Flight into Egypt’139 and ‘Prayer for the Year’s
Turning’.140 The first is modernised a little too much, with its ‘Heaven’s Angel’
winging in like a bikie, directions for camera-use (zoom in, fade out, extras,
cut, etc.), the ‘rival holy armies’ using fighter-bombers, snipers and grenades
and with marines crawling up beaches and massive civilian casualties. By
contrast, ‘Prayer for the Year’s Turning’ is much better, for it weaves together
the natural cycles of earth (winter solstice and spring), the hope of Christmas
and the very human threat of self-inﬂicted annihilation. It takes a few stanzas
to realise that the various constellations and heavenly bodies – Mars, Trident,
Poseidon, Polaris, Vulcan, Hades and the Neutron Way – are a mix of warlike
ancient ones and the new hardware of surveillance and nuclear warfare. But
the poem itself turns from heaven to earth, calling on people to watch below,
to ‘search about the planet’s ﬂoor / For the nativity of hope’. At that moment,
the solstice with which the poem begins, the winter-festival of Christmas
(at least in the northern hemisphere), becomes the ‘arrested solstice’ of the
‘boreal’ Cold War. Just as the earth turns from the midst of winter’s Christmas, so also Thompson calls for a ‘soft apocalypse of Spring’. It is, of course,
the major drive of the anti-nuclear campaign, but with a brilliant inversion:
the apocalypse of nuclear destruction must give way before a very different
apocalypse that averts the former.
The second group of images clusters around two symbols: Herod and the
child as a sign of the poor. Blake, too, peers from behind much of the imagery,
with its Leviathan and Beast, the gate of a woman’s womb, the seed and a
pervasive antinomianism. While Herod becomes the symbol of oppressors
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(at one point merging with the Roman Emperor)141 who march their holy
armies through history, the child becomes the symbol of hope for the
oppressed ‘walking and walking down the centuries’ with the ‘stubborn
stamina of God’s forgotten poor’.142 Thus, in the excellent poem ‘Nativity’,143
the Christmas-story becomes an ‘arctic legend’ in which kings, angels and
mysteries are all frozen . . . except for two who escape: one is the brutal Herod
‘on the high horse of power’ who continues to send his soldiers and magistrates to attack, arrest and beat the innocent. The other is the child who passes
‘though the only gate / No magistrate may guard’ and to whom the poor
gather in assistance to drive back the guards so that the ‘seed’ may grow. The
oppressor and his armies may still be with us, but so is the collective hope of
the poor.
At times, Thompson puzzles over why the birth of a child should bother
the Herods of history so much. Is it the assertion of independence from Mary,
the deception that hints of love, innocence and peace, as the poem ‘Annunciation’144 suggests? Is it because a sleeping new-born challenges the corruptions
of power, drawing upon almost forgotten qualities of human life?
Frost-bitten mercy, hope pulling off her gloves
Crusted with ice, benighted company
Numb from the cold. And even at the inn
They stir the failing fire, long for release –
Will no-one bring the kindling of love,
A sprig of innocence, a twig of peace?145

Is it because innocence, hope and love nurtured in a mother’s womb or arms
are the first stirrings of ‘insurgent provinces, revolt within the State’?146 Is it
because the poor will not be put down to remain submissive? They – like
the shepherds and wise men who have become beggars in ‘Visitor at the
Inn’147 – have a knack of knocking on the window while the ‘feast of the
banknote’ rages on inside.
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I have already slipped into my second point – the revolutionary edge of
these poems – but it is difficult to separate that element too sharply from the
language itself. What Thompson has done, perhaps unintentionally, is give
voice to the scandal of these infancy-narratives from the Gospels. Over and
against the syrupy celebrations of Christmas everywhere around us, he has
pinpointed the political challenge that lies barely concealed in these stories.
Perhaps it can be done these days only by one who openly confesses that he
is not a believer, that the theological mumbo-jumbo makes little sense to him.
There is little piety here, just as it should be, it seems to me (the most obnoxious people I have met are precisely those pious ones with one eye on heaven
and the other looking for a moment to do you in). So the ‘Holy Roman church’
becomes a deluded venture – ‘cross-natured Christendom’ that built a ‘world
of faith’ out of Mary’s ‘faithlessness’.148 He is all too aware that the Church
has had a very cosy relationship with the Herods of this world, blessing and
praying for and with them.149 In an excellent section of ‘Lamentation in Rama’,
he has heaven become an informer: ‘The gracious powers above / Keep watch
on the little streets?’.150
This down-to-earth scepticism comes not a moment too soon, for at times
Thompson risks getting a little too sentimental about innocent babies as symbols of love and hope during millennial crises. He is much more forceful when
he reminds us that much of what the Church has made of Christmas is pious
clap-trap. For example, when he takes head-on the myth of the birth of the son
of God in ‘The Infant’,151 he suggests ‘some seraph goofed’ and accidentally
teleported ‘Him’ as a puny baby, a ‘helpless sod’ full of wind and unable to
save himself. Or, in Mary’s ‘Lullaby’, she calls Jesus ‘Master Egotrip’, ‘Mister
Big’ and ‘prince of Pandemonium’:
Windy boring preacher
Wrapped in a shawl –
Stop bawling your commandments
Shut up and rest,
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And sleep full of the sermon
Of your saviour’s breast.152

Much of it is excellent poetry and far better than his novel, The Sykaos Papers.
Yet the question remains as to how Thompson manages to give the Christmas
stories a radical political edge. The paradox is that, whereas Thompson
probably thought he was undermining the stories themselves, he has in fact
brought out their radical tendencies. I have already mentioned one reason,
namely that he does not believe all the high claims made by the Church
and can thereby dispense with the theological twaddle. Another is that he
is far more interested in the human and earthy elements of the stories. Less
interested in angels ‘coming to’ (Luke 1: 28) virgins, or a pious Joseph trying to do the right thing by God, shepherds directed by a singing choir of
angels to visit the baby (the voices they heard was only the wind), or pagan
magi following a star, or even the claim that this is the birth of the son of
God, Thompson focuses on what is all too human in the stories – illicit sex,
discomforts and pains of pregnancy, mothers who take no bullshit, the everpresent police, magistrates, armies and tyrants.
Yet, there is a far more important reason why Thompson touched on the
radicalism of stories of infant and emperor: they are nothing less than fables:
Nothing will alter because a child is born.
That was a fable.153

The ‘fable’ in question is both Mary’s made-up story to cover up an ‘illicit’
pregnancy – about a divine child announced by some angel known as
Gabriel – and the birth-narratives as a whole (they appear only in Matthew
and Luke in rather different forms). They are indeed fables; no serious biblical
scholar takes them as anything else. I would go one step further and suggest that they are necessary fables. Any political movement needs its fables,
or political myths as I prefer to call them.154 In drawing upon this stock of
images, symbols and stories in order to bring out their radical possibilities,
Thompson has managed these stories in the form of political myth. The rea-
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son: ‘It was the other part that the poor understood – Herod, the Roman
magistrates, the cross’.155

Conclusion
There is no need to reproduce my argument here – that Thompson’s assessment of the methodists and radical dissenters turns on a political ambivalence
in the heart of Christianity between reaction and revolution – save to make
the following points.
Firstly, there is a deep political ambivalence or tension within Christianity. It
may go one way or the other, towards reaction or revolution. If various pieces
of the Christian Church have all too often carried on a dirty little relationship
with the odd Roman Emperor from the time of Constantine onwards, or with
the lords and kings of the middle ages, or indeed the political right wing in
our own day (and here there is little difference between conservative popes
or evangelical-Protestant Christians), then other elements have tapped into a
deep revolutionary current, such as Gerrard Winstanley and the Diggers in
seventeenth century England, or Thomas Müntzer and the Peasants’ Revolt
in sixteenth-century Germany, or the guerrilla-priests of liberation-theology
like Camillo Torres in the twentieth century. In fact, this ambivalence may
also be found in the Bible, where the murmuring and rebellious Israelites in
the myth of the wilderness-wanderings challenge Moses time and time again,
or some of the prophets call for an end to exploitation, or the rebel Jesus who
is put to death by the Romans as an agitator, or the perpetual theme of revolutionary chaos that threatens the order the ruling class desperately tries to
assert, or indeed that curious message of grace in the letters of Paul, something that erupts unexpectedly and undeservedly into the everyday run of life
and changes all the coordinates of our existence. My point here is not that one
take on the Bible or Christianity is closer to the truth and another a misinterpretation; rather, both are perfectly valid: the Bible may very well be read as
a friend of the rich and powerful, but it may equally well be an inspiration for
revolutionary groups seeking to overthrow their rich and powerful oppressors. Ernst Bloch’s two comments on the Bible sum it up rather well: while it is
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‘often a scandal to the poor and not always a folly to the rich’, it is also ‘the
church’s bad conscience’.156
Secondly, the argument that Thompson’s has (re-)discovered a deep tension with Christian thought does not entail a reversion to some form of idealism, arguing that an idea has had profound historical effect. Rather, as I have
already pointed out in the chapter on Horkheimer, the reason why the doctrine of grace has had such an effect is due to its own origins. It was forged in
an ambivalent political and socio-economic situation: the Palestine in which
Christianity arose was torn by one anti-imperial struggle after another. In a
situation in which the dilemma of resistance or accommodation shaped the
focus of different politico-religious groups (Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes
and Zealots), a new group would have to take a position. Instead, the beliefstructure of Christianity embodies such tensions within itself, leaving them
unresolved. It is no wonder that the various elements of English dissent struggled with the same issues in a different time that seemed to have many of the
same features.
In light of all this, what are we to make of Thompson’s appropriation of a
Blakean radical apocalyptic in his own political activism and in his poetry? It
seems to me that here we find the embodiment of my argument. Quite simply,
in his anti-nuclear activism, but especially in his poetry, Thompson has realised the radical side of the political ambivalence of Christianity.
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Bloch 1972, pp. 25 and 21; Bloch 1968, pp. 53 and 41.

Chapter Three
The Zeal of G.E.M. de Ste. Croix

Wild beasts are not more hostile to mankind
than are most Christians [plerique Christianorum]
in their deadly hatred of one another.1

G.E.M. de Ste. Croix belongs to a rare breed of classics-scholars who have offered Marxist readings of
ancient history.2 However, I would like to claim Ste.
Croix for another intermittent tradition, namely,
materialist readings of the Bible. More specifically, it
was the New Testament and early Christianity that
continually drew his attention. Anyone who has
read the anchor-like tome known as The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World will be struck by how
often Ste. Croix refers to Christianity (whether in
his own day or at its earliest moments), the Church,
and the Bible. These references take the form of continual asides (often bracketed), as well as whole sections given over to women, property, slavery, Jesus
of Nazareth, martyrdom, persecution, and the workings of church-councils.

1
Ammianus, quoted on a number of occasions: Ste. Croix 1981, p. 451; Ste. Croix
2006, pp. 222 and 260.
2
See also Rose 1992, and Arthur and Konstan 1984, who provide a full bibliography
up to the early 1980s.The whole notion of classics, defined in the traditional sense
as dealing with ancient Greece, Rome, and perhaps ancient India, needs a strong
challenge. Not only does it perpetuate the Enlightenment-classicist narrative whereby
the ‘West’ may trace its origins from ancient Greece and Rome, but it also neglects
the large number of other ancient cultures which have remained the domains of
anthropologists, historians and so on.
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Apart from offering a critical commentary on Ste. Croix’s treatments of
early Christianity and the Bible, I am also keenly interested in usable insights
he may have to offer. These insights, which should not be left to that eccentric corner of scholarship known as ‘classics’, emerge as much from my criticisms of Ste. Croix as for the points I can draw directly from his work. In
order to dig out these insights, I have organised this close encounter with
Ste. Croix in terms of the following topics. I begin with his zesty, politely belligerent and engaged style. Somewhat idiosyncratic, it soon makes one forget
the forbidding number of pages in his great works. The style leads me into
his complex encounters with theology, which he always opposes to history.
Needless to say, theology usually comes off worse for the encounter, for Ste.
Croix was a trenchant anti-clerical campaigner. However, in the meantime,
Ste. Croix makes some valuable points towards a materialist reading of the
Bible, especially the insight concerning the tension between chora and polis in
the New Testament. The complexity of his engagement with theology has to
take account of his biography, not least of which is his conservative Christian
upbringing at the hands of a mother, who was a British Israelite.
On the other side of that great opposition between theology and history lies
Ste. Croix’s avowed profession as a historian. Although I am fascinated by the
way he makes the familiar territory of the ancient Greek and Roman worlds
come alive, my interest here is with the contributions to ancient economic
history. Much remains to be done on this score, especially in relation to the
ancient Near-Eastern context of the Bible. Ste. Croix must be a major figure
in any reconstruction, and that for the following reasons: he highlights the
crucial roles of class-conﬂict; provides an extraordinarily useful correction to
dominant assumptions concerning trade and commerce; and he shows that
such reconstructions are inevitably politically engaged. If you are so engaged,
then it pays to be explicit about it.
The texts in question are relatively few, although they are dense enough.
I have already mentioned the book on class-struggle.3 Less useful for me is
the other work published in his lifetime, The Origins of the Peloponnesian War,4
as well as the posthumous collection on Athenian democracy.5 However,

3
4
5

Ste. Croix 1981.
Ste. Croix 1972.
Ste. Croix 2004.
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towards the end of his life Ste. Croix devoted his attention to biblical matters,
planning two volumes, Early Christian Attitudes to Women, Sex and Marriage,
and Essays in Early Christian History. With his memory and eyesight failing,
the various essays never quite gelled, so he planned to condense them into
one volume, Radical Conclusions. In the end, out of the mass of his papers
what did appear was the posthumously edited collection entitled Christian
Persecution, Martyrdom, and Orthodoxy.6 Along with the class-struggle book,
this posthumous work is my major concern.

The politics of style
Ste. Croix’s sentences are a pleasure to read. Engaged and punchy, they
invite you into a conversation where his positions, political passions, likes
and dislikes are never far away. The initial impression of a book like Class
Struggle is daunting. There are 742 large, densely printed pages weighed
down with an extraordinary mountain of evidence; it is more than a decent
read and can easily double as a significant addition to a body-builder’s collection of weights. However, the bulk soon becomes a blessing when you
start reading; at the mid-point, you begin wishing for more.
The sentences seem to be an intrinsic part of this solid, powerful man with
a massive bald pate. Often long, full of colons, semi-colons, dashes, parentheses, snatches of Greek and Latin, acronymic references and elaborate subordinate clauses, they never draw attention to themselves as in some way
pretentious. Soon enough, I wanted to find out what comes next, anticipating
the next insight that might jump out in the next paragraph or page. For me, at
least, it was like seeing a familiar story retold in a way that illuminated many
of its cul-de-sacs and opaque corners. Having studied classics and then early
church-history for many years, the general contours of the narrative are still
imprinted on my mind. But Ste. Croix recasts it in a way that makes an awful
lot of sense.
Yet Ste. Croix’s sentence production is also idiosyncratic. I do not mean
the cultivated eccentricity of English academia, especially of the stuffy
and parochially arrogant air of Oxford or Cambridge. Rather, it is mark of
someone keen to assert the presence of an odd one out – a Marxist among
6

Ste. Croix 2006.
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conservative classicists. The maze of in-text abbreviated references to primary
and secondary literature must have taken some insistence for the publisher to
accept. Really a complex series of bracketed acronyms, this code takes some
cracking, at least if one wants to check all of them, but the enticing style does
not encourage you to do so unless there is some need to chase up a crucial
reference. Apparently, Ste. Croix had an even greater struggle to get the press
(Duckworth) to keep the point after ‘Ste.’ – in that he obviously won out as
well. The text itself is peppered with brief notes that really act like feature
boxes (where will I put this one on that curious plural of demokratiae in pope
Hippolytus’s commentary on the book of Daniel?),7 comments such as those
on his favourite van Gogh painting, De Aardappeleters (it adorned the original cover of the book), comparisons with contemporary politics, jibes at selfserving and obnoxious ruling classes,8 the Church, Christianity, and on and on.
Writing and life seem to merge with Ste. Croix: Macau-born (1910), school
leaver at 15, articled clerk and then solicitor (1926–40), air-force pilot, given
to vigorous marches through the country, tennis-player with some ability,
so much so that he competed at Wimbledon in 1929 and defeated Fred Perry,
who dominated world-tennis in the 1930s and was the last great English male
player, and then finally classics-scholar from the age of 40. For me at least,
the puzzle is his name: how can it be that someone with a name like Geoffrey
Ernest Maurice de Ste. Croix was an Englishman, or at least, if he was such,
then he must have come from the old aristocracy. Not so, it seems, since he
was of Huguenot extraction, his ancestors having ﬂed to England during the
persecution of Protestants in France some centuries earlier.
Inviting, idiosyncratic, and also engaged: this is probably the most appealing element of Ste. Croix’s style. His Marxism is never merely a tool for historical analysis, for, on every page, his commitment to the Marxist political
and economic programme shows through. It might involve showing up the
late Athenian Isocrates’s despicable defence of property and privilege, or the
spirited defence of Greek democracy as a genuine avenue for the poor and
the artisans to have a say in politics and the law, or the way the Romans
sought to ensure that those born to rule did so without too much interruption

Ste. Croix 1981, p. 315.
Among the best of these is his ironic use of the quaintly British ‘cultured gentleman’
(see Ste. Croix 1981, p. 13 and many more).
7
8
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from the annoying masses, or the profound dislike of Christianity and the
Church. Often, the political comments turn up in parentheses, as, for example, with the discussion of slavery as a result of an accident of Fortune in
which the good and wise man is never ‘really’ a slave and that the bad man
is in bondage to his lusts. Ste. Croix writes parenthetically, ‘(I fancy that such
austere philosophical notions are of greater assistance in the endurance of
liberty, riches and peace, than of slavery, poverty and war)’.9 These moments
appear on nearly every page. The underlying cause for Ste. Croix is that of
the masses who were continually ground into the dust, as well as the uncovering of the mechanisms by which the ‘propertied classes’, as he calls them,
ensured that they remained propertied. More often than not, Christianity was
far too comfortable with the propertied classes, supporting them where possible, deriving benefits for itself, with little care for the large numbers of poor
in its own ranks. When it comes to the crunch, Ste. Croix finds that the Church
would always side with the fat cats. Far too much was at stake for it to do
otherwise.
As inevitably happens, I have already passed from the form of Ste. Croix’s
sentences to their content. The life-long engagement with theology is a major
feature of that content; its great opposite is history. Or, at least for Ste. Croix,
they are opposites. When he deals with the Bible, theology or the Church, he
is keen to point out that he engages with this material not as a theologian,
but as a historian. ‘Theologian’ means an inevitable obfuscation, a religious
commitment that clouds analysis of a biblical text or a historical situation.
‘Historian’ means none of these things: rather, it designates a clear analysis of
the data and a search for factual truth. The opposition is sharpest when Ste.
Croix deals with biblical texts, persecutions in the early Church, martyrdom,
ecumenical councils, and practices concerning women, slavery and property.
It is hardly necessary to point out that the opposition is a troubled one, so
what follows may be read in part as an effort to problematise that opposition,
for Ste. Croix is as much a theologian as a historian.

9

Ste. Croix 1981, pp. 418–19.
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Theology . . .
For some curious reason, Ste. Croix never explains precisely what he means
by ‘theologian’ and ‘historian’, probably because the distinction seems obvious – or at least he assumes so. In this pair, Ste. Croix presents himself
as the humble and hard-nosed historian, concerned purely with historical
reconstruction on the basis of available evidence. What about theologians?
The assumption is that they approach the material from a position of religious
commitment and that, for this reason, they read it in a way that is favourable to that commitment. The rough edges are carefully smoothed down, the
harsh facts avoided or dismissed. In short, their faith leads them to misread
the texts. None of this is spelled out in so much detail, but it underlies the
opposition.
As I pointed out above, the opposition turns up only when Ste. Croix discusses matters concerning Bible and Church.10 Obviously, he has little need
of it in his treatments of democracy in Athens and elsewhere, or the oppositions to the propertied classes in Greece and especially Rome, or in his search
for the motor of history in the Greek world. It also offers another reason for
his wariness of New-Testament criticism, since much biblical criticism is still
driven by religious commitment in one shape or another. More importantly,
it marks a struggle over the appropriate hermeneutic framework one brings
to these texts. Although he occasionally slips up, Ste. Croix is not so silly as to
take an empiricist line, arguing that his only concern is the facts and that any
theoretical framework obscures those facts with some anachronistic system
arbitrarily imposed on the texts. Instead, his position is that ‘theology’ is less
fruitful than the Marxist framework he adopts.
So, what happens when we put theology on the chair under the single globe
and ask it a few more probing questions? It is easy enough to point out that
theology is not a monolithic entity (neither is Marxism for that matter), so
there is little point in pursuing that angle. More interesting is the question
whether all biblical critics or historians of the Church are theologians, or that
they come to the material with theological assumptions. Biblical criticism has
fought a long and difficult battle for well over a century to distinguish itself

10

As but one example among many, see Ste. Croix 2006, p. 285.
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from theology.11 Part of this struggle was an institutional one: biblical criticism in (especially European) universities had to show that it was a ‘scientific’ discipline. In order to do so it followed two paths. First, biblical criticism
claimed to be scientific in the desire to distinguish itself from systematic theology. Most biblical critics still react strongly to the common assumption found
outside the discipline that their own discipline is really part of theology. Second, biblical criticism dropped the faith presupposition, as well as any notion
that divine causality plays a role in biblical interpretation. And what came
in its place? It was a resolutely historical focus, deliberately named historicalcriticism, which developed its own sub-disciplines (source, form and redaction criticisms) in order to undertake a dual task – the search for the history
of the literature of the Bible and for the history behind it. Those who are still
beholden to this position often describe themselves as historians, much like
Ste. Croix, albeit without the Marxist framework (although there are a good
number of Marxist biblical critics as well).
Ste. Croix would have pointed out that all this is really a subterfuge and that
many critics may attempt do their scholarly work in such a fashion, but that
they actually still hold to some religious faith, attend worship on a Saturday
or Sunday, and vainly try to keep these two parts of their lives separate. And
he would be perfectly correct. Indeed, it is one reason why the former dominance of historical-criticism within biblical studies has been slowly crumbling
in the last three or four decades (other reasons include the limits and staleness
of such a method). Paradoxically, one outcome of this hegemonic challenge
has been the resurgence of Marxist interpretations of the Bible.
Further, there is the logical question whether theology (as a distinct discipline from biblical criticism) necessarily entails religious faith. It does, if we
take Anselm’s description of theology as faith seeking understanding, fidens
quaerens intellectum, but I would argue that there is no logical necessity for it to
do so. Rather than seeing belief in a god as the over-arching and defining feature of theology, it is but one contingent element in a much wider collection
of items that make up theology. Theology may be understood as a distinct
language; as a collection of topics such as creation, history, anthropology,

11
Since I cannot assume that all the readers of this book have a working knowledge
of biblical criticism, every now and then I cover some basics of that discipline in
order to set the scene.
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ethics, human relations, collectives, and the nature of belief; and also as a
system of ever-changing thought with its own history of problems, questions
and debates. In this respect, it is no different from, to cull a few examples from
a rather long list, philosophy, theoretical mathematics, and literary criticism.
In other words, it is perfectly possible for someone to be an atheist and practise theology.12
All of which means that it is a little facetious on Ste. Croix’s part to use
‘theology’ as a blanket term to describe all that he abhors as dubious scholarship on the Bible and early Christianity. What he really means are apologists
for Christianity and, on that score, I wholeheartedly agree with him. There
are more than enough efforts to detoxify the Bible and make it better for you.
Ste. Croix’s ire was always fanned by such efforts to render palatable toxic
biblical texts.
We cannot avoid Ste. Croix’s own background here, for the denigration
of theology is also a signal of the rejection of that background. Ste. Croix’s
mother was a British Israelite, one of those quaint Christian groups that only
the English can produce. Appearing first in the millenarian turmoil of the
English Revolution, the British Israelites hold, among other beliefs, that the
British are genetic descendants of the lost ten tribes of Israel (only Judah
and Benjamin stayed in Palestine), that biblical characters such as Jeremiah,
Joseph of Arimathea and Paul spent time in Britain, and that the royal family
is descended from King David. With the spread of the British Empire, this
amorphous collection of beliefs too crossed the seas and germinated above
all in the American colonies. (In Australia, they are now known as Christian
Israelites and form their own small church.) Rather than form a distinct group
under a notable leader, the British Israelites originally tended to remain part
of their own churches. So Ste. Croix would have experienced some unique
and convoluted modes of biblical interpretation in his youth. It would be too
easy to point out that Ste. Croix was rejecting a distorted form of Christianity
and its modes of biblical interpretation. I would rather take a different line:
the interpretive modes of the British Israelites (and other similar groups) show
up the truth of mainstream-apologetics for the Bible. The content of the arguments may differ, but the form is the same: engage in what interpretive con-

12
See the more extensive discussion of this issue in the conclusion to Boer
forthcoming.
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tortions are necessary to render the Bible palatable. In particular, Ste. Croix
found highly problematic the efforts to make the bloodthirsty, genocidal God
of the Hebrew Bible into a God of love. Or, according to Ste. Croix, Yahweh,
the God of the Hebrew Bible was ‘a cruel and vicious creature, guilty of innumerable acts and commands which no one today, whether Christian, Jew,
agnostic or atheist, would regard with anything but detestation’.13 Further,
in his last years, Ste. Croix spoke of the freedom in which he could, ‘After
almost a whole long lifetime of false politeness towards the deity whom I was
brought up to worship and adore, . . . speak and write exactly as I please about
the ancient genocidal monster represented by his worshippers as glorifying in
the mysterious name of Yahweh’.14
Yet this should not be taken as the sole cause of Ste. Croix’s suspicion of
the Bible and Christianity; at most, it is one element that plays a role in his
dealings with the Bible and early Christianity. So it is extremely unfortunate
that the editors of the collected essays, Christian Persecution, Martyrdom and
Orthodoxy, take this approach. In an extraordinary moment, the pious Joseph
Streeter dismisses Ste. Croix’s Marxism in a sentence or two and then suggests that most of the blame should be laid at the feet of his widowed British-Israelite mother.15 The argument offered here is that Ste. Croix’s extreme,
unreasonable and even fundamentalist rejection of the Bible and Christianity
should be seen as a reaction to his mother’s equally fundamentalist Christianity. A common assumption underlies this argument: it is either all or nothing;
the strength of one’s former commitment determines the strength of one’s
rejection.16 This assumption is a neat way of sidestepping the challenge to
Streeter’s own beliefs, which he wears openly in a multitude of notes and
corrections to Ste. Croix’s texts. In other words, such an argument is a way to

Quoted in Streeter 2006, pp. 10–11.
Quoted in Whitby 2006, p. 326.
15
Streeter 2006, pp. 9–10. The footnotes and comments by the editors of the collection
Christian Persecution, Martyrdom, and Orthodoxy are astonishing. In an extraordinary
case of editorial overkill, they coddle Ste. Croix, quietly hide his Marxism in the
backroom, disagree with him and correct some of his points. And the references
are some of the most parochial I have seen, restricted by and large to Oxford and
Cambridge presses in a way that can only be read as an archaic reassertion of longlost imperial dominance.
16
This position was first championed in a systematic fashion by Barr 1977, 1984,
and has become orthodoxy since. Of course, as an ordained minister of the Church
of Scotland, Barr’s own position was suitably mainstream.
13
14
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ensure a suitably mainstream-Christianity does not need to face the criticisms
Ste. Croix develops. It also falls foul of the problems of mono-causality, which
I do not need to rehearse here. It is obvious that Ste. Croix’s background may
have been one element in his total approach to Christianity (as I have already
argued), but the tradition of Marxist critique of religion is surely another,
along with the need to face up squarely to the many problematic texts of
the Bible.
Chora versus polis
I turn now to the specific issues in Ste. Croix’s engagement with what he
calls ‘theology’ (although it is as much New-Testament criticism as theology): Jesus, women, slavery, property, persecution and martyrdom. On the
first four, he has a strong point to make concerning the rapid loss by early
Christianity of its founder’s radical position. He also begins to uncover some
important political contradictions within Christianity, but then he does not
really take them far enough. As for the last two items – persecution and
martyrdom – here, the argument shifts to highlight both the cruelty and
intolerance of early Christianity and, curiously, to insist that religion was the
primary cause of these less than endearing features. I take each topic in turn.
A significant and, from what I can tell, original feature of Ste. Croix’s analysis of the figure of Jesus is the distinction between chora and polis. It is really
a form of spatial analysis, albeit linked in with Ste. Croix’s wider Marxist
programme. Some basic definitions first: chora refers to the countryside, the
vast stretches of territory with peasant-farming, village-communes, as well
as wilder areas at the limits of human presence; polis designates, as the name
suggests, the town or city.17 However, the terms may leak at the edges, for
sometimes a village may be called in the literature a polis, while at other times
the land surrounding and under control of the town may be called chora as a
synonym for agroi, the fields. The latter point is particularly true of the early
Greek city-states, which needed those farms to keep everyone fed.
Yet, if we move a few centuries later to Palestine, after the invasions of
Alexander in Asia and Egypt, when the Romans ran it as a colonial province,

17
Ste. Croix 1981, p. 9, suggests that, in light of the notorious difficulty in defining
a polis, the best definition is that a polis was one if recognised as such.
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when Greek culture was dominant and when the Gospels were written, the
opposition between chora and polis takes on a somewhat different and technical sense.18 In this case, the polis clearly designates a Hellenistic city with
varying levels of autonomy, either one established after the invasions of Alexander the Great, perhaps by the Ptolemies or Seleucids (who struggled for
possession of Palestine) or an existing city that had become Hellenised. To
be ‘Hellenised’ had architectural, cultural and colonial senses. Architecturally, a Hellenistic city was felt to need an amphitheatre, gymnasium, public
buildings, market place and fountains of water; culturally, it meant that the
language of governance, law courts, and intellectual matters was Greek; in the
colonial sense, a polis signalled the presence of a Greek colony in a land that
was anything but Greek.
By contrast, chora is all the territory outside the colonial city. There the language is the one spoken by the locals (in Palestine, it was Aramaic), the dominant life of peasants and agriculture continues as it had done before the poleis
arrived, and there was relatively little interaction between the two except for
the extraction – often by force – of a very thin margin of surplus-produce to
feed the cities, as well as forced labour for city projects. From the perspective
of those in the polis, they inhabited islands of civilisation in a sea of barbarians; from the side of the chora, the poleis were alien and brutal tribute-gathering parasites. In short, the exploiting ruling class of Palestine belonged to the
polis; those upon whose backs they lived were in the chora. Ste. Croix is keen
to point out that ethnic and linguistic differences in the colonised East should
not obscure the basic class-difference between the propertied classes of the
polis and the non-propertied classes of the chora.19 However, here there is a
twist: the distinction itself reﬂects the perspective of Greek and then Roman
colonial presence, for no literature exists that gives voice to those colonised. In
order to gain that perspective, we need to read against the grain.
In this context, Ste. Croix places Jesus of Nazareth. He is clearly of the chora
and avoids the poleis until the fateful entry into Jerusalem. Palestine at the

18
There is a shift in the relationship between chora and polis between the Greek
and Roman periods: during the period of the kings who succeeded Alexander, the
chora was administered directly by the royal bureaucracy; under the Romans much
of the chora, especially the agricultural areas with their komai, villages, came under
the administration of the polis.
19
Ste. Croix 1981, pp. 16–17.
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time was a client kingdom (directly under Herod Antipas) of the Romans,
passing from the Greek rule of the Seleucids to Roman rule, but the sharp distinction between chora and polis was entrenched. I do not need to go through
Ste. Croix’s exhaustive analysis of the terms used in the Gospels,20 since he
makes it perfectly clear that Jesus did not bother with the poleis. If he came
close, it was merely in the fields surrounding a polis. One telling point is worth
noting: close by Nazareth were Sepphoris, which was six kilometres away,
and Tiberias, which was on the shore of Lake Galilee at almost the point closest to Nazareth. Both were Jewish in population and religion but Greek in
their administrative structures. Not once in the gospels does Jesus enter them.
Quite clearly, as far as the gospels are concerned, Jesus lives, wanders and
teaches exclusively among the people of the chora.21
This spatial feature of the Gospel narratives explains for Ste. Croix the
oppositional nature of the words attributed to Jesus. Perhaps the best way to
describe his position is that Jesus was an implicit rather than a militant revolutionary. His eschatological message that the ‘Kingdom of God’ was at hand –
literally God’s imminent arrival – had profound implications for his approach
to property and wealth (and thereby the propertied classes). Quite simply, the
possession of property was regarded as an evil and as a massive hindrance
to joining this Kingdom of God. Jesus valorises simplicity over luxury and
forgoes the inﬂuence and power that comes with wealth. In short, everything
about him stands against the deep values of the Hellenistic propertied classes,
almost uniquely in the literature of the ancient world. Ste. Croix never tires
of pointing out that Christianity was no different from its Greco-Roman environment in regard to property, except for Jesus.22 Over against the valorisation
of property and the denigration of its lack that he finds everywhere in the
Christian literature, Jesus – at least in the Gospels – stood against such an
ideological system. Here is Ste. Croix: ‘I am tempted to say that in this respect
the opinions of Jesus were nearer to those of Bertholt Brecht than to those held
by some of the Fathers of the Church and by some Christians today’.23 Jesus
speaks on behalf of those exploited by the colonial, Hellenistic polis.

Ste. Croix 1981, pp. 427–30; Ste. Croix 2006, pp. 330–6.
Following a path distinct from Ste. Croix but coming to similar conclusions are
the excellent studies by Horsley 1996; Horsley 2007; Horsley 2008b.
22
Ste. Croix 1981, pp. 425–41.
23
Ste. Croix 1981, p. 433.
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What can be said of this analysis? It is a mixture of new and old, of sheer
insights and of some quite conventional positions in the never-ending search
for the historical Jesus. One insight comes from the crucial role of chora and
polis, an analysis that shows not merely how the figure of Jesus may be placed
spatially within the gospel narratives or indeed first-century Palestine, but
also how he fits in with an over-riding feature of the Greco-Roman world.
Another insight is drawn from his wider analysis of Greco-Roman moral and
class-codes. Focusing on some key stories and sayings in the gospels – the
camel through the eye of the needle, the rich ruler who must sell all he has,
Jesus’s quotation from Isaiah 61, the parable of Lazarus, the Beatitudes and
the Magnificat – Ste. Croix directs us to the Greek terms. For example, ptōchos
is far stronger than the usual translation of ‘poor’: it means those who are
filthy, destitute, down-and-out – it is a term used for beggars. It appears again
and again in these passages, carrying both moral and class-connotations. In
the same way that kakos and agathos, as well as a host of related terms,24 have
moral and class-meanings – bad vs. good, poor vs. wealthy, ignoble vs. noble,
cowardly vs. brave, ill-born vs. well-born, ugly vs. beautiful, dregs vs. pillars
of society – so also does a term like ptōchos. The same applies to tapeinoi in
the Magnificat: he has ‘exalted those of low degree [tapeinoi]’ (Luke 1: 52). By
contrast, in Greek literature, the word is used pejoratively to designate those
who are mean, poor, and base. Time and again the gospel sayings reverse
Hellenistic class- and moral values: the despised are actually those who are
of value, while the propertied classes are absolute scum. Ste. Croix could not
agree more.
The unfortunate fact about these insights is that New-Testament critics have
not taken notice of Ste. Croix. Much of this has to do with the woeful parochialism of that discipline (although it is by no means alone in that respect).
Biblical critics have dipped into classical studies every now and then, but it is
still not as regular as it should be, especially given the fact that the time periods overlap. Of all the New-Testament critics that I have been able to consult,
I found only a couple of references to Ste. Croix, and they were not to the

24
Ste. Croix 2006, pp. 338–9, provides a host of related terms: hoi tas ousias echontes,
plousioi, pacheis, eudaimones, gnōrimoi, eugeneis, dunatoi, dunatōtatoi, kaloi kagathoi, chrēstoi,
esthloi, aristoi, beltistoi, dexiōtatoi, charientes, epieikeis – all for the ‘good’ propertied classes; for the ‘bad’ unpropertied classes we have hoi penētes, aporoi, ptōchoi, hoi polloi, to
plēthos, ho ochlos, ho dēmos, hoi dēmotikoi, mochthēroi, ponēroi, deiloi, to kakiston.
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class-struggle book or his article ‘Early Christian Attitudes to Property and
Slavery’ (in which the same material may be found) from 1975.25
At the same time, Ste. Croix’s depiction of a reasonably radical Jesus is by
no means new. As a small sample among many, we find him in the mildly
oppositional Mediterranean peasant identified by John Dominic Crossan;26 or
the figure – identified by Richard Horsley – who was part of a larger pattern of
village-based opposition to imperial power that involved peasant-slowdowns,
sabotage, counter-terrorism, revolts, and the message of an alternative community which was addressed to debt-ridden, hungry, and poverty-stricken
peasants in their own disintegrating communities;27 or the one of the liberation-theologians who preaches the preferential option for the poor;28 or the
rebellious figure that Terry Eagleton has championed of late in his return to
his theological roots among the Catholic Left,29 or, to go back a century or so,
Kautsky’s argument that Gospels actually try to conceal the fact that Jesus
was indeed a rebel.30 Ste. Croix also opts for a rather conventional theological tradition that saw Jesus as a non-militant messiah. The argument goes as
follows: Jewish expectations pointed towards a war-like messiah who would
vanquish all one’s foes and instigate the glorious rule of God’s people; but
Jesus negates that tradition and comes as a more low-key messianic figure,
using the word rather than the sword and being mistaken and executed by the
Romans as a run-of-the-mill rebel (of which there were a good number). Out
of the four examples I gave above, all but Kautsky assume this non-violent
tradition – so also does Ste. Croix.
Ste. Croix shares another assumption with many, but not all, New-Testament critics. It is the question as to whether the documents we have contain accurate information about a person who existed at that time and who
engaged in these activities. Or do we merely have representations of Jesus,
without any verifiable historical information? Ste. Croix desperately wants
the material to be historically reliable, at least for the points he makes concerning Jesus and his place. At the same time, he is rather anxious precisely on this
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matter. While he says it matters little to him whether the Gospels accurately
identify what Jesus was doing when, or, indeed, while he admits that the
Gospels are woefully unreliable on historical matters, he also asserts more
than once that they give ‘a true picture of the general locus of the activity of
Jesus’.31 More tellingly, his assertion of reliability is stated as an item of belief:
‘if we can trust the only information about Jesus which we have, that of the
Gospels (as I believe in this respect we can)’.32 Yet this assertion is placed
in parentheses – a feature that manifests all too clearly Ste. Croix’s creeping
uncertainty concerning the reliability of the Gospel narratives. As Ste. Croix
was fully aware, the mountains of research on the Gospels and the figure of
Jesus argue about this matter incessantly, especially because there is very little
material available apart from the New Testament. Here, a minimalist position
is the most appropriate one, since none of the information can be regarded as
trustworthy for historical reconstructions. Even the extra-biblical material is
open to question,33 but what that material does not show is an oppositional
Jesus. So we are left with the fact that all we have in the Gospels is a story or
four about Jesus, representations with their own appropriate emphases and
colours. Ste. Croix could perfectly well have argued that these representations
place Jesus in the chora and not the polis. From there, one would need to ask
precisely why this was a feature of these legendary tales. But Ste. Croix does
not do so, preferring to base his argument on unstable ground.
Finally, there is a curious feature of Ste. Croix’s spatial analysis. Early in his
book on class-struggle, even before the discussion of Marx, we find a detailed
introduction to the distinction between chora and polis,34 arguing that it is a
crucial feature that unlocks much of the mystery of the Greek world. There
is much potential here, as Henri Lefebvre and David Harvey have shown in
other contexts,35 for a developed spatial analysis as part of a larger treatment
in terms of class and economics. Yet, for some strange reason, this spatial
analysis slips out of the picture, lurking in the background for much of the
book until we come to the discussion of Jesus, where it steps back into view.

Ste. Croix 1981, p. 430; Ste. Croix 2006, p. 337.
Ste. Croix 1981, p. 427.
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Indeed, after the introduction of the distinction, the only other place the terms
appear is in the treatment of Jesus.36 I am not quite sure why this happens,
apart from observing that it seems to have been developed originally as part
of his analysis of the New Testament and then not taken further.37 If so, it is
a pity, since it has extraordinary potential and should be part of any Marxist
reconstructions of the ancient world.
From chora to polis: property, slavery and women
Now Ste. Croix stands where many have stood before him: if Jesus – at least
as far the representations of him in the Gospels are concerned – expresses
opposition to the features of a colonising Hellenistic culture and thereby the
Roman imperial presence, then how did Christianity end up with a diametrically opposed stance? What happened to bring about the change?
Here, Ste. Croix’s spatial analysis, which had gone underground for some
400 long pages, re-emerges and provides an incisive insight: between Jesus
and the early Church, Christianity undertook a remarkable shift from chora
to polis. That move entailed a shift in language (Aramaic to Greek), culture
and, above all, class. Christianity took the huge stride from an ideology of the
exploited classes to that of the propertied classes and eventually to an ideology of the state. Already by the time of Paul, barely a few decades after Jesus,
we can see the change underway.
Yet space is actually a sign or indeed a dimension of class-struggle. Jesus
was implacably hostile to the propertied classes, but, in order to survive, the
early Christians needed to adapt to those classes or be crushed underfoot. Or,
as Ste. Croix puts it, ‘Unless Christianity was to become involved in a fatal
conﬂict with the all-powerful propertied classes, it had to play down those
ideas of Jesus which were hostile to the ownership of any large quantity of
property; or, better still, it could explain them away’.38 It is a class-generated
shift, moving away from the identification with the exploited to the exploiters.

Ste. Croix 1981, pp. 9–19 and 427–30.
The seamless connection between the general introduction of the distinction and
its specific use in the case of Jesus shows up quite clearly in his essay, ‘Early Christian
Attitudes to Property and Slavery’ (Ste. Croix 2006, pp. 328–71), which was written
while he was compiling Class Struggle. In this light, Class Struggle gives the impression
of introducing a massive number of insertions into that earlier essay.
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Ste. Croix traces the way such a shift took place in terms of property, slavery
and women. I take each one in turn.
With a mix of disgust and some amusement, Ste. Croix traces the way Paul
and then a string of church-‘fathers’ (Irenaeus, Tertullian, Cyprian, Lactantius,
Hilary of Poitiers, Jerome, Augustine, John Cassian, Clement of Alexandria,
Paulinus of Nola, Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory of Nazianzus, John Chrysostom,
and Theodoret) twist uncomfortable biblical passages away from their plain
sense.39 For example, Jesus’s command to the rich man, who asks for the secret
of eternal life, to sell all he has and give to poor appears in all three synoptic
gospels (Mark 10: 21; Luke 12: 33 and Matthew 19: 21). However, in contrast to
the bald command in Mark and Luke, Matthew adds the conditional, ‘If you
would be perfect’. It is this version that is quoted by all the orthodox interpreters, even when they seem to be quoting one of the other gospels. Obviously, the conditional phrase conveniently waters down the command to sell
all he has, making it a ‘counsel of perfection’, a perfection to which we should
strive but probably never attain. Further, the burgeoning use of allegory was
very handy for blunting the effect of the sayings in the gospels. Ste. Croix is
not quite fair to the complexity of allegory and its attempt to deal with the
uncomfortable truth of a web of contradictions in the Bible. Yet he does have
a point in arguing that it was also extremely useful when exegeting the passages concerning property and wealth: faced with a troublesome passage, one
need only argue that it has a meaning at another, spiritual level. Ste. Croix
finds such an approach tiresome, amusing and a little frightening.
Apart from allegory, there are two main problems with the profound
switch undertaken by all the orthodox writers: the idea of almsgiving, which
Ste. Croix attributes to Christianity’s Jewish heritage, and the concept of sufficiency [sufficientia]. Almsgiving is the great relief-valve for wealth and property, for one may feel comfortable with all that luxury as long as some of it
(the exact amount being left largely to the individual) is given as alms to the
poor. Ste. Croix is less concerned with the growing idea that alms can actually
forgive one’s sin, or indeed secure salvation, than with the way almsgiving
becomes a justification for the status quo. It provides the giver with a sense
of moral superiority and makes the recipient feel degraded. Even more, it
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becomes an argument in favour of wealth: how can there be alms if there are
no wealthy people to give them?
At this point, Ste. Croix’s pattern of mixing political arguments of his own
day in with his analysis of the early Church begins to show itself. The attack
on almsgiving is as much a critique of today’s apologists for the Church and
of the continuing practices of charity as it is of the early Church. (Ste. Croix
does after all state at the outset of the class-struggle book that he feels his work
has political relevance for today.) The same applies to the idea of sufficiency.
It boils down to the argument that sufficient wealth is harmless; it becomes
dangerous only when there is too much. But there is a catch: who determines
what is sufficient? The key phrase, non plus quam necesse est (no more than is
necessary), basically means that apart from the filthy rich everyone feels as
though they do not have enough.
All the same, Ste. Croix is too good a scholar not to note exceptions and
anomalies with his argument. The first of these actually shores up his assessment, so much so that he delights in pointing out that the only ones who
really find wealth a problem are the heretics. Among a number of examples
the best is a text called De divitiis, written by Pelagius or one of his disciples.
It clearly identifies wealth as a crucial problem, suggesting it would really be
better to have no possessions at all. As Ste. Croix puts it, this ‘seems to me a
far better approximation to the thought of Jesus’ than any orthodox piece.40
The other exceptions do not fit so easily within his overall argument. Ste.
Croix notes that one or two early theologians – Origen (c. 185–c. 254), Basil
(c. 330–79), and Ambrose (c. 339–97) – had some pangs of conscience; indeed,
they felt distinctly uncomfortable with property and wealth.41 As for Origen
(who was condemned as a heretic for a time), wealth was decidedly evil.
Priests were to give up all property, the texts condemning wealth were not to
be allegorised and one should not pray for anything as mundane as earthly
benefits. Ste. Croix spends little time with Origen, apparently since he did
not feel sufficiently knowledgeable about the man, but even these points are
enough to suggest that Origen is hardly a ‘partial exception’. The same applies
to Basil, who pushed for the complete renunciation of property in line with
the legendary texts in Acts 2: 44–5 and 4: 32–7, where we find that the early
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Christians had ‘all things in common’. Ste. Croix dismisses Basil’s approach
as a monastic one that was entirely impracticable when applied to the world
at large. But is this not the point? It was precisely in the ascetic movement,
where we find both hermits and primitive monasteries (after St. Anthony
[c. 251–356]), that the condemnation of wealth and property was sustained and
propagated in early Christianity. They took the gospel-texts attacking property very seriously indeed. This theme of poverty would, of course, return
in the middle ages (see below), but it seems to me that Ste. Croix slips past
Origen and Basil too quickly,42 granting them a few sentences before passing
on, somewhat thankfully, to the more contradictory figure of the aristocratic
Ambrose. He at least noted that property was not of the order of creation, that
property may well be an evil, but then found all manner of ways to locate
an antidote for this ‘poison’, namely almsgiving. Ambrose suits Ste. Croix’s
argument far better, since here we find that characteristic move of negating
the polemic against property in the Gospels.
When we get to slavery,43 there are only the merest hints of troubled consciences on the part of Christian writers (I will turn to those in a moment).
Ste. Croix’s ploughs grimly through a rather sorry story in which Christianity
not only continued pre-Christian attitudes to slavery, but it actually exacerbated them. Christian writings are uniformly uninspiring on this account. As
Ste. Croix puts it, ‘I know of no general, outright condemnation of slavery,
inspired by a Christian outlook, before the petition of the Mennonites of Germantown in Pennsylvania in 1668’44 – and they were outside the mainstream.
Not even Jesus offers a challenge, unlike his condemnation of property. All
the pagan arguments also appear in the Christian sources, minus the ameliorations. For example, the argument (based on Galatians 3: 28 and Colossians
3: 11) that one is ‘really’ free in Christ, despite one’s earthy status, mirrors
the pagan argument that a good man (the gender-specific term is deliberate)
is ‘really’ free even if he happens to be a slave. By contrast, the bad man is a
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slave to his passions even if he is free. Slaves had harsher punishments in a
two-tiered legal system, were not permitted to marry, and were not permitted
holy office – just as in the pagan world.
But Ste. Croix’s main point is that Christianity enthusiastically accepted
slavery as part of the inescapable social and economic horizon and then went
the extra mile, so to speak, going beyond anything found in the pagan sources.
One means of doing so was to remove the idea of freedom into the spiritual
realm: freedom was only ‘in Christ’ and to be found in heaven after death,
which meant that one should not change one’s earthly status (there is plenty
in Paul’s texts on this matter). Another means was to drum into slaves the
need for obedience, neatly slipping the master into the role of Christ (Ephesians 6: 5) and even God (in the extra-biblical Epistle of Barnabas and Didache).
After all, as one Christian writer after another was keen to point out, a faithful
slave gives glory to God. In order to drive home his point, Ste. Croix compares non-Christian prevarications concerning slavery with Christian attitudes. Aristotle might cite some thinkers in his Politics who thought slavery
‘contrary to nature’, the famed Roman jurors of the third century BCE may
have made the same argument, pointing out that slavery was the only part of
the ius gentium that was not part of the ius naturale, and Philo of Alexandria
might speak with admiration of the sectarian Essenes and the Therapeutai as
not having slaves and denouncing the injustice of slave-owners. No Christian
writer comes close.
However, there are a few small anomalies in Ste. Croix’s account. One concerns a favourite opponent, Augustine (354–430). Ste. Croix derides Augustine for an ingenious and twisting argument, namely that slavery is evil in
principle but that it is a result of the punishment for the Fall. Augustine also
had to deal with the story of the liberation of the Israelite slaves from Egypt,
negating its effect by referring to the New Testament. Now, Augustine may
have been as enthusiastic a proponent of slavery as one is likely to find, but
what interests me is the fact that he saw problems with slavery, both in the
Bible and theologically. We might not like his solutions, but he was astute
enough to see that there was a difficulty. Another anomaly concerns the
ascetic Ephraim of Nisibis and Edessa (c. 306–73), who has Mary say, ‘Let the
man who owns a slave give him his freedom’, but Ephraim goes on to state
that the slave should then come to serve the Lord. But it is a small slip in a dismal picture. The other anomaly in Ste. Croix’s account is that of Pope Gregory
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the Great (c. 540–604), who stated upon the manumission of two slaves that ‘it
is right that men whom nature from the beginning produced free and whom
the ius gentium has subjected to the yoke of slavery should be reinstated by the
benefits of manumission in the liberty to which they were born’.45 Ste. Croix
is perfectly right to point out that Gregory did not proceed to widespread
manumissions, except for Christian slaves owned by Jews. But that does not
take anything away from the fact that Gregory recognised in principle that
slavery was wrong. All the same, I must admit that Gregory’s voice is really
an exception in an overwhelming picture that is by no means pretty.
A very similar story applies to women as it did to slaves.46 This is one of
Ste. Croix’s less original discussions, so I will not spend much time with it.
His basic argument is that if it was bad in the pagan world for women, it was
far worse in Christianity. He draws attention to the ‘unhealthy’ attitudes to
sex and marriage in the letters of Paul and Revelation, where marriage is a
second-order status to virginity. He is concerned to show at great length that
Christian attitudes to marriage made things worse for women since they were
backed up with divine sanction. He makes much of the subjection of women
and the required obedience to men in passages such as I Corinthians 11 and
Ephesians 5, the fear of menstrual pollution in Leviticus and the blaming of
women for the Fall, but I cannot see anything that has not been said before.
It seems there is much shadow-boxing with his past in this section, especially
when we come across arguments that the plain meaning of the text – believed
to be the word of God – has been held for centuries. He does so to counter
apologists (the ubiquitous ‘theologians’ ) who try to detoxify the Bible for personal reasons or for church-politics – that task is always worth doing. Yet the
polemic is wasted and a little too zealous, since most reasonable biblical critics
have accepted that the Bible is deeply sexist and oppressive and see little need
to defend it on that score.
Nevertheless, there are one or two bright spots in his argument, albeit for
different reasons. I begin with the more substantial and problematic one: Ste.
Croix’s argument that women form a distinct class, based on his assessment
of the shortcomings on this question in Marx and Engels.47 The premise is
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the conventional Marxist point that class is determined by one’s place in the
process of production. Thus, since one of the productive roles of women is the
bearing and care of children, then women form a distinct class. Further, the
inferior place – politically, economically and socially – of women is a direct
result of the desire by men to control and possess them and their offspring.
Despite Ste. Croix’s own sense of originality, this is not a particularly new
position.48 However, even in the way Ste. Croix frames the argument, it is
problematic, for it threatens to confuse the question of one’s role within the
process of production and gender. In response, let me, like Ste. Croix, take a
fairly conventional Marxist approach: if men own the means of production
and women do not, then they form distinct classes, but only in terms of production itself and not in terms of gender.49 Two points may be made here.
First, it is rarely if ever the case that all men are owners of production and all
women are not; usually some men and fewer women are owners, and most
women and men are not. Second, gender is by no means the only feature
involved in the division of labour, for it has often happened that the division of labour follows the lines of race, the distinction between coloniser and
colonised, between body and mind, town and country, and then in the multifarious directions of capitalist industry and finance. In other words, gender
is one factor present in the division of labour and thereby class, but it is not
exclusive. If we follow Ste. Croix’s logic, then we would also have classes in
terms of race, colonialism, town and country and so on.
Further, and on a slightly lighter note, Ste. Croix invokes a certain Martinus
Rufus, who offers a pagan foil to the Apostle Paul’s obsessions. Rufus really
upholds an ideal of marriage that a fairly conventional idealist of our own
day might hold: human love as the highest form of love, mutual faithfulness
(which excludes sex with slave-girls!), and equal education should apply to
girls and boys. I assume Ste. Croix would extend that to gay couples. Finally,
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we have the reappearance of a favourite parable, that of Lazarus and the rich
man in Luke 16: 19–31. Here, Ste. Croix adapts the final statement of Abraham, when the rich man, suffering in hell, begs Abraham to let Lazarus, now
safely ensconced in Abraham’s bosom, to go and tell his brothers to amend
their ways. ‘They have Moses and the prophets . . .’, says Abraham, ‘If they do
not hear Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced if some one
should rise from the dead’ (Luke 16: 29 and 31). Ste. Croix suggests we replace
‘Moses and the prophets’ with ‘the general climate of orthodox opinion in
society’ and apply it to our own day.
Assessment
Thus far, I have largely restricted myself to critical exposition, but now let
me offer a more sustained assessment of Ste. Croix’s arguments. I have raised
a few questions already, such as Ste. Croix’s reliance on the Gospels for historical information, inconsistency in the use of spatial analysis, anomalies in
the overall assumptions in the early Church concerning property and slavery
and his argument that women form a distinct class from men. But I want
to interrogate his analysis more insistently so that it eventually gives up
its secrets and assumptions. Ste. Croix’s command of his sources is almost
intimidating and his accounts of the Christian attitudes to property, slavery
and women are quite compelling. However, any sustained assessment of
Ste. Croix must begin with his carefully constructed argument that within
Christianity there was an extraordinary shift from the attitudes of Jesus – at
least as far as Ste. Croix can determine them – to that of the early Church.
Why did this shift take place?
In seeking to explain such a transition, Ste. Croix offers two reasons, one
much more astute than the other. Less persuasive is his argument that Christianity came to focus on relations between individuals – ‘man to man’ as he
puts it – which soon enough becomes the relationship between an individual and God. This meant that social relations came a distant second. There
is nothing particularly new in this argument and it is not all that persuasive.
We find it in the position of some Christians today (of both the conservative
and liberal variety) although with a positive turn: Christianity is not a religion
in the conventional sense but a relationship with God, and all that counts is
that relationship. Here, indeed, the ghosts of Ste. Croix’s Christian past are
close beside him, even to the point of making a plea that those Christians who
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have moved away from such an individualistic focus and are increasingly
concerned (this in the 1970s) with collective matters of class would do well to
consider biblical approaches to property, since they may well have a ‘powerful inﬂuence’ on the future of humanity.50
When Ste. Croix comes to the overtly Marxist reasons, he is far more persuasive. In this case, it is clearly a matter of class: the need to survive, the
desire to persuade the ruling classes that Christianity was not a threat and the
increasing numbers of Christians from those propertied and wealthy classes
all played a role. In this situation, the early eschatological beliefs of the movement with their hope for justice at the coming of God were bound to fade,
especially since Jesus was certainly taking his time to appear in the heavens,
ﬂanked by his chariots and horsemen. Above all, the oppositional nature of
the culture and politics of the chora was never going to make inroads into or
persuade the dominant world of the polis.
Fall-narratives
This Marxist argument raises a tension that runs through Ste. Croix’s account – between morally culpability and inability to see the problem. I will
return to this problem in a few moments, but first I would like to deal with
another matter that arises from this account, namely the narrative of a fall.
Jesus might have challenged assumptions concerning property, giving voice
to the values and practices of the chora (of which Ste. Croix approves), but
then there was a fall from grace when the early Church enthusiastically
embraced the polis.
This is a problem that bedevils scholars who work on this early-Christian
material – both the New Testament and other documents from the first few
centuries. I do not mean scholars those who assume Jesus supported private
property, or that he was a harmless purveyor of wisdom-sayings, or, indeed,
that disciples like Peter were actually small businessmen (Peter ran a fishing
business, or so the argument goes). Instead, I am interested in that sizeable
portion of biblical scholars who argue, like Ste. Croix, that there is something
radical about the records concerning Jesus. Once you grant this position,
then you need to account for the way the Church attained such grandeur and
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wealth within at most three centuries. The terminus ad quem for such a shift is
the (in)famous conversion of Constantine, conventionally dated to the night
before the battle of the Milvian Bridge in 312 CE. The following morning, as
his soldiers marched to fight for Constantine’s control of the Empire, they
had – or so the legend goes – the symbol XP on their shields (the first two
Greek letters of the word ‘Christ’). What exactly happened has been the topic
of interminable debate (his mother’s inﬂuence, some perceptive political
judgement and so on), but the historical effect of that conversion is almost
without comparison.
Within the intervening three centuries, something happened to the Christian movement. It is really a question where you draw the line: did the fall
from a rebellious, proto-communist movement happen later or earlier? Some,
like the anabaptists and indeed Christian anarchists, argue that the fall happened with that imperial conversion in 312 CE. At that moment, the Church
sold out to the devil – a wealthy and powerful one at that. Others place it
progressively earlier. In the ﬂood of current ‘empire-studies’, the fall happened somewhere in the second century. Although some note the ambiguities of the Bible,51 the majority of these studies argue that significant portions
of the New Testament take up an anti-imperial position, challenging the propaganda, religion, power and oppression of the Roman Empire.52 So, if one
agrees that the texts of the New Testament were written during the first and
early second centuries, the fall must have happened after they were written. Others push the date earlier. It must come, it is argued, after the first
Christian communities mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles, where ‘all who
believed were together and had all things in common’.53 In order to sustain
this argument, one has to make a significant leap of credulity to assume that
this account in Acts provides evidence of a real historical practice. But, if you
do, then the fall happens after these early communities, perhaps in the later
first century. Yet others push the date earlier still, locating it with Paul. A
characteristic motif of liberal theology and biblical criticism in the middle of
the twentieth century was that the change took place between Jesus and Paul.
Jesus may have been the radical, but Paul is the great institutionaliser, the
For example, Moore 2006.
As a sample, see Carter 2004, 2006; Elliott 1997, 2000, 2008; Horsley 2002, 2003,
2008.
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one who establishes new churches, puts down excesses (either legalism or
libertarianism), and commands women and slaves to be subordinate. In other
words, the shift is taking place within the New Testament itself. If we add the
point that Paul’s genuine letters (there are seven of them – Romans, 1 and 2
Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians and Philemon) are actually the earliest biblical texts in terms of when they were written, then the
shift happens very early indeed – some time around the 40s and 50s of the
Common Era. This is where we find Ste. Croix, since, along with Plato and
Augustine, Paul is one of his great opponents, the same Paul who wrote gems
such as ‘Let every person be subject to the ruling authorities’ (Romans 13:1).
There are at least two problems with opting for such a fall-narrative. The
first is that the Gospels were actually written after Paul’s letters. So what looks
like a chronological change between Paul and Jesus ignores the chronology of
when the texts were written. In terms of that textual sequence, Paul first wrote
his troubled texts advocating order and subservience, while the texts about
Jesus’s challenges to wealth, power and privilege came later. One may answer
that, even though the Gospels were written after Paul’s letters, they provide
a reasonably accurate record of what Jesus said and did. Ste. Croix opts for
this approach, but it is shaky ground, for there is no way of knowing whether
the Gospel texts are reliable or not. Too many searches for the historical Jesus
have come up with different reconstructions for one to have any confidence
that the historical Jesus may be recovered with any certainty.
So we are left with a situation that troubles Ste. Croix’s fall-narrative (as it
does many comparable fall-narratives): the record of Jesus’s anti-establishment position comes after Paul’s more pro-establishment line. Before I draw
out the implications of that situation, let me pick up a second criticism of
the fall-narrative: it is far too linear. It assumes some more or less pristine
moment – at least the early circle around Jesus – that is subsequently lost.
The echoes with the loss of paradise in Genesis 2–3, treatments of the nature
of early Israel54 and, indeed, accounts of primitive communism within some
Marxist thought are a little too close to such a linear narrative. A far better and
more realistic option in light of the biblical material is to identify contradictions that run through all this material: texts that are quite radical appear side
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Gottwald 1999; Meyers 1988; Yee 2003; Jobling 1991, 1992; Boer 2005.
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by side with others that are decidedly reactionary. The problem, at least for
Ste. Croix and so many others, is that these contradictions do not fit easily into
such a neat fall-narrative.
On contradiction
As a way into those contradictions, I would like to return to the tension I
identified a little earlier between moral culpability and inability to see the
problem. If we ask why early-Christian authors almost uniformly failed to
challenge property, condemn slavery and the treatment of women, then we
find Ste. Croix slipping back and forth between two possibilities: they are
morally culpable, or they simply could not see that their positions were
problematic. Both are contained within Ste. Croix’s answer that it was due
to class-struggle. Let me take the example of slavery. As Ste. Croix argues
in the opening sections of Class Struggle, slavery was one part of the unfree
labour (which included serfs such as the coloni ) that was the central means
by which surplus was generated for the dominant and propertied classes of
the Greco-Roman world. To challenge that, even to push for its abolition,
would have destroyed that socio-economic system. A similar point could
be made for property or gender: to undermine the system of property and
gender-structures would have sent the system into a tailspin. At this point,
we can go two ways. One is to argue that the failure of the propertied classes
to condemn property, slavery and sexism was a conscious act for which they
are culpable, even if it was a matter of self-preservation. They were not going
undermine the system that made them who they were. While I have much
sympathy with this position, it attributes a self-consciousness that was simply
beyond most (apart from those brilliant Roman lawyers and someone like
Aristotle or Gregory the Great). It requires that one has sufficient distance to
assess whether a system is reprehensible or not and then decide to support
it out of cynical self-interest. But there is, to my mind, a better explanation
implicit within Ste. Croix’s position: slavery was part of the untranscendeable horizon – or preferably mode of production – of the ancient world. Its
abolition was simply unimaginable, unless one was able to imagine a very
different world. The wobbles and inconsistencies in the thought of some, such
as Augustine or Gregory, reinforce such a position. They saw an anomaly,
either in practice or in theory or (in the case of Augustine) in the Bible, but
then they came up with ingenious ‘solutions’ to that anomaly.
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There is one element to the treatment of slavery, women and property
ignored by Ste. Croix, but vital for my argument. When debates on slavery
grew in strength in the nineteenth century, they did so on the basis of the Bible
(Ste. Croix’s treatment stops before this point with the first statement against
slavery by Mennonites of Germantown in Pennsylvania in 1668). Many drew
upon the traditional arguments from the Bible – the fabled Curse of Canaan/
Ham in Genesis 9: 25–7 and the multiple texts in the New Testament admonishing obedience by slaves – but others now focused on other texts to show that
slavery was not a Christian position.55 Similarly, the arguments over gender
that first began in the late nineteenth century with The Woman’s Bible,56 abated
for a while and then rushed forth from the 1970s onwards, also took place in
terms of biblical texts. Those who wanted to recover a more positive role for
women in light of the Christian tradition began using other texts in contrast
to those texts on which Ste. Croix gleefully focuses (in his condemnation of
Christian attitudes to women). So we find Genesis 1: 27, where God creates
male and female in his image, or Galatians 3: 28, where there is neither male
nor female, or indeed slave nor free, in Christ, or narratives in which women
play a larger role, such as Esther, Ruth, Deborah, or the Song of Songs.
I am less interested here in the extensive debates around such moves by second-wave feminist critics and theologians and far more interested in asking
how such debates could arise if slavery and sexism were almost universally
supported and indeed exacerbated by Christian theologians and exegetes?
I would suggest that it could happen because the horizon had changed, or
rather, the untranscendeable horizon had slowly but inexorably become passable. It might have been late, for theology is a notoriously conservative beast,
but change it did. Now, Ste. Croix is aware of these shifts, at least with regard
to feminism, and he does his best to combat such readings, arguing that they
involve special pleading and a contortionist’s version of biblical exegesis. As
far as slavery is concerned, he conveniently stops his narrative of Christian
justifications before the great debates of the nineteenth century. Yet he would
have known perfectly well that evangelicals like William Wilberforce knew
their Bible well enough to make extensive use of it in their long struggle to
abolish slavery.
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See especially Ste. Croix 2006, pp. 259–319. See also Harrill 2006, pp. 165–92.
Stanton 1993.
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So the horizon had shifted and it became possible to read the Bible against
the tradition on which Ste Croix stakes his condemnations. In case I am misunderstood, let me make it clear that I am not arguing that the Bible itself
brought about such changes, nor am I arguing that the Bible merely provided
a language for wider social debates and struggles concerning slavery and
then women. There is some limited mileage in such positions, but I am after a
different point: the Bible is an extraordinarily contradictory collection of texts,
as one would expect for a body of literature collected over something like a
millennium. For Ste. Croix, this is a more uncomfortable position, given as
he is to what might be called mono-interpretations; as far as he is concerned,
there is one correct meaning, although it is not such a good one. What these
belated debates reveal is a much more fractious and tension-ridden collection of texts that we call the Bible. I grant that the dominant voices assume
slavery and the subjection of women, but even within those voices we find
nervousness, inconsistency and problems with such positions (as a reference
to, among many, Bakhtin or Jameson would show). It is precisely these contradictions that gave someone like Augustine or Gregory a sleepless night
or two, and then much later enabled the lengthy struggles within a different
social formation concerning slavery and women.
However, it is when we come to property that my argument gets a real
head of steam. As Ste. Croix shows in the stories of Jesus, the texts contain
clear statements condemning property and wealth. I would add to those the
accounts of communism of goods in the Acts of the Apostles (2: 44–5 and
4: 32–5), even though Ste. Croix dismisses the texts from Acts too readily.
This is a shame, since as Luxemburg and Kautsky argued in some detail at
the beginning of the twentieth century, the theme of Christian communism
carried on in the early Church. Despite efforts to blunt the effect of such texts,
efforts which Ste. Croix traces brilliantly in terms of the shift from chora to
polis, these texts from Acts would not go away, so much so that before long
we find them becoming the bad conscience of the Church.
For instance, they had astounding resonance in the middle ages, however
much we may feel that medieval Christianity was rebarbative in its disgust of
sexuality and the human body and all its normal liquid and solid functions.
At some point in the eleventh century, there was a notable shift from the older
theme of Christus Victor to the suffering servant. Christ the Victor had done
sterling service, convincing one ruler after another from Constantine the Great
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onwards that the one who had conquered death was also going to be your best
bet in warfare. Across Europe, local chieftains and kings decided that Christus
Victor would give them that upper hand in battle, or at least bring them on
par with that dreadful enemy across the river who had happened to become
Christian. Missionaries were aware of this spiritual arms-race and deliberately targeted such rulers. And, once the ruler went over, so did the people,
more or less. But then, especially in the life of common people, another theme
emerged. The powerful Christ who had overcome death to take his seat at the
right hand of God had become less appealing. His place was taken by a Christ
who had suffered in humility and died, the one who stated to the rich man,
‘sell what you have and give to the poor’ (Mark 10: 21), who was essentially a
beggar and said that it was easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle
than for a rich man to enter heaven. This Christ was also the suffering servant
found in the book of Isaiah (ch. 53), who undergoes torment and humiliation
for the sake of others. So we find a common pattern between 1000 and 1500
in which the ideal of poverty came to dominate Christian thought. In protest
against the world, the obvious wealth and pomp of the Church, and monastic
orders that had become lax, people would seek ever more austere forms of
self-denial, poverty and communism in living. Others would be inspired, join
the original small band and soon enough another order would be established.
Then it too would become wealthy through bequests, land would accrue, the
wine would ﬂow, aristocratic sons and daughters would join them, and the
original impulse would fade. So someone else would recover the ideal of a
simple life in poverty and the process would begin again. In the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, a string of new orders sprang up, such as the Augustinian
canons, the Cistercians, Premonstratensians, Carthusians, Dominicans and
especially the Franciscans. Although they interpreted the call to give up private property in different ways, they were all driven by the criticisms of property and the ideal of poverty which they believed came from the mouth of
Christ. It may have been in service to the world, or in contemplative cells with
a vow of silence, in simple communities where they practised a communism
of goods, or in the extreme form of the Franciscans, who initially lived quite
literally as mendicant beggars. Of course, all of this could work in a society
where such a life was admired and envied, and where people would give to
support such movements, since in that way they sought to secure their own
salvation.
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This struggle in the medieval world throws a spotlight on the fact that the
Bible presented people with contradictory messages concerning property and
wealth. One could pull out many verses showing the wisdom of hard work,
wealth and property, especially from collections of sayings such as those in
the book of Proverbs, or one could point to the vast numbers of cattle and
tents in Abraham’s hands, which were clearly signs of God’s blessing. But
then there were those troublesome texts in the Gospels and Acts where the
very opposite turned up, texts which would always be the bad conscience of
the classes who owned the means of production. It is not for nothing that such
texts would form the ideological basis of one utopian movement after another
which pushed for the abolition of private property and of money.
I have spent some time with this matter since it brings out the fact that the
Bible is a very two-faced collection of texts. Although it is more subdued in
regard to slavery and women, such contradictions cannot be avoided when
it comes to property and wealth. So what does Ste. Croix do with these contradictions? He is actually torn and follows a convoluted path in his interpretation – at least from what we can see in the material available. On the one
hand, Ste. Croix would like a unified text with a singular meaning, for this is
easier to assess and, as is often the case, attack. And, if there is any anomaly,
he has a tendency to explain it away in light of his over-arching position. But,
then, another approach shows itself: Ste. Croix is perfectly willing to admit
that there is contrary material, especially since he was known for his careful gathering of mountains of evidence. So, on the question of property, Ste.
Croix dutifully notes all those texts attacking property in the Gospels. Even
more, there are the apocalyptic texts – in the Bible restricted to Daniel and
Revelation but much more numerous outside the canon – which Ste. Croix
admits are examples of protest or resistance-literature. So, the book of Revelation with its anti-imperial diatribes is ‘splendid, blood-curdling stuff’57 which
gives voice in religious terms to implacable resistance to foreign imperialism. Yet, once Ste. Croix admits such tensions in the biblical and extra-biblical
material, he follows two overlapping lines of interpretation. One is to propose a linear development in which the initial anti-property and anti-imperial
impulse fades and is overtaken by a pro-property and pro-imperial positions,
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as we saw very well with the way the early Church dealt with the issue of
property. The other line is far more fruitful, for Ste. Croix connects such literature with class-struggle. In this case, the literature gives voice to the cries
of the oppressed and downtrodden who suffer in impotent frustration and
rage. Needless to say, I find this line far more interesting, since it opens up a
way of interpreting the contradictory texts in the Bible as well as the literature
that follows it. However, that is an issue with which I deal in more detail
below.
Religion as primary cause
Before I move on to consider the question of history, one further aspect of
Ste. Croix’s treatment of Christianity requires some comment – his argument
that religion was the primary cause of the occasionally violent struggles that
followed the adoption of Christianity as a state-religion. These struggles took
various shapes: it may have been the treatment of non-Christians, who were
now no longer in the driving seat of empire; it may have been the bitter
conﬂicts between doctrinal positions, whether Orthodox, Nestorian, Pelagian,
Arian, Donatist and what have you; it may also have been the deeply bitter
personal conﬂicts which so often overlapped with the doctrinal ones. At this
point, we have left the texts of the New Testament well behind and moved
into the later centuries of what Ste. Croix calls his ‘Greek World’ – the modest stretch of time between the sixth century BCE and the seventh century
CE, between ancient Greece and Constantinople.
On these struggles, we find Ste. Croix once again slipping between two
positions which, at first, appear to work well together. On the one hand, he
argues that Christianity effectively diffused open class-warfare by shifting the
struggle to questions of doctrinal orthodoxy and heresy; on the other, he puts
forward the argument that religion was the prime cause of those struggles. I
am not sure these two positions can be held together all that easily. Like the
couple who successfully manage to conceal their tensions for a brief visitor,
time and a patient investigation reveal the cracks all too quickly.
Let me take a moment to set what is an extraordinary scene. As the Christian Church gained in power and inﬂuence, it was riven by one conﬂict after
another. After Constantine had decided to adopt Christianity in the early
fourth century, pour funds into building churches and cathedrals, pay for a
significant new number of religious public servants as well as all those elab-
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orate vestments, he suddenly realised what he had let himself in for. Here
was a group of religious leaders tearing each other to pieces over the smallest doctrinal difference. This would not do, so he called a major ecumenical
council – Nicaea in 325 CE – to iron out the problems. He also set a precedent
whereby the emperor would call the council, take a significant hand in its proceedings and enforce the positions which thereby became ‘orthodox’. Those
who were unfortunate enough to lose out, through less than astute politics,
lack of numbers, personal animosity or imperial whim, would find themselves branded ‘heretics’ and relentlessly pursued.
Ste. Croix expends a good deal of energy on some historical points that are
extraneous to my concerns: the extent of persecutions of Christians before 312
(less than previously thought); the number of voluntary martyrs (higher than
previously thought);58 the level of imperial ‘interference’ in defining churchcouncils like Chalcedon (much more than . . .). These are interesting enough in
themselves and Ste. Croix makes some telling points that have become part of
mainstream-positions, especially regarding voluntary martyrs and imperial
interference. But there are some aspects of these analyses that draw me much
closer to matters of Marxist methods.
To begin with, the debates were certainly not carried out in a calm atmosphere of quiet and rational discussion. For example, at Chalcedon (451 CE),
which is the subject of a major essay by Ste. Croix,59 the lengthy records show
that individuals would try to shout down a position and abuse others, while
groups would take up chants like football crowds such as ‘exo bales’, ‘chuck
‘em out’ – repeated over and over. The vehemence of the abuse led the presiding officials to attempt restraint: ‘These vulgar outbursts are not becoming to
bishops, nor useful to either party’.60 And, if a position was reached in which
a minority was outvoted, that minority would fear for their lives upon returning home for having given up on the ‘true faith’. Their parishioners would
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See Ste. Croix 2006, p. 305. In his discussion of voluntary martyrdom, Ste. Croix
assumes it was odd and fanatical – part of the perversity of Christianity. It was, of
course, quite central to the tradition, particularly in light of the imitatio Christi, of
which the highest expression was to die like Christ for the cause. According to Ste.
Croix’s definition of voluntary martyrdom, where persisting with an act would draw
attention to oneself and potentially lead to death, Jesus too was a voluntary martyr
and therefore too fanatical for his own good.
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feel they had given in to pressure and would occasionally lynch them. It was
so often a life-and-death issue for those involved. This happened to Proterius,
the new patriarch of Alexandria, who was appointed to replace the deposed
Dioscorus, whose position had been rejected at Chalcedon and who had been
relieved of his position. Proterius was mobbed in his church, dragged out,
killed, burnt and his ashes scattered – all for taking up a theological position
that was not Alexandrian. Juvenal of Jerusalem (bishop from 422 CE) was a
little more careful. In order to ensure his safety upon returning home with
a bag full of decisions imposed on him by his opponents, he demanded a
strong cohort of troops as security. Juvenal had left Jerusalem for the Council
of Chalcedon swearing he would not give up his position, but then did an
about-face while at Chalcedon. The carrot of making Jerusalem into a patriarchate certainly helped. It took Juvenal two years to reclaim his see as new
patriarch against stiff opposition.
What were the issues? Most of them turned on the nature of Christ. A
look at any of the statements from these councils from Nicaea onwards will
show that the sections on Christ are by far the longest. Of course, each party
regarded its own as position as orthodox and that of the others as heretical.
One position was Arianism, which argued that Christ was second in status to
God the Father, having been created by God and then made into the Son of
God. Although condemned at Constantine’s council in Nicaea (325 CE), Arianism lived on through the support of Constantine’s son, Constantius, being
overcome only after his death in 361 CE and the Council of Constantinople
(381 CE). Another position was the monophysite one of Dioscorus and Eutyches, which argued that Christ did not have two natures (God and man), but
merely one divine nature. Condoned at the second Council of Ephesus (449
CE – often called the ‘Robber Council’), it was roundly condemned at Chalcedon in 451, which set out to overturn the decisions of Ephesus.61 Another
was the opposite, Nestorianism, which held that there were two ‘persons’ in
Christ, rather than one person who was both God and man. Although Nesto61
Many of the bishops who had voted in favour of monophysite positions at the
second Ephesus council managed a complete about-face at Chalcedon and supported a
two-nature Christology. On these matters, Ste. Croix is at his best: ‘It looks as though
dozens of bishops, on one or another occasion, committed themselves to a theological
position which they did not hold and indeed had regarded as heretical immediately
before their change of heart: such inconsistency would, surely, be fatal to their chances
of eternal life’ (Ste. Croix 2006, p. 304).
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rius was deposed from his see in Constantinople at the first Council of Ephesus in 431, his beliefs carried on in the Church of the East based in Persia
and extended through missionary work to the Thomas Christians in India.
Yet another position was Pelagianism, which argued that human beings can
take the initial steps to salvation without God’s help. The Catholic Church’s
theological hit-man, Augustine, took Pelagius on and by 416 CE managed to
have his position condemned at two councils in Africa and to persuade Pope
Innocent I to excommunicate Pelagius.62
These struggles, schisms, condemnations and excommunications all seem
to us now to have turned on theological and metaphysical niceties, at far
remove from everyday-life. Some have argued that they were signs of struggle for supremacy between the major centres of Alexandria, Jerusalem, Antioch, Constantinople and Rome. For Ste. Croix, it is a different story: they are
signs of the sheer intolerance of Christianity. No mercy was shown for one’s
vanquished opponents and the victors did not hesitate to call in the armed
forces in order to crush their defeated enemies. Ste. Croix’s favourite quotation comes from the pagan writer, Ammianus: ‘Wild beasts are not more
hostile to mankind than are most Christians [plerique Christianorum] in their
deadly hatred of one another’.63
However, in order to make this argument stick, Ste. Croix relies on what
is at best a shaky argument: religion was the prime cause of such struggles.64
Read in a certain way, the evidence does seem to point in that direction, for
the intense debates were over doctrinal matters, and these matters revealed
in stark relief the intolerance of Christians for one another. Ste. Croix has
an obvious reason to make such an argument, for he wants to attribute all
the blame to a Christianity he simply cannot stand. If you attribute these
62
It could be argued that the raging conﬂicts over the person of Christ were actually
efforts to define the human subject. Is a human being entirely separated from God
(Nestorianism), or perhaps a divine figure on earth (monophysitism), or even divine
but secondary to God (Arianism)? Is a human being capable of any good on his or
her own (Pelagianism)? In the end, the position hammered out a path through these
options. Human beings are distinct, simultaneously separated from God through sin
but also closely connected with God through salvation (orthodoxy). But which human
beings are the subjects of these struggles? Here, class comes into play. If it is only
the propertied classes who classify as human beings, then these doctrines count for
nothing for the vast numbers of exploited. What of the barbarians who increasingly
hammered on the gates of Rome? Are they included too?
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conﬂicts to some other cause (politics, say, or economics), then you diminish
the corroding effect of Christianity itself. I also suspect that Ste. Croix wants
to counter the argument that has been popular ever since Engels’s treatment
of the sixteenth-century peasant-revolution in Germany: theology provides a
language – the only one available at the time – for what are really very different political and economic issues.65 Engels tries to have it both ways, for he
claims Thomas Müntzer, the theologian of the peasant-revolution, as a revolutionary, but then tries to show that the motivation for Müntzer’s revolutionary activity was not Christianity or the Bible, but other political and economic
factors that were expressed in theological terms. For Ste. Croix, such a position would shunt religion off to the side and render it irrelevant to the main
concerns. And, as far as Ste. Croix is concerned, Christianity was certainly not
a revolutionary movement, despite what the pagans might have thought.66
Nevertheless, this ‘religion-first’ position it is a strange one to take, especially
for one with a strong Marxist agenda. The problem is that it comes uncomfortably close to an idealist position. We see it today with the ‘new atheists’,
who argue in a thoroughly unoriginal manner that religion is the prime cause
of war, mayhem, and intolerance, and that it is the major hindrance to just
societies,67 a position that conveniently removes social and economic factors
from the equation. Unfortunately, Ste. Croix’s approach draws near to such
an argument, driven by a desire to show that Christianity is really not so good
for one (and to exorcise the ghosts of his past) and that it has real social, political and economic consequences.
Other problems beset the ‘religion-first’ argument and they are of Ste.
Croix’s own making. In his long and entertaining essay on the Council of
Chalcedon (381 CE), Ste. Croix works carefully through the detailed records
to argue that imperial control and direction was a feature from the beginning.
Indeed, it was no different from the famous Latrocinium, or ‘Robber Council’

Engels 1978; Engels 1973a.
It is telling that Ste. Croix does not refer to any of Engels’s works on religion, the
Bible or Christianity. He does note, without developing the point any further, that
the Romans regarded Christianity as anti-social and a potentially criminal conspiracy.
The only reason given is that the Christians were too singular and fanatical in their
observance and refused to worship the Roman gods on public occasions (Ste. Croix
2006, pp. 109 and 203). Surely there was more at stake than this?
67
Dawkins 2006; Dennett 2007; Hitchens 2007; Harris 2005; Harris 2006.
65
66

The Zeal of G.E.M. de Ste. Croix • 139

at Ephesus in 449 CE,68 which took a monophysite position and which churchhistorians (as well as the Western and most Eastern churches) have dismissed
as coerced and wayward.69 For Ste. Croix, the ‘Robber Council’ is a sure guide
to the functioning of all councils, which were under the firm hand of secular,
imperial direction. The catch with this argument is that it actually undermines
his ‘religion-first’ position: the more you stress the role of the state, the more
you diminish the primary cause of religion – unless you argue that the imperial moves were religiously motivated, which Ste. Croix does not do. I can
see the motive behind his argument for state-manipulation, since he wants to
counter the ‘theologians’ who hold that Ephesus was strong-armed but that
Chalcedon was not, but in doing so he hobbles the primacy of religion.
Not content to don one shackle, Ste. Croix proceeds to put on another, now
in terms of his central category of class. Here we find Ste. Croix making a
further argument that stands in some tension with his religion-first position,
namely, that these doctrinal debates effectively deﬂected class-conﬂict. This
argument has the potential to be quite insightful. In order to obscure the massive shift of Christianity towards an ideology of the propertied classes, the tensions between those classes and the ones who suffered so much at their hands
were shunted off into theological struggles. Now, this argument requires
some fairly sophisticated moves concerning traces and distortions of classconﬂict in terms of ideological struggles. These moves require one to avoid
making direct causal connections between class and ideology, an awareness
that such deﬂections manifest themselves in unexpected ways (often in terms
of form), and we need to take up some notion of the semi-autonomous nature
of the relations and connections between class and ideology.
All of which brings me to some important issues relating to method, which,
in light of my comments in the previous paragraph, I would like to frame
in terms of the problem of relatedness. Rather than separating the different

68
‘My overall thesis is that the Council of Chalcedon was every bit as much an
engine of coercion as the “Robber” Council of Second Ephesus, and that the machinery
of compulsion was actually far more powerful at Chalcedon, so much so that actual
force did not need to be used, or even visibly threatened, because everyone knew that
resistance to the imperial will would result in his ruin’ (Ste. Croix 2006, pp. 273–4).
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But not all regard the second Council of Ephesus so, for the oriental Orthodox
churches – Coptic, Ethiopian and Syrian Orthodox churches, Malankara Orthodox Syrian
Church (India, a branch of the Thomas Christians) and the Armenian Church – hold
their monophysite position to be valid and reject some of the decisions of Chalcedon.
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areas of religion, politics or even class too sharply, we might adopt an Althusserian approach in which each domain is semi-autonomous: economics, social
relations (class), politics, culture, education, philosophy, and religion are all
semi-autonomous realms. Add to this the fact that the ideological members of
the group, in which religion is to be included, are inseparably connected with
material institutional structures; this means that ideology takes a very concrete form. Ste. Croix would be willing to go so far, since the Church was very
much an institution of state, supported materially and ideologically. Indeed,
one of his major pushes is to show how much the secular arm of the state was
involved in doctrinal disputes. Yet he does not make the move to relate these
theological debates with other semi-autonomous areas such as culture, philosophy, education, or even economics.
I am quite enamoured with such an Althusserian position, but I would like
to take it further, stressing, if you like, the ‘semi’ over against the ‘autonomous’. We are far too accustomed to beginning with the autonomous side
of the equation and then need to work overtime to establish the connections
between them. But what if we began with the assumed connections and overlaps? One benefit would be to recast a common narrative for dealing with
premodern and modern societies. The narrative goes as follows: before the
differentiation of capitalism, in which each area is distinguished as an autonomous zone, people did not operate with clearly demarcated realms of economics, politics, religion and what have you. Religion was political and social and
economic at the same time. However, with the advent of capitalism (sometimes read as the ‘modern’ period), all of these realms became differentiated
from one another. Yet, if we begin with the assumption that such domains are
not discrete but entwined with one other, indeed that they form a collective
whole, then the issue is not how they relate to one another but how they may
be distinguished. If we wish to stay with some version of the narrative of differentiation, then it becomes one of a change in the way the various realms
relate to one another in a larger whole. The implications for Ste. Croix’s investigations concerning the early Church become obvious: the doctrinal debates
that split early Christianity were inescapably and at the same time political,
social and economic. One does not need to seek the connections, for they are
already there; what one does need to do is explore the nature of those connections. With that we have already broached the matter of economics, so to that
topic I finally turn.
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. . . and history
For this final section, I am concerned with economic matters. Here, I let the
‘historian’ in Ste. Croix speak rather than the ‘theologian’ he disdains, quizzing him about his assumptions but, above all, picking up some useful items
on the way. And the reason I am interested in economics in the ancient world
is that a full-scale and adequate economic history remains to be written. By
that, I mean an economic history of biblical societies, those that produced
both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. There are many reasons
why such a history does not exist, not least of which is the fact that most
energy is still expended on cataloguing the archaeological discoveries of the
ancient Near East.70 In this respect, studies of ancient Greece and Rome are
far more advanced; even in Marxist circles there are some notable works that
have generated discussion such as those by Moses Finley, Perry Anderson,
Hindess and Hirst, Ellen Meiksins Wood71 . . . and G.E.M. de Ste. Croix. So let
us see what we can find.
Class
Ste. Croix’s chosen entry point is class, which he defines as ‘the collective
social expression of the fact of exploitation’.72 His search for the motor of
history is conventionally Marxist: what we need to identify is the process
by which surplus is produced and from that point determine who benefits
and who is exploited. Soon enough (after a rather quaint effort to spruce up
Marx’s qualifications as a classicist), slaves turn up, for they were put to work
without any recompense and would thereby generate surplus well beyond
their purchase-price and cost of upkeep. This is where it gets interesting. Ste.
Croix is fully aware that slaves numbered less than the vast numbers of peasants – relatively free land-holders who cultivated small plots. So, he points
out that the ruling classes (what he calls the ‘propertied classes’ – I will turn
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to that term in a moment) above all lived on the surplus produced by slaves.
The reason: the possessors of the largest tracts of land were precisely the ruling classes and the preferred way of working them was through slave-labour.
Often, they would not even supervise the slaves themselves, preferring to
appoint overseers to do the job. The produce of these large estates enabled
the ruling classes to live in wealth, undertake roles of governance, pursue
literature and the arts – all tasks that were possible only on the backs of the
slaves who worked the estates. The slaves directly supported the existence
of an often brutal ruling class who, in turn, had the time and resources to
produce the thought and literature of the classical world.
There is, however, a second modification in Ste. Croix’s position which
becomes necessary in light of the stretch of time covered by his ‘Greek world’
(sixth century BCE to seventh century CE). In the latter phase of that world,
the development of indentured labour, or coloni, increased dramatically.
Ste. Croix has no hesitation in calling them serfs, for they were legally and
economically bound to the ruling classes. The coloni are widely regarded as
forerunners to the serfs of middle ages, but Ste. Croix’s argument for their
emergence (initially in Africa) is very persuasive. As the sources for slaves
dried up – mostly conquest – and the cost of slaves sky-rocketed as owners
were forced to breed them, new sources of producing surplus were required.
So, gradually, the free peasants were forced by the propertied class into indentured roles in order to take up the slack. For these reasons, Ste. Croix opts for
‘unfree labour’ as a term to cover both slaves and coloni/serfs, although, given
the persistence of the idea of slavery, the Romans viewed the coloni as slaves
in all but the technical sense.
As Blackledge points out, Ste. Croix’s proposal is an innovative defence of
the slave-economy in which slavery is the archetypal form of unfree labour.73
It offers a distinct answer to the objections of Hindess and Hirst to slavery as a
distinct mode of production, it works far better than Moses Finley’s emphasis
on ‘status’ rather than class, and it goes well beyond Kautsky’s argument that
slavery developed out of debt-bondage in both ancient Greece and ancient
Israel.74 Ste. Croix’s reconstruction has, of course, been challenged, although
the most pertinent points concern whether the transition from slavery to serf-
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dom is really part of the same economic system and the matter of agency. I
will deal with the first matter in my discussion of mode of production, suffice to indicate here that Ste. Croix’s avoidance of any discussion of mode of
production leads him to fail to see that the shift in formations of class – from
slave to serf – is part of a larger shift in modes of production. In regard to
subjective matters of class, Perry Anderson has argued that Ste. Croix downplays the subjective, conscious element of class-consciousness (a feature of
E.P. Thompson’s approach) and emphasises what is really the contradiction
between forces and relations of production.75 In response, Anderson argues
for the weakening of Rome’s ideological hold over slaves as they came to form
a distinct sense of identity and thereby resistance to the ruling classes. I have
gone beyond my remit, so I restrict myself to the observation that any consideration of class in relation to the Bible and early Christianity should obviously
include both factors – the objective tensions between forces and relations of
production as well as the subjective elements of class-consciousness.
However, Ste. Croix’s class-analysis provides the most persuasive explanation I have read of the infamous decline of the Roman Empire, or, more specifically, why it succumbed to invasions on its borders and crumbled. Given
the increasingly brutal exploitation of unfree labour in order to support an
exploitative and expensive state, the final straw being the creation of a whole
new bureaucracy supported by the state in the form of the Christian Church
after Constantine’s conversion, many of those labourers had little affection for
that state and actually welcomed the invaders. Ste. Croix digs up an impressive range of evidence to show continual desertions, indifference of labourers, and actual assistance to invaders – not least of which are the increasingly
harsh penalties for doing so. Perhaps it is best expressed in the fable of the
donkey, who stands his ground when his master tells him to hurry into the
city because the barbarians are coming. Eventually the master asks, ‘Why will
you not come?’ The donkey replies, ‘Will they put two packs or one pack on
my back?’ The master says, ‘One I suspect’. ‘Well then’, says the donkey, ‘you
put two packs on my back and they will put one on my back; I am not coming
with you’.
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Trade and property
All the same, there are three points I would like to raise with this otherwise
very usable account. The first concerns trade, or rather the lack thereof. Ste.
Croix continues a tradition of opposing the persistent tendency to see trade
as the driving force of both the Greek world and the ancient Near East.76 The
assertion of the primacy of trade takes various forms, such as the argument
that a city-state like Athens rose to prominence through sea-born trade, or
that trade was the primary reason for the conﬂict between Athens, Corinth
and Sparta, or that the mechanisms of expansion and contraction of empires
in the ancient Near East were determined by trade, or, indeed, that there was
a full-blown international market-economy in the ancient Near East, replete
with systems of production, circulation and consumption.77 Current scholarship, with its near frenzy at the merest sign of a merchant, could do with a
detailed reading of Ste. Croix’s observations on trade.78
To begin with, there is the simple point concerning transport. By land, the
transport of goods was prohibitively expensive. For example, in the period of
the Roman Emperor Diocletian, it was cheaper to move the same quantity of
wheat by ship from one end of the Mediterranean to another, from Syria to
Spain, than it was to transport it 120 kilometres (or 75 miles) overland.79 Was
water-borne trade then the preferred method? It may have been cheaper to
transport it as such, but Ste. Croix is sceptical that the Greeks or Romans actually used sea-borne trade as a prime generator of surplus.
Ste. Croix distinguishes between three types of trade: imports, exports and
commercial exchange. Obviously, they are related, but he makes the distinction to point out that the primary concern of Greek city-states was the first,
imports. The driving force was neither commercial exchange for profit, nor
was it to think in terms of balance of trade, seeking to export as much as one
might import. Rather, the over-riding concern was import: city-states were
interested only in what they could get in, not in what they could send out. Is
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there a shortage of grain? Let us get hold of some. I hear that so-and-so has
brought in some expensive dye from Tyre and Sidon; let me see if I can get
some too. And so on. The question then arises as to how one paid for such
imports. Athens was fortunate enough to have its silver-mines and could rely
in part on tribute from colonies (another element of bringing goods into the
city), but if it became necessary to export products, then that was seen as a
necessary evil for the sake of ensuring the desired imports. The absence of a
sense of profit (the third type of trade) is reﬂected in the fact that Athens in the
fourth century BCE exacted the same duty (2%) on exports as imports. Surely,
if one wished to encourage exports, then the tax on exports would be less or
none at all? What then of individual merchants? Surely they were interested
in profits in order to make a living? Ste. Croix points out that merchants were
always peripheral figures as far as the power-structures of city-states were
concerned. They were not organised and exercised no political inﬂuence on
politics. Merchants were useful for ensuring imports, but city-states did not
think of them as ‘their own’ and they did not form a ‘mercantile class’.
Even imports were regarded as a necessary evil, for city-states were ideally
self-sufficient. The reason for such an ideal lay squarely with land, the major
concern of ruling élites of the city-states. Ste. Croix deftly picks up a standard
assumption in studies of the ancient world and brings it to a logical conclusion.
It is widely agreed that colonisation was primarily due to land and population
pressures and not for the purpose of trade on favourable shipping routes. For
example, if one were to consider a settlement on the Propontis or Black-Sea
coast for the purpose of trade, one would choose the place where the currents
naturally lead, namely the north-western coast where Istanbul now stands
(originally Byzantium). However, the first settlement was as Chalcedon, on
the other side, where it is extremely difficult to land a boat. And yet, the first
settlement by Megarian Greeks in about 651 BCE was precisely at Chalcedon,
since it had far better arable land. Only seventeen years later did they settle
Byzantium as well. If a town did become involved in trade, it was secondary,
coming from the bottom up rather than any initial intention. The persistence
of land-based wealth is shown by the occasional example even from Roman
times: if someone happened to turn a profit from a trading venture or managed to exact tribute from a province as its governor, he would not invest the
profit in another venture; he would use it to acquire some land, which was the
only secure form of wealth.

146 • Chapter Three

To Ste. Croix’s points I would add the following: there was an absence of
any mechanism for the creation of credit, a crucial element of any trading
system, money-lending for business purposes (one usually borrowed for nonproductive purposes), as well as any idea that money should be invested in
order to generate more money; there was, in fact, no sense of an ‘economy’ in
the way we use the term.80 The best thing one could do with money is either
buy land or bury it so that it would be there in case of need. Indeed, for trade
to function as a generator of surplus, we would first need an extensive network of market-relations and then the attendant process of commodification
and the crucial metaphorisation and totalisation of the market that is necessary for trade to work in any way as a dominant mechanism of surplus. To
sum up this discussion of trade, it is unfortunate that the old warning must be
repeated once more: the imposition of categories developed in the analysis of
capitalism to the ancient world is fraught with peril, if not a simple category
mistake.81
A second matter concerns not so much an insight as a gap in Ste. Croix’s
texts: the unexamined use of the term ‘property’. Ste. Croix prefers to use
the term ‘propertied classes’ rather than ‘ruling classes’; the term designates
those who held property in societies in which wealth and property were the
primary markers of power. In great detail, he shows how property-qualifications were always the issue for admittance to the ruling classes and that it
was property in land that was valued most highly. But he does not examine
what ‘property’ itself might mean. I find this omission odd, to say the least,
especially in a Marxist study. The issue of private property looms large in any
study of the ancient world, since, here again, we face the problems associated
with importing our – that is, capitalist – assumptions, in this case in relation
to private property, into the ancient world.
The way we understand private property ultimately derives from the
ancient world, but not in the way we would expect. It was invented by the
Roman jurors of the third century BCE, subsequently lost in the middle ages
only to be recovered in the ‘Papal Revolution’ begun under Pope Gregory
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VII (c. 1015–85) when Roman law itself was adapted consistently into what
became canon-law and then civil law.82 More specifically,83 private property
was a unique invention of Roman civil law. And that innovation was the
concept of ‘absolute property’, or what is known as dominium ex jure Quiritium – the right of absolute ownership for any Roman citizen.84 The crucial
distinction is between ‘possession’ and ‘property’: the former refers to the control of goods, while the latter entails full legal title to those goods. ‘Property’
thus refers to the unqualified and absolute legal title to something. Unlike
mere possession, property is not subject to any qualification or external constraint. Only in this sense can one speak of private property. And, if one has
absolute rights to a piece of property, one also has the right to dispose of it.85
It is this sense of private property that was forgotten during the middle ages
only to be rediscovered before it fed into the sense of private property within
capitalism.
How did this crucial development come about? It was the product of specialised jurists who were neither practising lawyers nor state-functionaries.
They offered opinions only on problems of legal principle when asked to do
so, but never made decisions concerning specific court-cases. And their focus
was civil law, rather than the treacherous territory of public law (the relations
of citizen to state, patron to clients, and patriarch to his familial dependants)
or that of criminal law. More specifically, their concern was the law concerning disputes over property, the questions of contract and exchange between
Roman citizens, in short, economic transactions such as sale, purchase, hire,
lease, inheritance and property in marriage. They were, if you like, legal theorists rather than judges, with no official status and devoted to analytic and
theoretical reﬂection on civil and economic law.
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Such theoretical work was the enabled by the extensive development of
the slave-mode of production under the Romans and the attendant conquest of the Mediterranean and that work was undertaken by Roman jurors
from about 300 BCE. It was, in other words, one of the enormous theoretical
achievements enabled by the expansion of the slave-economy in what became
the Roman Empire. With such a large number of slaves to be bought and sold,
Roman civil law came up with the clear idea of absolute private property over
against the patterns of indeterminate and relative possession that preceded
it. This means that one must be extremely careful when speaking of private
property before this invention and in places not inﬂuenced by it. Neither the
Greeks, nor Persians, nor Babylonians, nor Sumerians, nor for that matter, the
Israelites whenever they first appeared, knew what private property was in
the sense that we use it. What we have instead is the far more relative, tied
and indeterminate possession: one might have had control over something in
one’s possession for a while, but it did not mean that it was private property.
I am really filling in a gap in Ste. Croix’s analysis, one that probably should
not need filling given his thoroughness as a scholar. More puzzling still is the
fact that Ste. Croix mentions the famed Roman jurors,86 so it is a strange omission indeed to speak of ‘propertied classes’ without some consideration of
what ‘property’ itself actually meant in a legal and economic sense.
Mode of production
The absence of an adequate consideration of private property may be
regarded as a sin of omission; not so the question of mode of production,
which is the third question I wish to raise. Ste. Croix finds discussions of
modes of production tiring and unproductive, too close to a form of Marxist
scholasticism. At one level, I want to applaud, since the use of the terminology of mode of production for the ancient world is often too loose and cries
out for a more specific reconstruction based on detailed evidence. But then
some engagement with the debates is called for, even if it is an engagement
with the texts of Marx and Engels. Instead, we find that Ste. Croix dismisses
feudalism as a descriptor of his ‘Greek world’ since it lacks precision (it is
more of a social relation than an economic system), rules out any Asiatic
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mode of production for the ancient Near East (on this matter, he suggests that
Perry Anderson has said the last word),87 and even on the matter of slavery
he writes, ‘I think it would not be technically correct to call the Greek (and
Roman) world “a slave economy”; but I should not raise any strong objection
if anyone else wished to use that expression’.88
However, it is not that Ste. Croix dispenses with all of these modes of
production in order to come up with a new term; he avoids such discussion
altogether. One reason must lie in the stretch of time he covers: the earlier
centuries of his Greek world have slavery as the prime form in which surplus was extracted, but then the later period sees the rise of serfs (or coloni).
Ste. Croix resolutely sticks with class-terms and avoids the larger and more
abstract realms of mode of production. If he had engaged with questions of
modes of production, he would have had to come face to face with the reality that the slow shift from slaves (especially after the decline of supplies and
rising prices) to serfs was actually the sign of a fundamental shift in economic
systems. It will not do to argue that slave and serf are different forms of unfree
labour, for, if we followed that line, then there are many forms of unfree labour
that fit the category. Instead, I prefer a more conventional line: the change of
class-relations is actually a signal of changing modes of production.89
There is another problem with Ste. Croix’s reconstruction, especially if we
take the perspective of modes of production. If we grant his assumption that
the ‘Greek world’ extended well into the ancient Near East under Alexander
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the Great’s conquests (333–23 BCE), Ste. Croix must also deal with this vast
and fascinating realm. With the ancient Near East too, he opts for serfdom
as the defining class-structure of exploitation.90 The effect of this argument is
strange, for it draws the ancient Near East into Ste. Croix’s later Greek world.
If we follow this line of argument, then the serf was the prime form of exploitation in the millennia of ancient Near-Eastern economics (at least from c. 3000
BCE) as well as the later stages of the Roman Empire via the colonus. What
we end up with a vast porridge called serfdom, into which quite distinct economic systems from different historical periods all seem to fit.
While we are in the ancient Near East, another problem emerges with Ste.
Croix’s treatment: a studied avoidance of the most sustained work on ancient
Near-Eastern economics. I speak of the Soviet-era Russian work on the ancient
Near East from the 1930s until the 1980s. For some unaccountable reason, Ste.
Croix dismisses such work as so much futile huffing and puffing.91 I can only
attribute this dismissal to his insular Englishness, something we also see with
his scoffing at a French Marxism heavily inﬂuenced by Althusser as ‘French
phrasemongering’, and with his lecturing of his Polish hosts on a lecture-tour
as to how much they had misinterpreted Marx.92
This is a shame, since, as I have shown elsewhere, the Soviet-era Russian
research developed a degree of sophistication that comes only through prolonged research, debate and refinement.93 It thoroughly explored both the
macro-economic issues of modes of production and the intricate details of
available texts and archaeological artefacts. And, after having pulled to pieces
and then having reassembled the traditional categories of Asiatic, ancient (or
slave-based) and feudal modes of production, those involved in the debate
went on to offer their own models. Reading through this material gives one
the dislocated feel of living in parallel universes. So, while Russian scholarship had brieﬂy ﬂirted with feudalism as a descriptor of ancient Near-Eastern
Ste. Croix 1981, pp. 155–8.
Ste. Croix 1981, p. 544. The only Russian scholar to whom Ste. Croix refers and
with whom he differs on more than one occasion is Mikhail I. Rostovtzeff. But this
hardly counts, since Rostovtzeff, for all his concern with economic and social matters
in ancient Greece and Rome, was a champion of the bourgeoisie and a committed
anti-communist (he ﬂed Russia in 1918).
92
Harvey 2000a.
93
Boer 2008c. As a sample of this scholarship, see D’iakonoff 1969a; D’iakonoff
1969b; D’iakonoff 1974; D’iakonoff 1987; D’iakonoff 1991; D’iakonoff 1999; Dandamaev,
et al. 1982; Dandamaev 1984; Dunn 1981.
90
91

The Zeal of G.E.M. de Ste. Croix • 151

economics in the 1930s, it settled into the assumption that slavery was the key
feature of the ancient Near East for about three decades and then turned (not
without a good deal of debate) to a thoroughly reconditioned and re-greased
Asiatic mode of production in the 1970s. Meanwhile, Western scholarship had
locked onto feudalism as the best descriptor, decided that the Asiatic mode of
production was unviable by the 1970s, toyed with slavery, spent some time in
a profound aporia about ancient Near-Eastern economics, and then, when the
Soviet-era came to an end in the late 1980s, decided to apply categories from
capitalism into the ancient Near East. This last phase in Western scholarship,
which is still with us as I write, should be read as a symptom of the assumed
dominance of capitalism: these scholars assume that capitalism is not only
universal in our own day, but they also argue that capitalism is universal in a
temporal sense, expressing the basic impulse of economic activity all the way
back to the first human beings.
In other words, the absence of this level of discussion in Ste. Croix’s text
leaves a large hole. He operates mostly at an intermediate level, somewhere
between the nitty-gritty of everyday-life (although he does dip into matters
of food and transport from time to time) and the sweeping abstract level of
modes of production. Ste. Croix opts for the middle zone, that of class. The
down-side of his decision is that he assumes it is the correct (and thereby
only) way to develop a Marxist reading of the Greek world.94 The up side is
that on the specific issue of class Ste. Croix offers one of the best studies of the
ancient world and an extraordinarily fruitful way of using Marxism for such
a study.

Conclusion: Ste. Croix among Marxists and theologians
As might be expected, there are some extraordinary insights in Ste. Croix’s
work in relation to the Bible and early Christianity, but also some false paths
and holes. I have said enough about those paths, so I would like to make a
few comments concerning what can be retrieved and reused in Ste. Croix’s
work. The first of these is a relatively undeveloped spatial analysis. The
brilliant suggestion concerning the role of chora and polis in relation to the
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ancient Greek world and the New Testament remains curiously understated,
so any subsequent work will need to bring this feature to the fore and combine it with the work, among others, of Henri Lefebvre and David Harvey.95
Another promising avenue is more implicit: the need for a sustained analysis
on the matter of class in biblical societies – with the detailed attention to
sources characteristic of Ste. Croix. The only comparable text is the monumental but ﬂawed work of Norman Gottwald,96 which remains restricted
to the Hebrew Bible. A reconstruction like that of Ste. Croix needs not only
to build on Gottwald but to explore the New Testament as well. And that
study ought to move beyond class to reconsider matters pertaining to mode
of production.
I would like to finish on a different note – Ste. Croix’s place among Marxist
critics of the Bible. Ste. Croix was always a lone voice, carving a path on his
own that still seems to embarrass that close club of British classicists. But he
was also a lone voice in relation to other Marxists who worked on the Bible,
as well as biblical scholars themselves.97 It has always puzzled me why he has
been so ignored by both groups.
Ste. Croix should really be seen as part of the tradition of materialist readings of Bible, especially the New Testament and early Christianity.98 Let me
spell out what this means. We can discern two lines of such a tradition, even
if it is often not filled with many names. The first line stems from Engels and
it includes sundry Marxists who have offered interpretations, usually in the
form of historical reconstructions of ancient Israel and the early Church.
Engels himself was brought up as a devout Calvinist, was able to read the New
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Testament in Greek and encountered first-hand the great upheavals in biblical
scholarship in that pressure-cooker of the 1830s and 1840s in Germany.99 For
distinct historical reasons, public debates over democracy, freedom of speech,
republicanism, reunification and reason were fought out on the terrain of the
Bible. In this situation, works like Das Leben Jesu by David Strauss, or Ludwig
Feuerbach’s Das Wesen des Christentums, or Bruno Bauer’s radical work on the
Hebrew Bible (Old Testament) and New Testament, caused immense public
outcry.100 Engels’s troubled and angst-ridden passage from his deep Calvinism to historical materialism did not mean that he left behind his interest in
the Bible and Christianity. His works on Bruno Bauer, the Book of Revelation,
the peasant-war and (one of his last pieces) on early Christianity began a tradition in which Marxist scholars interested themselves in matters biblical.101
Soon enough, Karl Kautsky and Rosa Luxemburg took up the baton.
Luxemburg’s essay – or rather, political pamphlet – called Socialism and the
Churches reconstructs an early Christian communism based on key passages
in the book of Acts (2: 44–5 and 4: 32–5), criticises the Church of her own
day for having betrayed this early communist spirit, traces the way in which
that betrayal took place over time, then argues that early Christian communism was really a communism of consumption and that it therefore needs to
be completed with one of production, which is, of course, the communism
she espouses.102 An explicit motive for this little known work is to show the
workers pouring into the Social-Democratic Party that Christianity, at least in
its ‘true’ form, is not incompatible with socialism. As for Kautsky, his ambitious and unfinished project arose from extensive discussion with the ageing
Engels over the question of Christianity and communism. In Foundations of
Christianity, Kautsky attempted to offer a materialist reconstruction of early
Israel and early Christianity for the sake of coming to some understanding
of the ‘titanic phenomenon’ of Christianity.103 Although he made much of
the communism of early Christianity, he also set out to describe both the
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mechanisms and genesis of the economic systems of ancient Israel (it was a
slave-based one) and of Rome (ditto) as the proper historical background for
both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. This ﬂawed gem of a book
turned out to be part of a much larger project that traced pre-Marxist forms
of communism and thereby sought to establish a tradition of which Marxism
was the crowning moment.104
Since this early push, there has been a sporadic interest by Marxist critics
in the Bible, although most of it has remained in the territory first staked out
by Engels, Luxemburg and Kautsky – the origins of Christianity. And much
of it took place in Eastern Europe during the Communist era. This scholarship has a quite independent history and its methodological assumption was
similar to that of Engels, Kautsky and Luxemburg: the rise of Christianity was
due to economic, ideological and mythological developments at the time. In
contrast to Western scholarship, which preferred to identify Christianity as a
primary cause (at times revolutionary), this work argued that it was a secondary phenomenon. No surprise here, since any superstructural element like
a system of belief and practice would always come second. A useful survey
of this Eastern-European research may be found in Kowalinski.105 He distinguishes between three types of materialist scholars, distinguished according
to how they approach the development of early Christianity: some followed a
‘historical’ approach, while others took a mythological approach, either moderate or more radical. Even these two mythological approaches were also very
historically grounded, but took the position that specific ideological and mythological developments and not merely changes in economic structures led to
the spread and success of Christianity. As for Kowalinski himself, he accepts
the line of Engels and company, arguing that Christianity began as a revolutionary-messianic movement of slaves, freedmen and the poor of Palestine
around the turn of our era; in their number, he includes John the Baptist and
Jesus. But then he goes on to argue that the second wave of Christianity was
dominated by the apostle Paul, a ‘middle class’ Jew who moderated the new
104
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movement, smoothing away its rough and dangerous elements and focusing
on the spiritual dimensions of the messiah known as Jesus the Christ. With
the apostle Paul as the leading ideologue, spiritual messianism expressed the
beliefs of the ‘middle class’ Jews and proselytes in the fifth decade of our era;
they transformed the historical Jesus into a mystical god and the earthly messianic Kingdom into the Kingdom of Heaven.
The other line of materialist analysis of the Bible is populated with biblical
scholars who make use of Marxist analysis. Again, I restrict myself to the New
Testament and early Christianity. In this case, we need to distinguish between
those who follow an explicit Marxist agenda in interpretation and those (a far
greater number) who are inﬂuenced by various elements of Marxist interpretations of the Bible, although the line between them is at times a little blurred.
Those with an explicit agenda go back no earlier than the 1970s, deeply inﬂuenced by the creative turmoil of the 1960s. Within the space of a few short
years there arose, at least in biblical studies and theology, the contributions of
Latin-American liberation-theology, black liberation-theology, a new wave of
feminist theology, as well as Marxist analyses of the Bible.
The first explicitly Marxist analysis by a New-Testament critic was Fernando Belo’s A Materialist Reading of the Gospel of Mark, published in French in
1974.106 It produced a wave of excitement, generated discussion-groups and
even a handbook that attempted to render this formidable book more digestible.107 Belo’s book offers an interpretation of the Gospel of Mark inspired by a
Marxist analysis filtered through Roland Barthes’s S/Z, which Belo appropriates in his own way and links with a materialist reconstruction of the social
and economic context.108 Inevitably, New-Testament interpretation gravitates
to the figure of Jesus of Nazareth (Ste. Croix is no exception). In Belo’s case,
his book marks the recovery in Marxist terms of a long tradition that sees
Jesus as a rebel, if not a revolutionary, against the religious and political forces
of the time. We can find this position among the revolutionary movements of
Thomas Müntzer and the peasant-war in Germany and Gerrard Winstanley
and the Levellers in England, but Belo brings Marxism to the forefront of such
analyses.
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From here on, a steady stream of studies focused on the more-or-less revolutionary credentials of Jesus. His death may have created a revolutionary
group known as the ekklesia that challenged Roman imperial structures. He
may be a radical example of non-violent resistance, especially in the context of
the violent Jewish revolt of 66–70 CE, to the powers that be, an example whom
we should still follow today.109 He and his followers may have been radical wandering charismatics who addressed socio-economic tensions between
rich and poor, city and country, Hellenism and Judaism, and between accommodation and resistance.110 He may have taken a distinct anti-imperial stance
in the midst of peasant slowdowns, sabotage, prophetic and messianic movements, scribal writings, counter-terrorism and revolts.111 Or Jesus may have
broken from the central economic and political institution of the family in
order to set up an alternative community, the ‘Kingdom of God’ which was
the beginning of a new space, one in which the modes of family, gender,
politics and economics begin to be transformed.112 A pervading inﬂuence on
much of this material is that of Latin-American liberation-theology, especially
with its dual biblical themes of the Exodus in the Hebrew Bible and the oppositional politics of Jesus.113 Some of these studies are wise enough to argue
that the figure of Jesus is really a literary construct, for the only information
we actually have of him is the literature of the New Testament, yet there is
a tendency to assume that this literature provides a window – more or less
clear – of the actual historical person.
The various studies I have mentioned above make explicit use of Marxist approaches. At this point, we cross a hazy line into what might be called
‘closet-Marxism’: studies that assume certain positions without ever identifying their Marxist origins. This comment applies particularly to those who
make use of postcolonial criticism,114 which has mutated into what is now a
ﬂood of ‘empire-studies’. It seems as though the bulk of the Bible has become
a collection of anti-imperial documents, if we are to believe the string of titles
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that have appeared.115 Most of these would speak of taking a liberationist perspective, largely due to its more acceptable theological pedigree, rather than
a Marxist approach. Of course, many of these positions are indicators of ideological struggles within the various churches and synagogues between progressive and conservative elements. I, for one, would like to see far more of
such studies, but whenever I peruse this material, I always get the sense that
it is still tied to the assumption that the Bible can be good for you if you read
it correctly. What it needs is some decent ideological criticism, particularly in
the traditional sense of demystification.116
Of course, the two lines I have traced all too brieﬂy do overlap at many
points.117 The most notable example is the way Engels’s initial suggestion
that early Christianity was a revolutionary movement drawn from the lower
classes of Roman society made its way into New-Testament criticism and
sociological analysis.118 But where does Ste. Croix fit within all of this? He
largely ignores either tradition and they have returned the cold shoulder. In
some cases he may be excused, since he stands at the beginning of the recent
spate of Marxist analyses of the Bible. He began work on Class Struggle when
the excitement of the 60s was still in the air, delivered some of its content
initially as the Gray lectures at Cambridge in 1973 and finally published it in
1981. By comparison, the early Marxist study of the New Testament by Belo
appeared in 1975 and then in translation in 1981. Yet Ste. Croix does not refer
to even this early work, let alone the studies by Engels, Kautsky and Luxemburg. The reasons why Ste. Croix ignores this work are beyond me, as are
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those as to why he has been left out in the cold by biblical critics. This study
may, I hope, be one step to restoring him – even if he would have come kicking and struggling with his strong athlete’s body – into this dual tradition of
Marxist biblical studies, for he is both a Marxist historian of the ancient Greek
and Roman worlds and a formidable New-Testament critic.

Chapter Four
The Alchemy of Michael Löwy

For two decades or more, Michael Löwy has been
exploring the ‘elective affinity’ between Marxism
and religion.1 Such a connection may be found, he
argues, in the libertarian thought of certain Jewish
intellectuals in Central Europe from the mid-nineteenth century until the 1930s, or in the thought
of one of his heroes, Walter Benjamin, or in LatinAmerican liberation-theology, which first emerged
in the 1960s and 1970s.
I am above all interested in the way Löwy handles
Latin-American liberation-theology,2 partly because
any study of Marxism and theology cannot shy away
from such a topic, partly because it provides another
angle on a theme – resistance and accommodation –
that has persisted through the preceding chapters,
partly due to the way liberation-theology allows
me to subject Löwy himself to sustained commentary and critique, and partly because it allows me to
offer my own response to liberation-theology, albeit
through Löwy. Central to his quite sympathetic
engagement with liberation-theology is what may
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For some strange reason, the question of Marxism and religion is absent in
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2
Löwy 1996. A preliminary and much shorter study appeared in French in Löwy
1988a. See also Löwy 1993.

160 • Chapter Four

count as his original idea, namely ‘elective affinity [Walverwandschaft]’.
Dragged out of alchemy, Goethe and the back-woods of Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Löwy has made it the centrepiece of his
analysis of religion and its relation with Marxism.
I have structured the chapter as follows. I begin with a detailed treatment
of elective affinity, focusing on the two main statements where Löwy seeks
to reclaim this idea for the sociology of religion – one an article in French
on Max Weber and another from the first chapter of Redemption and Utopia.3
From there, I launch into a critical commentary of Löwy’s engagement with
liberation-theology, where I deal with three matters: the nature and inﬂuence of Catholic social teaching (and the curious way Löwy sidesteps such
teaching in his treatment of liberation-theology); the ontological reserve of
liberation-theology in regard to its infamous use of Marxist analysis; and then
the question concerning the plurality of liberation-theologies. This last topic is
directed squarely at the assumption, shared by Löwy, that liberation-theology
is a peculiarly Latin-American product.4

Elective affinities
Löwy’s is an urbane and heavily Weberian Marxism delivered in a smooth
and easy style. Whenever he needs an insight or a new angle on a problem, he
dips as much into Weber as into Marx.5 Indeed, Löwy’s more recent thought
may be characterised as a wholesale, and often quite productive, effort to
blend Marxist and Weberian thought, even if Marx occasionally slips into the
background, often playing second fiddle to Weber. However, a quite specific
matter has drawn Löwy to Weber: the more Löwy turned to religion in the

Löwy 2004; Löwy 1988b, pp. 6–13.
Why not an extended discussion of Löwy’s passion for Walter Benjamin? Not
only does Benjamin constitute the high point of Redemption and Utopia, but he is
also the focus of a recent book and article – see Löwy 2005a; Löwy 2009; see also
the earlier engagements in Löwy 1985 and Löwy 1989a. The major reason I have not
offered a detailed critique is that I have dealt with Benjamin at length elsewhere in
the Criticism of Heaven and Earth series (Boer 2007a, pp. 57–105) and I see little point
in repeating large chunks of that analysis here. Another reason is that I do not share
Löwy’s assessment of Benjamin as the greatest philosopher of the twentieth century;
Löwy’s effort to provide a clear and simple commentary on Benjamin jars with the
writing of a man who was by no means clear about what he was writing.
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last couple of decades, the more he found Weber became useful in providing
him with a ready quiver of arrows for dealing with his new target.
Emergence
This is where elective affinity appears, for it is, Löwy argues, Weber’s own
way of dealing with the connections between capitalism and Calvinist
Protestantism. For Löwy, elective affinity operates as follows: ‘on the basis
of certain analogies, certain affinities, certain correspondences, two cultural
structures may – under certain historical circumstances – enter in a relationship of attraction, of choice, of mutual selection’.6 Before I trace the curious
path of this concept, it is worth pointing out that Löwy also has a polemical
reason for using it: the persistent assumption that Marxism is a secularised
form of eschatological, if not apocalyptic theology. This suggestion goes back
to Karl Löwith, Nikolai Berdyaev, and more recently Leszek Kolakowski.7
It has become such a commonplace that, as soon as one raises the question
of Marxism and religion in a gathering, at least one person will jump at
the bait and insist that Marxism is a form of secularised theology, usually
understood in this case as secularised messianism. The argument is obviously
one of inﬂuence – Jewish and Christian thought came first and so Marxism
offers a pale, secularised copy. The narrative is well known: the evils of the
present age with its alienation and exploitation (sin) will be overcome by the
proletariat as collective redeemer, who will usher in the glories of a new age
when sin is overcome, the unjust are punished and the righteous inherit the
earth. Most of the time, the argument is used as ammunition in the hands
of conservative and liberal critics, but apostate-Marxists like Berdyaev and
Kolakowski add to the chorus of voices proclaiming that there is a dreadfully
smelly theological corpse under the ﬂoorboards.
The idea of elective affinity is, at one level, Löwy’s response to this argument. On nearly every occasion, he introduces the idea of elective affinity,

6
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combination that can go as far as a fusion’ (Löwy 1988b, p. 6). See also Löwy 1980.
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he is keen to point out that it does not designate a one-way process of inﬂuence – Jewish or Christian messianism is not the prior and determining set
of ideas to which Marxism is subject. To be sure, there are similarities, but
a far more complex relationship than mere borrowing needs to be proposed
and explored – hence elective affinity. But I have run ahead of myself, for
I have not yet asked from where this concept began its long journey into
Löwy’s theoretical armoury. For some strange reason, Löwy prefers to tell the
story of elective affinity in terms of inﬂuence – precisely the type of relationship he seeks to avoid in his treatment of the relation between theology and
Marxism.
So we find that elective affinity emerges from the dark mutterings and
speculations of the alchemists. Here, we find figures such as Albertus Magnus, Johannes Barchusen and the Dutchman Hermannus Boerhave bent over
their simmering pots, gaseous tubes and multi-coloured jars. Why does sulphur combine so with metal, they pondered? Why do copper and iron meld
together to become brass? And, most famously, what substances will seek out
each other to produce gold? As Löwy notes, they used terms such as affinitas,
amor [love], and attractionis electivae [elective affinity] to describe this mysterious attraction. What strikes one when reading through such an account is
the fuzzy line that distinguishes alchemy and chemistry, especially by the
eighteenth century when we find a title such as Elementa Chemiae (Principles
of Chemistry from 1724) by Boerhave, who is called an ‘alchemist’, and then
De attractionibus electivae (Concerning Elective Attraction) from 1775, written by
the Swede Torben Bergman, who was apparently a ‘chemist’. Of course, this
is an old point – that alchemy and chemistry become distinguished through
a process of differentiation, with the result that one is seen in hindsight as
an esoteric and magical venture, while the other takes on the mantle of ‘science’. Among the likes of Magnus, Barchusen, Boerhave and perhaps even
Bergman, it was not so easy to make such a distinction at all. Eventually, via
a translation of Bergson’s book into German as Walverwandschaft (1782–90),
we find that this idea from alchemy/chemistry leaps over into another field
entirely – into Goethe’s 1809 novel Die Walverwandschaften. From here, it
passes through German culture as a term describing a strong bond between
two people, perhaps comparable to the English notion of soul-mate, until
it gets to Löwy’s favoured theorist, Max Weber. In Weber’s work, ‘elective
affinity’ most famously appears in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capital-
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ism: the two terms of the title relate to one another in a complex pattern of
attraction and combination.8 Weber seems to have made extraordinarily good
use of this new theoretical tool,9 but Löwy is most intrigued by Weber’s own
usage in the relations between religion and economics.
However, Löwy is not interested exclusively in the end-product of this
unusual story, holding up a smooth and shiny method for the sociology of religion. Instead, he tries to retain various features of elective affinity in its path
through alchemy-chemistry, romantic literature and sociology. The result is
that, when Löwy tries to formulate the main methodological stages of elective
affinity, his language swerves towards alchemy and even mysticism. In the
murky realms of alchemical thought, four stages were distinguished: initial
correspondence, reciprocal attraction, combination and then a new entity as
the product of the union.
So, we find that the first stage or level is one of static affinity: two entities
might share similar features and be attracted to one another, but their connection remains potential. These elements have a certain homologous10 likeness
to one another (‘like draws to like’ was the Hippocratic motto favoured by the
alchemists); otherwise there would be no basis for their combination. There
follows a moment of what is really choice (‘election’), for, in alchemy, the
elements seem to have a will of their own and choose to combine with other
elements with which they have some affinity. In Löwy’s method, this means
that the two configurations cease to ignore one another and engage, with the

Weber 1992.
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smallest hint of eroticism, in some stimulation and interaction – in Aristotelian terms, the potentiality of affinity begins to become dynamic. Thirdly,
we have contact. When the interaction becomes fully dynamic, various stages
of union result, ranging from mutually respecting partners to total fusion.
Finally, something entirely new may be created in the process (this is where
Goethe is dominant). It may be a new idea, a new cultural form, or even a new
politics.
Untidy corners and sexy dialectics
I am not sure whether these steps are meant to be sequential or that this
impression is the result of the narrative sequence of writing and the need for
some sense of causality and effect. The latter is probably to be preferred, but
I am interested in another question: is this a workable method? Does it yield
anything tangible? In answering those questions, I need to deal with some
untidy corners that peek out from smooth surface of Löwy’s text.
To begin with, there are a couple of features which do very little work in
Löwy’s analysis, coasting at the back of the pack and taking it easy. One of
these is the emotional and spiritual dimension that we find in Goethe, while
another is the erotic dimension with which the medieval alchemists were
enraptured. Löwy is content to stay with seductive suggestions, a meeting of
the eyes, an ‘accidental’ touch, but they remain largely secretive. He talks of
the possibility of ‘active convergence’, of ‘reciprocal attraction’ and ‘mutual
stimulation’, or an ‘“alloying” of partners’ and even a ‘chemical wedding’
(this last phrase from the alchemist Boerhave). At one level, these phrases
read like the conventional narrative of courtship, marriage and then even the
child at the end – the ‘new figure’ created through the ‘fusion’ of the two
individual elements. All very proper, but there is also the hint of an illicit and
underlying narrative of sensuality, seduction, arousal and sex. Of course, the
erotic dimension was always there with the alchemists, but I wonder what
Löwy’s method would look like if the sensual, sexual element was brought
out in to the open. What would the argument for the erotic affinity of Calvinism and capitalism look like? Was the attraction between libertarian thought
and Jewish messianism in the century from 1850 a sensual one too? And does
liberation-theology find Marxism sexy? Why do some authors attract us, fire
us up and get the juices ﬂowing? And why do others leave us cold and uninterested? I ask these questions not in jest, for erotic pleasure is very much a
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political issue and not restricted to one’s private peccadillo. Indeed, the attraction of political options, whether of the Right or Left or anywhere in between
always has a distinct sensual appeal. For all its sobriety, for all its focus on
analysis and action, Marxism also has a distinct sexiness, if I may put it that
way. And I find that ascetic forms of religion also have – strange as it may
seem – their sensual pleasures.
The dialectical side of elective affinity is another feature that Löwy in no
way exploits to its full capacity. In Redemption and Utopia, he mentions ‘a very
special kind of dialectical relationship’,11 but that is it. It is difficult to find any
reference to the dialectic in his works on Marxism and religion, which is a
pity, for there is not a little in the Marxist tradition that would have assisted at
this point. The dialectic makes a belated appearance in Löwy’s later study on
Walter Benjamin, precisely at the moment when Löwy backs off from the idea
of fusion and a new figure.12 However, in Löwy’s earlier works, the dialectic is
left to its own devices, perhaps on the assumption that it is sufficiently grown
up. At least one way it might have been put to work is in developing Althusser’s well-known effort to recast the various realms of culture, politics, religion, education, judiciary and economics as semi-autonomous realms which
interact with one another.13 Economics then becomes the ultimately determining instance only in the last resort. Here, it seems to me, elective affinity might
provide one way for speaking of the dialectical relations between these semiautonomous zones.
In fact, a more vigorous dialectic may well provide another angle on Löwy’s
own narrative of the development of the idea of elective affinity. This story
is one of inﬂuence and causality – precisely the type of narrative Löwy seeks
to forestall with the idea itself. He presents it as story uncovered through
some careful sleuthing, one in which alchemy moves unnoticed into chemistry, then literature and finally sociology. But this narrative is at another level
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self-referential, for, between these different realms, I detect a process of elective affinity. Why does the idea move between alchemy and sociology,
between chemistry and literature if there is not a prior likeness and mutual
attraction? Is the relation between these different uses merely one of inﬂuence
and progression, or is there a dialectical interaction between them? My questions become even more pertinent if we consider Löwy’s favoured use of the
idea: it is no accident that that use is in the connection between religion and
social forms, for we find this interaction prefigured in the relations between
heretical forms of religion and sociology in the history of the term itself.
Other corners that rupture the limpid surface of the text appear in the shape
of Löwy’s relation to Weber, one an unconscious appropriation of Weber’s
assumptions and the other an item of friction. As for the appropriation, Löwy
seems to have taken on Weber’s well-known liking for ideal types, especially
in the way Löwy characterises the two entities that engage in elective affinity. They tend to be quite equal and autonomous, coming in pairs and with
histories that are not explored in any great detail. So, we find that Jewish
messianism is an ideal type, as are Jewish intellectuals of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, as is liberation-theology. So, the prospective
partners for elective affinity are invariably two distinct entities which come
into contact through a process of mutual choice. In other words, rather than
two dumb, lumbering monoliths, agency and conscious decisions to engage
are crucial. And what if these monoliths are not so equal, one far more powerful than the other? Would it not dominate the elective affinity to make it far
less than elective?
But there is also some friction between Löwy and Weber. Löwy wants to
enlist elective affinity in assessing the engagement between two autonomous
zones with relatively equal weight – theology and Marxism, or Jewish messianism and libertarian politics. Weber’s agenda is a little different. I can illustrate this agenda in the very text Löwy quotes from Weber’s The Protestant
Ethic. We find the following description: ‘At the same time we shall as far as
possible clarify the manner and the general direction in which, by virtue of
those relationships [Walverwandschaften] the religious movements have inﬂuenced
the development of material culture’.14 Löwy gaze is fixed on the inadequate
translation by Talcott Parsons of Walverwandschaften as ‘those relationships’,
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Weber 1992, p. 92; also quoted in Löwy 1988b, p. 9.
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but he misses the obvious feature of this sentence (second italics): Weber
wishes to explore the possible inﬂuence of religion on material culture, by
which he means economics. Now, Weber’s agenda is well known, seeking to
offer a counter-narrative to the Marxist emphasis on economics. But the point
here is that Weber makes use of ‘elective affinity’ as a way of determining a
specific inﬂuence – from religion to economics – out of the myriad confusions
and interactions that operate between them. This is not quite what Löwy has
in mind with his appropriation from Weber.15
Weber’s take on elective affinity raises another question. Although Löwy
is careful to point out that each entity engaged in elective affinity has its own
complex history, I wonder whether it entirely excludes prior inﬂuence in
either direction. For distinct political reasons, Löwy is keen to block the possibility of inﬂuence, especially into Marxism from Jewish or Christian thought.
But it may well be possible that the reason for a certain attraction between
them is due to earlier inﬂuence – in either direction. One last rupture: Löwy
faces some difficulties in distinguishing elective affinity from other types
of relations. So it is, he argues, not like ideological affinity between similar
social and cultural movements; nor is it like the vague correlation between
two items; nor is it a relation of inﬂuence (as we have already seen); nor is it
a version of ‘expression’ in the classic sense that the superstructure expresses
what goes on in the base. All the same, it makes one wonder whether ‘elective
affinity’ is not merely another name for engagement, attraction, interaction,
appropriation and so on.
So, in light of these questions, is elective affinity a workable method? I suspect it is may be useful when one is considering the meeting of two bodies
of thought and action and when that engagement takes place through the
conscious choice of the participants of those movements. But, surely, it must
include factors such as unequal partners, the possibility of complex patterns
of inﬂuence that move in either direction, the presence of more than two ideal

15
Löwy prefers not the second sentence of the text he quotes from Weber but the
first: ‘In view of the tremendous confusion and interdependent inﬂuences between
the material basis, the forms of social and political organization, and the ideas current
in the time of the Reformation, we can only proceed by investigating whether and
at what points certain correlations [Walverwandschaften] between forms of religious
belief and practical ethics can be worked out’ (Weber 1992, pp. 91–2; also quoted in
Löwy 1988b, p. 9).
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types, indeed a move away from ideal types to a sense of permeable borders
between them, and prior histories of interaction?
On that last point, I would like to return to Löwy’s overwhelming desire to
avoid the charge that Marxism is inﬂuenced by Jewish of Christian theology.
As we saw, elective affinity is an effort to counter this charge and yet deal
with the perceived overlaps between Marxism and theology. But there are
other ways to deal with this charge. One is well known, running in a consistent stream from Engels to our own day: yes, theology and Marxism do have
affinities with one another, but that is not to the detriment of one or the other
but to their mutual benefit. Or it would be possible to show that Marx and
Engels honed the historical-materialist method in response to theology. As I
will show at some length in Criticism of Earth, for distinct historical reasons,
the situation in the 1820s, 1830s and 1840s in Germany was saturated with
theology.16 In contrast to the atheistic push of French thought in the line of
Enlightenment-philosophes like Voltaire and in contrast to the Deism characteristic of English thought, Germany took a much more conservative path.
Due to the reactionary push towards a Christian state by Friedrich Wilhelm
III and his son, Wilhelm IV (who took the Prussian throne in 1840), debate
in Germany over matters such a republicanism, democracy, liberalism, the
state, reason, and the political subject took place on the terrain of theology,
especially the Bible. The great controversies of the day were generated by
David Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu, Bruno Bauer’s radical biblical criticism, and
Ludwig Feuerbach’s challenge to theology.17 Marx and Engels painstakingly
worked out their approach in critical response to the overwhelmingly theological nature of debate. Even more, Marx and Engels struggled with theology on another front, for the French variety of communism, first introduced
to Germany by Moses Hess and taken up by Wilhelm Weitling among others,
had a strong Christian odour about it – largely due to the way French communists responded to the atheism of liberal radicals.
In the midst of this process, there is a significant feature that Löwy neglects
(he will correct this omission later in The War of Gods), namely Engels’s argu-

See Boer forthcoming.
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ment that earlier revolutionary movements took their inspiration from Christianity. This argument may be understood as one of the ways Engels came
to terms with his earlier deep Calvinist commitment, but the result is quite
unique. Already from quite early on,18 Engels noted that various revolutionary movements were inspired by Christianity and had Christian leaders – he
mentions Müntzer, Cabet, Weitling and others. This would remain a consistent theme in Engels’s thought until his works on the peasant-revolt in sixteenth-century Germany and the revolutionary nature of early Christianity.19
Engels’s great insight was that Christianity, and especially the Bible, are politically ambiguous, with plenty of material on which the ruling classes could
draw to make them feel perfectly comfortable, but also a good deal of justifications for overthrowing such rulers.
But what has all this to do with eschatological Christianity and Marxism?
To begin with, Marx and Engels set themselves against this strain of communist thought. Its great exponent was Moses Hess, whose Die Heilige Geschichte
der Menschheit and Europäische Trierarchie introduced to Germany a communism with a strongly apocalyptic ﬂavour.20 Hess’s widely read Europäische
Trierarchie argued that the combination of the young-Hegelian criticism of
theology, French socialist politics and English industrial materialism would
bring about the rapid and complete collapse of the existing order and usher in
a new age. This was precisely the sort of thought Marx and Engels sought to
excise from the communist movement, largely due to the overwhelming theological nature of public debate in Germany of the 1830s and 1840s. Further, the
only one with any interest in eschatology and apocalyptic was Engels, and
he did so in his youth when he fascinated by the biblical book of Revelation.21
But he uses this biblical text in jest, satire and as a way to express exhilaration

18
Already in 1843 Engels wrote, ‘In general, this is a feature of every revolutionary
epoch, as was seen in particular in the religious revolution of which the outcome
was Christianity: ‘blessed are the poor’ [Matthew 5: 3], ‘the wisdom of this world is
foolishness’ [1 Corinthians 1: 20], etc.’ (Engels 1975d, p. 380; Engels 1985d, pp. 451–2).
See also Engels 1975e.
19
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1990b.
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Hess 1837, 1961, 2004.
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at a new discovery, never quite taking it seriously. Later, Engels used exactly
the same biblical text to extinguish any apocalyptic fervour by arguing that
the apocalyptic book of Revelation is merely a historical book that provides
a window into early Christianity.22 So much for Engels, but is there an inﬂuence on Marx, especially in light of the long history of Jewish rabbis in his
family? Here, we need to go back to his university-days in Berlin and his very
close association with Bruno Bauer, who taught him a course on the book of
Isaiah.23 Isaiah is an eschatological prophetic book par excellence. But the catch
is that Bauer, as a leading figure of the most radical biblical criticism of the
time, would be the last one to argue for an eschatological or even apocalyptic
interpretation of a book like Isaiah – such an approach was far too traditional.
Bauer’s only study of the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament), which appeared the
year before Bauer taught Marx, makes that perfectly clear.24
So we have reached the point where Löwy’s methodological motif of ‘elective affinity’ faces a number of problems: it is not necessarily the best way to
answer the criticism of secularised theology; it tends to operate with equally
weighted ideal types, thereby excluding the possibility of unequal interaction;
it excludes the possibility of mutual inﬂuence or even prior inﬂuence; and
it makes little of the erotic and dialectical potential. Elective affinity may be
workable if it included the complexity of some of these factors.

Liberation-theology
Despite the promise that elective affinity may be used in almost as many
fields as one might wish to imagine – within and between economic, cultural, religious and political realms – Löwy makes extensive use of it in
two areas: Jewish libertarian thought and liberation-thought. Unfortunately,
the study of the former is given over largely to expositing the positions of
a range of writers such as Martin Buber, Gershom Scholem, Franz Kafka,
Walter Benjamin and Ernst Bloch. It is unfortunate, since Löwy’s own voice

Engels 1990a; Engels 1990b.
There is small note from Marx’s Leaving Certificate from the Friedrich Wilhelm
University in Berlin that may easily be missed. It reads as follows: ‘V. In the summer
term 1839; 1. Isaiah with Herr Licentiate Bauer, attended’ (Leaving Certificate from Berlin
University 1975, p. 704).
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is largely muted. Of course, that voice is present to some extent in the selection of writers and the choice of what to consider in their work, but the bulk
of the book reads like a collection of summaries of other people’s opinions
to illustrate the main point that some Jewish thinkers of Central Europe
combined various strains of radical thought (some Marxist, most not) with
a romanticised and recovered Jewish religious tradition. Apart from noting a
number of significant problems with Löwy’s treatment – a woefully loose use
of the term ‘messianism’,25 a one-sided tendency to assume that the primary
inﬂuence on the thought of figures such as Bloch and Benjamin was Jewish
‘theology’,26 and a caricature of Christianity as other-worldly in contrast to
the this-worldly focus of Judaism27 – I should also point out that there is little
reason to engage extensively with Löwy’s expositions of the thought of those
I have dealt with elsewhere.28
By far the most productive and interesting of Löwy’s deployments of elective affinity appears in his sympathetic study of liberation-theology, The War
of Gods, which won the ‘Sergio Buarque de Hollande’ prize in 2000. Since
the centre of Latin-American liberation-theology is also Löwy’s birthplace –
Brazil – it should come as no surprise that liberation-theology has been an
ongoing fascination for him. I must admit to sharing this fascination, for liberation-theology was, for me, the gate that opened to Marx more than two
decades ago. Unlike Löwy, whose passage has been to liberation-theology
from Marxism, I moved from theology to Marxism via liberation-theology.
So what this work from a Marxist atheist with a distinct ‘ethical and political sympathy’29 for liberation-theology enables me to do is provide my own

25
What is needed here is a modicum of precision: eschatology is a base-term
designating anticipation and hope for the future, and may appear as both the expressed
content of a text and the worldview in which such texts operate; messianism is a
development of and subset of eschatology, for it focuses hope for the future on a
mediator (to speak of messianism without a Messiah is really to speak of eschatology);
and apocalyptic is yet a further development of eschatology into fevered speculation,
often in extremely oppressive circumstances, about the exact timing of an end that
is felt to be immanent.
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assessment of that theology. Needless to say, that process involves some argument with Löwy.
Löwy’s study of liberation-theology has three main prongs. One is to introduce liberation-theology to a readership, largely on the Left, that is less than
familiar with that theology. Another is to urge the Left to reconsider the role
of religion in its struggles, and a third is to explore how Marxism and Christianity might meet with a common political agenda in what I would call a
politics of alliance.30 The first two aims are much needed and it seems to me
that Löwy does his job with accessible clarity, but it is the third that interests
me most. Let me put it this way: bearing in mind Löwy’s fourfold schema
of elective affinity (see above), do Marxism and liberation-theology achieve
some sort of fusion, a ‘chemical wedding’ if you will, or even produce a new
figure? In other words, does the interaction attain the third and fourth levels
of elective affinity? The short answer is that Löwy thinks so; I am more sceptical. The long answer will take up the rest of this chapter.
Before I proceed, a preliminary observation is needed: this is the question
as to whether an idealist system, of which Christianity is an exemplar, can
have historical force. One of Löwy’s opening moves is to suggest that liberation-theology is too limiting a term, so he opts for ‘liberationist Christianity’.31
At one level, this is an understandable move to make, for Latin-American
liberation-theology is not merely the result of theologians’ thoughts on the
matter; it arises from a distinct history and experience of demoralising and
life-threatening, grinding poverty, the formation of the famous ‘base communities’ (CEBs) and the subsequent conscientisation of priests, bishops and
theologians.32 The same applies to the other forms of liberation-theology
I consider below. However, Löwy’s shift has another implicit agenda, and
30
An early version of what eventually became The War of Gods appeared in 1988
in a shorter pamphlet published by the International Institute for Research and
Education (linked to the Fourth International). Called ‘Marxisme et théologie de la
libération’ (Löwy 1988a), the title is a far clearer statement of the main theme of the
study than the later book.
31
Löwy 1996, p. 2.
32
The ecclesial base-communities, or comunidades ecclesia de base (CEB) are grassroots-gatherings of people for prayer, simple liturgies, Bible-reading and supportnetworks, actively fostered by socially engaged priests in Latin America and now
existing around the world in all forms of Christianity. The term conscientisation
(Portuguese conscientização) – an educational model that focuses on developing a
critical consciousness of the world and its contradictions – derives from the Brazilian
paedagogue, Paolo Freire. See Freire 1970.
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that is to counter the crass materialist argument that thoughts do not a social
movement make. Despite Löwy’s tendency to focus on the thoughts of the
major liberation-theologians (his favoured reference is Gutiérrez), as well as
the meetings and statements of bishops’ conferences and the Roman-Catholic
hierarchy, I can only agree with this move. For, as Althusser showed so well,
an ideological state-apparatus like the Church is as much a material institution with its own conﬂicts and struggles.33
Roman-Catholic social teaching
A couple of central features of liberation-theology deeply inﬂuence its
engagement with Marxism: the tradition of Roman-Catholic social thought,
and what may be called the ontological reserve. However, if we go looking
for a sustained discussion of Catholic social teaching in Löwy’s book, we will
be disappointed. Löwy does not deal with Catholic social thought directly;
instead, he approaches it at a tangent. I find this a little strange, given the
way that teaching is invoked within liberation-theology as a way to trump
Marxism.
One of Löwy’s tangential paths is to write what he calls a ‘missing chapter’
in Weber’s treatment of capitalism and Christianity.34 Even here, we find only
four pages concerned with Weber; the rest is given over to various figures who
have recognised a ‘negative affinity’ between capitalism and Roman Catholicism. In his characteristic fashion, Löwy glides effortlessly through his topic,
slipping by the rough edges that might trouble his search for a consistent
argument. But, first, let us see what he does argue. Implicit in Weber’s argument that some types of Protestantism – Calvinism and puritanism – have an
affinity with capitalism, indeed that they enabled its spread, is the obverse
point: the ethos of Roman Catholicism must be opposed to capitalism. Löwy
tracks a few references in Weber’s works to suggest that Weber did actually
feel that Roman Catholicism (although Weber also adds Lutheranism)35 was
not fertile ground for capitalism. The reasons: the ban on usury, the opposition to competition and individual gain at the expense of community, the
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pursuit of money, and the abstract and impersonal nature of market-forces.
Above all, it was Weber’s sense of a reified and impersonal logic, embodied
in a market that operated according to its own laws, that the Church found so
unacceptable.
Less interested in asking whether Weber has missed the mark or not,
Löwy prefers to take this retrieved argument as a distinct insight into Roman
Catholicism (he quickly drops the Lutheran reference). He tracks a series of
observations from both the Church and from thinkers connected to it to show
that there continues to be what he calls a ‘negative affinity’ between capitalism and Roman Catholicism. There is no denying that Löwy has a point, for
elements of Roman-Catholic social teaching do tend in this direction – such as
the concern with community, the focus on the poor and the rights of workers,
but it by no means exhausts that teaching. And Löwy repeats the oft-made
observation that Roman Catholicism, especially in its radical wings, has often
been a stepping stone to communism. I could add Louis Althusser’s comment that Catholic Action was a recruiting ground for the French Communist
Party. Indeed, some of the strongest Communist Parties in Western Europe
came from countries with dominant Roman-Catholic populations, especially
France and Italy – and this despite the strong opposition of the hierarchy to
‘atheistic communism’.
Immediately, a first objection leaps out: the greatest success of Communism
has been in countries of an Orthodox-Christian background, if not of a nonChristian background entirely, once we include China. Following Löwy’s
Weberian argument, then there must be an even greater negative affinity
between Eastern Orthodoxy (or, indeed, Buddhism and Confucianism) and
capitalism than that between Roman Catholicism and capitalism. Conversely,
their ‘elective affinity’ with communism must be all the stronger. Now the
objections begin to pile up. Is the Roman-Catholic opposition to capitalism
necessarily progressive? To his credit, Löwy does point out that such opposition was and so often is for conservative reasons, but he glides by this issue far
too quickly. This evasion is a shame, since the conservative nature of RomanCatholic opposition to communism demands more attention than Löwy is
willing to grant it, for much of the opposition came from a church fighting a
desperate rear-guard action against its loss of temporal power and inﬂuence.
A modicum of historical awareness makes this all too clear, so let us return to
the year 1000.
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From this year until the turn to the sixteenth century, papal power rose
to unheard of heights only to begin a long decline. The rise of that power
was due to a new theory of papal power, energetic popes, European politics
and changing social landscapes. The motivation and expression of that power
was based on a forgery: the Donation of Constantine. Although the Donation
presents itself as a letter written by the (first Christian) Roman Emperor Constantine to Pope Silvester I on March 30, 315, it was actually written after 750.
What does the Donation claim? Apart from speaking of Constantine’s conversion and baptism and claiming to have been placed on the body of St Peter, it
offers the pope control over all churches, especially the great centres of Antioch, Alexandria, Jerusalem, and Constantinople; the Lateran palace in Rome
and the imperial insignia; and the transfer from emperor to pope of all earthly
power in Rome, Italy and the provinces of the West. It may not be a genuine
document, but its truth is to lay out the basic ideas of the medieval papacy.
Here, we find the pope as universal bishop following in St. Peter’s footsteps,
teacher and godfather of the emperor, Christ’s agent on earth and lord of the
West. In short, it gave all power in church and empire to the pope.
Soon, this power was not enough: from Gregory VII (1073–85) on it was
asserted that such power came directly from God rather than the first Christian emperor. There is an extraordinary statement from Gregory’s letters that
expresses as no other document can the assertion of papal power:
The pope can be judged by no one;
The Roman church has never erred and never will err till the end of time;
The Roman church was founded by Christ alone;
The pope alone can depose and restore bishops;
He alone can make new laws, set up new bishoprics, and divide old
ones;
He alone can translate bishops;
He alone can call general councils and authorize canon law;
He alone can revise his own judgments;
He alone can use the imperial insignia;
He can depose emperors;
He can absolve subjects from their allegiance;
All princes should kiss his feet;
His legates, even though in inferior orders, have precedence over all
bishops;
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An appeal to the papal court inhibits judgments by all inferior courts;
A duly ordained pope is undoubtedly made a saint by the merits of St
Peter.36

A series of energetic popes after Gregory VII, especially Innocent III (1198–
1216) and Boniface VIII (1294–1303), put this theory into practice. Through
astute diplomacy, they ensured they were indispensable to medieval society
at every level, gathering around them multiple allies who extended their
rule into all walks of life. The backward nature of Western-European politics, which paled by comparison to the Byzantine Empire in the east and the
Muslim world, ensured that the popes were able to climb to the pinnacle of
power. Warring princes, constant territorial conﬂict and the perpetual search
for strategic alliances meant that the pope became a useful ally for any prince
seeking to gain inﬂuence for himself. Within the feudal system, the pope
claimed he was the highest feudal lord, at the peak of the pyramid. Since he
spoke God’s word on earth, all should obey them.
All this power could not be asserted merely on paper; power must be
wielded in real terms. The popes did so by developing a highly complex system of benefices and a legal system. To those who came to Rome and kissed
the pope’s feet, the pope gave an extraordinary range of benefits. It might be
the legal claim to land for a monastery, order or bishop, the confirmation of
their customs, freedom from jurisdiction by a local lord, or honours such as
the use of papal insignia. The popes showered their increasing number of
supporters with these material benefits and signs of status. In this way, they
ensured an ever greater number of allies. Further, the papacy created the most
effective legal system of the middle ages. At its centre was the recovery of
absolute private property, which had been forgotten after its invention by the
Romans.37 By adapting Roman law to feudalism, the murky area of property
was clarified. The popes of the eleventh to thirteenth centuries developed a
system in which everyone sought the opinion of the papal courts. Land-claims
were cleared up, due process for every minute aspect of daily life was established, litigants streamed to Rome for decisions, the pope’s legal representatives (legates) were everywhere and papal power spread. This achievement
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of the ‘lawyer popes’ in what has been called the ‘papal revolution’ was the
beginning of the legal system now dominant in the West.38
Through the handing out of benefits, an indispensable legal system and
astute diplomacy between warring princes, the pope could call on some
princes and their armed forces to further his agenda, as well occasionally paying for his own (as done, for example, by the infamous Pope Alexander VI,
1492–1502, of the Borgia family). As Stalin once retorted, many years later,
‘How many divisions does the pope have?’. In the years of papal power,
the answer was, ‘very many’. It also meant that papal power became a victim of its own success. The sheer volume of legal business turned the popes
into administrators devoted to keeping the system running. The machinery
ground down the possibility of new ideas in theology, politics or ecclesiology.
Over the eleventh to thirteenth centuries, new ideas had been encouraged and
helped develop papal power, but, by the fourteenth century, new ideas no
longer came from within. They came from outside, so much so that the popes
began denouncing one heresy after another. Added to this change were the
political machinations of the princes and the growth of the towns and a new
merchant-class. Whereas earlier princes would hand over heretics in order to
keep favour with Rome, by the fourteenth century, such free thinkers were
useful allies in their struggles with the pope. Finally, towards the end of that
century, feudalism began to crack at the seams. The interests of the towns
and commerce heralded the first glimmers of capitalism on the horizon. New
forces that fundamentally challenged the power of the Church – merchants,
reformers, free thinkers and new political forms – meant that papal power
was on the wane.
I have provided this brief historical sketch since it throws into relief one of
the main reasons for the opposition to the new economic and social relations of
capitalism: they constituted a fundamental threat to the power of the Church,
a power that was already on the wane. The threats posed by the merchants in
the towns to existing structures of power, their systematic undermining of a
feudal system in which the pope was supposed to be the head and the associated ﬂourishing of new ideas regarding citizenship and politics all gave the
popes enough reason to condemn these new-fangled ideas and practices. I
hardly need to say that the opposition was deeply reactionary.
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This anticapitalist strain is but one of the curious tangents to Roman-Catholic social teaching in Löwy’s book; another comes with his search for the elective affinities between Christianity and socialism. Now, we need to careful of
the way Löwy uses the term ‘Christianity’, for most of the time it is a placeholder for Roman Catholicism (he thereby acquiesces to the claim by Roman
Catholicism to be the ‘Catholic’, that is universal, church by its use of the
shorthand ‘Catholic’). In that more limited zone, he espies a number of items
shared by Roman Catholicism and socialism: ‘trans-individual values’ (ethics
and world-views beyond the individual); collectivity and communal life over
against selfish individualism; a universal or ‘Catholic’ perspective beyond
race, ethnicity and the nation-state; the hope for a better world characterised
by justice, peace and freedom; a focus on the poor as victims of injustice; and
a critique of capitalism in the name of a higher good.39
I have already explored the last item on this list, but even a brief reﬂection
makes it all too clear that they do not apply to Christianity as a whole (the
‘wealth-gospel’ in which poverty is a punishment for sin is one glaring example), let alone Roman Catholicism as a whole. For example, the focus on the
poor was certainly not a characteristic of the early Church, which bent over
backwards to ensure that wealth was not a hindrance to enter the Kingdom of
Heaven. Those early church-fathers did their level best to ensure that the rich
would have a much easier time of it than any camel who should want to make
its way through the proverbial eye of the needle (see the discussion of Ste.
Croix in Chapter Three). And, today, a good number of conservative RomanCatholic clergy attack the deep ills of society – promiscuous sex, abortion, and
homosexuality – rather than anything that smacks of poverty.
I would suggest that what Löwy actually has in mind in this list of comparisons is Roman-Catholic social teaching – or, at least, some elements of that teaching. So let us see what that teaching actually says. Although the threads may
be traced back through the many-coloured traditions of Christianity, RomanCatholic social thought formally dates from 15 May 1891, when Pope Leo XIII
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in question. So with the affinity of Jewish ‘messianism’ and libertarian thought we
find a somewhat different set of connections: the play between restoration and utopia;
a focus on earthly redemption; overthrow of the powers of this world; and anarchist
tendencies (Löwy 1988b, pp. 16–21).
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issued Rerum Novarum, subtitled ‘On Capital and Labour’. This text numbers
among some of the most inﬂuential statements from the Vatican. Others were
to follow, refining and extending this initial document – Quadragesimo Anno
(1931), Mater et Magistra (1961), Pacem in Terris (1963), Dignitatis Humanae and
Gaudiem et Spes (1965 – conciliar documents from the Second Vatican Council), Populorum Progessio (1967), Octogesima Adveniens (1971), Laborem Exercens
(1981), Solicitudo Rei Socialis (1987), Centesimus Annus (1991), Evangelium Vitae
(1995), and Deus Caritas Est (2005).
A brief look at the dates already tells us much, for these documents appeared
at times of economic and social unrest, often with connected labour-crises. So
the initial Rerum Novarum (1891) came as a response to social instability, classconﬂict, worker-agitation, and the rising inﬂuence of socialism. Forty years
later, as the title Quadragesimo Anno (1931) indicates, finds us in the midst of
the Great Depression. Then, no less than six statements appeared out of the
turmoil of the 1960s. Finally, the last four, bar one, were part of the aggressive agenda of John Paul II, weaving in and out of the impact of liberationtheology, the dramatic rolling back of state-socialism in Eastern Europe and
the triumphalism of neoliberal capitalism. The last of these, promulgated by
Benedict XVI, comes in the wake of the ‘war on terror’, asserting that Christianity is a religion of love, not hatred and war. It is also worth noting that
liberation-theology came out of the same turmoil of the 1960s, in part taking
its cue from the rash of statements that signalled a remarkable opening out to
the non-Roman-Catholic world.
The main emphasis of these documents may be summarised in seven
points: 1) the sanctity of human life and the dignity of the person from the
moment of conception until death, which embraces matters such as abortion,
warfare and discrimination; 2) an emphasis on the (heterosexual) family and,
by extension, the community, both local and global, which entails an opposition to the collectivism of communism and the laissez-faire ‘extremes’ of
capitalism; 3) rights – to life and its necessities, to freedom of religion and to
property – and responsibilities – to one another, families and society, especially so that property is not used for evil; 4) preferential option for the poor
and vulnerable (an ancient and intermittent tradition that focused on the ideal
of poverty, based on the imitation of Christ, in early monasticism and then
ﬂowered in the middle ages) with a focus on concern for and solidarity with
the poor, which is now extended to unborn children, the disabled, elderly,
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terminally ill, victims of injustice and oppression; 5) the dignity of work and
the rights of workers, especially in terms of the living wage, safe working conditions, trade-unions, but also to work conscientiously and treat employers
and fellow workers with respect; 6) solidarity, based on forgiveness and reconciliation, as well as the idea that there is one human family, which implies
that we should welcome the stranger in our midst; 7) care for creation, based
on the biblical mandate for stewardship of God’s creation, with the implication that the goods of the earth are subject to the ‘social mortgage’ (the mutual
responsibility to protect the environment).
All this is quite a mix, although defenders argue that it constitutes an ongoing effort to claim a distinct position that is beholden to no ‘secular’ political or
social movement. It is worth noting that both the conservatives and progressives within the Roman-Catholic Church can claim this social teaching as their
basis. Thus, liberation-theologians argue that what they do is nothing new,
for the Church has for a good while been proclaiming a preferential option for
the poor and justice for the exploited. But so also can the conservatives who
have systematically been placed in senior positions in the Roman-Catholic
Church where liberation-theology held sway; they too can argue that their
focus on abortion and divorce comes straight out of the tradition of RomanCatholic social teaching – which, of course, it does. It also explains a feature
of liberation-theology which puzzles Löwy: the conspiracy of silence concerning sexual ethics, divorce, contraception and abortion.40 He wonders how a
progressive movement like liberation-theology can take, with only the odd
exception, such a conservative line which directly affects the lives of millions
of poor women. But when you consider the mixed bag of Roman-Catholic
social teaching, it makes perfect sense. It seems that Löwy’s presentation of
an elective affinity between the Church’s traditional positions and Marxism
is a little one-sided.
Further, one of the features of the first encyclical, Rerum Novarum of 1891,
is a trenchant opposition to communism. Leo XIII had roundly condemned
radical left-wing politics, framing the document as a direct response to the
appeal of socialism to the working class. Paragraph 4 could not be clearer:

40

Löwy 1996, p. 53.

The Alchemy of Michael Löwy • 181
To remedy these wrongs the socialists, working on the poor man’s envy
of the rich, are striving to do away with private property, and contend
that individual possessions should become the common property of all,
to be administered by the State or by municipal bodies. They hold that by
thus transferring property from private individuals to the community, the
present mischievous state of things will be set to rights, inasmuch as each
citizen will then get his fair share of whatever there is to enjoy. But their
contentions are so clearly powerless to end the controversy that were they
carried into effect the working man himself would be among the first to
suffer. They are, moreover, emphatically unjust, for they would rob the
lawful possessor, distort the functions of the State, and create utter confusion
in the community.41

By the time Quadragesimo Anno was in the works, there was some debate
over whether Leo XIII had in mind all shades of socialism, or merely the
hardline Communist version. So, Pius IX makes it perfectly clear that even
the mildest form of socialism, which many at the time saw as coming into
what we might call an elective affinity with Roman-Catholic teaching, has
no common cause with the Church:
Whether considered as a doctrine, or an historical fact, or a movement,
Socialism, if it remains truly Socialism, even after it has yielded to truth and
justice on the points which we have mentioned, cannot be reconciled with
the teachings of the Catholic church because its concept of society itself is
utterly foreign to Christian truth.42

For all the critiques of class-conﬂict, exploitation of workers, the concentration of capital in the hands of a few and the need for workers to organise in
trade-unions, Roman-Catholic social thought has remained firmly opposed
to any form of socialism, a position reiterated in the document Libertatis
Nuntius, issued in 1984 by the Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith under the direction of Cardinal Ratzinger (now Pope Benedict XVI). A
direct response to liberation-theology’s engagement with Marxism (which
it caricatured), the document reasserted the need to remain faithful to the
tradition of Roman-Catholic teaching and not be waylaid by the temptations
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of Marxist analysis. Like the earlier documents, this one evidences less a
much-vaunted distinct tradition – a ‘third way’ between the two extremes –
than the fact that Roman-Catholic social teaching sought to block the appeal
of socialism to so many of the working class. We can put it to simple test:
which economic system does it categorically oppose and which does it seek
to ameliorate? I hardly need to answer the question.
I have pursued this somewhat lengthy excursus in order to situate liberationtheology and its ‘elective affinity’ with Marxism. Time and again, a RomanCatholic liberation-theologian points out that all they say comes straight out
of the Roman-Catholic tradition; for that reason, the Church should have no
objection to this theology. Indeed, in the name of that tradition, these theologians often seek to distance themselves from Marx. Let me take one of
the most significant and inﬂuential theologians, Jon Sobrino of El Salvador.
Across his works, we find Marx rarely, if at all, and then only as a sign of the
second phase of liberation after Kant: while Kant called for reasonableness,
Marx called for transforming praxis.43 Instead, Sobrino makes it perfectly
clear that he burrows deep into the tradition – both biblical and theological –
to develop his theology. Even more explicit is José Miranda, who argues that
the Bible offers a critique very similar to, but with greater ontological depth,
than Marx’s. In its wholesale criticism of objective and disinterested Western science and epistemology, the Bible is actually the source of the ‘prophet’
Marx’s own critiques.44 Miranda is, in some respects, much more radical than
Sobrino, for he ended up leaving the Church in disgust, but their moves are of
the same ilk – outﬂank Marx by showing that either the theological tradition
or the Bible was there before him.
One last example: Gustavo Gutiérrez has written what is widely agreed
to be the inaugural and benchmark work, A Theology of Liberation.45 What is
telling about this book is that although socialism comes in for some mention,
either as a challenge to theology, or in terms of Ernst Bloch’s inﬂuence on Jürgen Moltmann’s ‘theology of hope’, or, indeed, in reporting the statements of
various priests in support of socialism in Colombia, Mexico, Argentina, and
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Chile, Gutiérrez is careful to refer extensively to many of the papal encyclicals
mentioned above (at least those which were published at the time he wrote).46
Many of the themes from Roman-Catholic social teaching are found here: creation, solidarity, human fellowship, the critique of capitalist development and
its deleterious effects on people, especially in Latin America. Above all, there
is the concluding chapter on the preferential option for the poor.47 Of course,
Gutiérrez’s text blew through the wary shufﬂes of Roman-Catholic theology
like a gale and the book is justifiably a major text – and a pleasure to read. Yet
the treatments of Marxism and socialism in A Theology of Liberation were as far
as Gutiérrez would go. Later, Marx virtually disappears from his texts until
we get the telling work, We Drink From Our Own Wells,48 a title that bears a
double sense: it is not merely the spirituality of the poor within Latin America
that is ‘our own well’, but also the tradition of Catholic social thought. Marx is
nowhere in sight, while the encyclicals and statements from bishops’ conferences are noticeably present.
So the tradition of Roman-Catholic social teaching is one reason why liberation-theologians have kept Marxism at a distance, often due to the need
to keep glancing over their shoulders to check whether that hooded figure is
not a Vatican agent. I will let Marx have the final word on this social teaching,
since what looks like progressive so often turns out to be reactionary:
The social principles of Christianity have now had eighteen hundred years
to be developed, and need no further development by Prussian Consistorial
Counsellors. The social principles of Christianity justified the slavery of
antiquity, glorifies the serfdom of the Middle Ages and are capable, in case of
need, of defending the oppression of the proletariat, with somewhat doleful
grimaces. The social principles of Christianity preach the necessity of a ruling
and an oppressed class, and for the latter all they have to offer is the pious
wish that the former may be charitable. The social principles of Christianity
place the Consistorial Counsellor’s compensation for all infamies in heaven,
and thereby justify the continuation of these infamies on earth. The social
principles of Christianity declare all the vile acts of the oppressors against the
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oppressed to be either a just punishment for original sin and other sins, or
trials which the Lord, in his infinite wisdom, ordains for the redeemed. The
social principles of Christianity preach cowardice, self-contempt, abasement,
submissiveness and humbleness, in short, all the qualities of the rabble, and
the proletariat, which will not permit itself to be treated as rabble, needs its
courage, its self-confidence, its pride and its sense of independence even
more than its bread. The social principles of Christianity are sneaking and
hypocritical, and the proletariat is revolutionary. So much for the social
principles of Christianity.49

The ontological reserve
The second feature that thoroughly inﬂuences the interaction of liberationtheology with Marxism is what may be called the ontological reserve. This
reserve manifests itself in a wariness of Marxist analysis beyond economics
and society. At one level, the project of liberation-theology is quite straightforward: it offers a critical assessment of capitalist economics, often using the
tools of Marxist analysis, but the matters of being and salvation are reserved
for God alone. Such a bifurcation has obvious implications for Löwy’s thesis of elective affinity, so let me interrogate that ontological reserve more
closely.
The scandal of liberation-theology when it first broke on the scene was that
it dared to question the dominant economic model of development in Latin
America. And it made use of some Marxist categories in order to so, especially
the theory of dependency which came into its own in the 1960s and 1970s. Of
course, a rather long, winding and well-known narrative leads up to that stage
of economic theory and practice. From the beginnings of European presence,
various economic realities and models have beset Latin America: plunder and
expropriation for European imperial coffers and wars; raw materials of animal,
vegetable and mineral varieties for European industry, a process overseen by
colonial overlords and a mixture of slaves and indentured labour; independence and efforts to emulate market-economies like the United States; and
then close on the heels of the previous moment comes the theory of development that still holds sway in some quarters. If only areas of the world like Latin
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America, or indeed Africa or Asia (at least in the early half of the twentieth
century), could emulate the wealthier regions in Europe and North America,
they would ‘catch up’. All they needed to do was move from resource-based
industries to those of manufacture, get their labour-relations ‘in order’ and
tidy up government spending, and the path from underdevelopment to development would begin. The model was England in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which underwent a rapid process of industrialisation and
thereby became a global empire. Now ‘development’ bore many overlapping
senses, moving from crude wealth, through well-being to total social process.
Through it all ran not merely an evolutionary model with a smooth path up
the scale, but also an assumption that what everyone wants is to emulate the
overdeveloped centres of capitalism. In Latin America, dependency-theory
was tied up closely with the desire for domestically owned industries which
would then export manufactured products in order to generate wealth.
Rather than a smooth process to vast social wealth, Latin-American countries found they were staggering from one economic crisis to another. A brief
period of boom, often due to the demand for a particular mineral or crop, was
followed by hyper-inﬂation, government-instability, insurgency and military
coup. On this matter, liberation-theologians found Marxist analysis very persuasive, for it offered a theory to account for such a pattern. As Gutiérrez
points out, the new effort to make sense of this experience was dependencytheory.50 In light of the fact that poor nations never seemed to be able to get
out of the rut and that the game of catch-up always grew more difficult as
the gap increased, the argument shifted to stress the structural inequality of
capitalist relations between the wealthy North and the poor South. Simply
put, global capitalism, especially in the shape of multi- and trans-nationals,
needed the poorer nations of the ‘Third World’ to supply cheap resources and
cheap labour. Internal to the countries of Latin America, it became apparent
that a small ruling class within these countries had done rather well with
these structural inequalities, amassing fortunes and political inﬂuence on par
with those in other parts of the world.51
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Now all this is fairly basic economic theory, but it was quite shock for both
the Roman-Catholic hierarchy and ruling classes with whom the Church was
indecently intimate from El Salvador to Chile. To have priests, religious and
theologians making use of Marxist-inspired analysis was dreadfully subversive. Add to that the continued viability of Marxist insurrectionary groups,
inspired by the success of the Cuban Revolution, and it looked like the liberation-theologians were going over to the Marxists – after all, these churchly
thinkers were using the same analytical tools as the rebels.
But that is where it stopped.52 Theologians such as Gustavo Gutiérrez,
Leonardo and Clodovis Boff, Rubem Alves, Juan-Luis Segundo and others
made use of what are really rather mild forms of Marxist analysis in order
to interpret the economic and social situation of Latin America, especially in
solidarity with the poor. But they come to an abrupt halt when it comes to the
solution. They might use terms such as liberation and revolution, but they
understand the terms primarily in a theological sense.53
This tendency is what I would like to call the ontological reserve. It shows
up at a number of different points, but, before I explore those, it is worth
pointing out that liberation-theology has been charged – both by those within
the Roman-Catholic Church and by Protestant evangelicals – of belittling
the ontological aspect of theology.54 However, what this accusation assumes
is that the primary matter for theology is the individual’s relationship with
God. As will become clear, no matter how much liberation emphasises the
collective, structural and historical nature of sin and salvation, it vigorously
invokes the ontological reserve.
The ontological reserve shows up at the heart of theology, namely with the
doctrine of salvation. No matter which theological tradition we might consider, salvation involves a profound process of transformation. As Gutiérrez
puts it, salvation ‘embraces all human reality, transforms it, and leads it to its

Nothing less than a revamped theory of development! For an excellent assessment
and argument for the continued validity of dependency-theory, see Surin 2009.
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fullness in Christ’.55 The biblical term for transformation is metanoia, which is
usually rendered ‘repentance’, a term that has come to have an overwhelmingly individual focus. It is better translated as a fundamental change of heart
and mind, a complete about-face since the present reality is not what it should
be. Yet, as soon as we begin speaking of salvation, a whole narrative opens
up. The reason we require metanoia in the first place is due to sin, which designates an impassable abyss between human beings and God, a road that leads
directly away from God and a reconciled world. In order to gain salvation we
need a radical change in direction and the only way to do so is through God’s
agency. The narrative widens to include creation, a Fall due to human disobedience, the need for God’s intervention, since human beings cannot attain
salvation on their own, the pivot of history in Jesus Christ, the beginning of
the re-creation of the world, the need for repentance, forgiveness and reconciliation and then the hope and anticipation that history will culminate in
God’s final act of redemption and completion of the world’s re-creation. Quite
obviously, it is a whole theory of history.
The liberation-theologians reintroduced into this narrative a collective and
structural approach to sin and justice. This was by no means new, but it challenged the privatised turn of theology since the Enlightenment. Sin was just
as much an issue of social and economic structures, of societies as a whole,
indeed of all humanity. In this light, history becomes not merely a matter of
God’s glorious march at the head of the Church, but the economic and political realities of everyday life. And, if God through Christ was in the business
of forgiving sin and offering redemption from it, then that had as much to do
with exploitative and oppressive economic systems as it had with the odd
individual peccadillo.
The ontological reserve also manifested itself in the resources used by liberation-theologians for their reﬂection. Marx may be useful for the analysis of
the social and economic reality of Latin America, or indeed global capitalism,
but it is not Marx and subsequent Marxist thinkers to whom they turn for
elaborating a specific theological position. Here, the ‘tradition’ for RomanCatholics and the Bible for Protestant liberation-theologians56 is the primary
and, in many cases, the only resort. Sorely wanting is an engagement with
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those Marxists who have, at times quite extensively, interacted with theology.
What bearing does Engels’s argument for a revolutionary origin of Christianity have for liberation-theology? Or indeed, where is any consideration of
Karl Kautsky’s massive project of tracing the forerunners to communism in
Christian revolutionary groups? What has happened to Adorno’s extraordinary transformation of the ban on images into a negative philosophical motif,
or Benjamin’s efforts to bring Marxism and theology into dialectical contact
and transformation, or Althusser’s fecund theory of ideology and ideological state-apparatuses in relation to the Church, or . . .?57 It is to Löwy’s credit,
at least, that he does have a brief discussion of precisely these Marxists. He
uses them as an introduction to show that Marxism and theology are not such
strange bedfellows after all. But, for some strange reason, when he gets to
liberation-theology, Löwy quietly drops by the roadside all these Marxists
who have engaged with theology.
One further feature of the ontological reserve presents us with a paradox – the critique of idolatry and its relation with the Marxist criticism of
fetishism. The paradox is that, the more liberation-theology stresses this form
of the ontological reserve, the closer it comes to the Marxist critiques. On the
one hand, the ontological reserve means that one holds off identifying too
closely with any particular person or political movement in the name of idolatry. That includes Marxism. To invest all one’s desires and hopes for salvation
in, for example, the proletariat or a revolutionary leader runs the risk of idolatry. This suspicion of idolatry means that any theological position must hold
itself back, always prepared to criticise and oppose where and when such a
movement runs into the mud. Liberation-theology reserves that final role for
God, who is, of course, above and beyond idolatry, one who – according to
the first and second commandments – does not tolerate any other gods or any
likeness made.
Yet the more wary liberation-theology is of Marxism in the name of the critique of idolatry, the more liberation-theology comes to a ‘quilting point’ (to
gloss Lacan) with Marxism. And that point of contact is the matter of fetishism.
Quite simply, some liberation-theologians seek to develop Marx’s critique of
57
These questions are, of course, part of my project The Criticism of Heaven and
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the fetishism of commodities in terms of the theological attack on idolatry. So
we find that capitalism itself in all its aspects – labour, commodities, money,
value, profit, as well as national security, the state, foreign debt, and military
force – is nothing less than a form of idolatry. On a theological register, such
idolatry is sin, for it worships some thing other than God – the idols of death
and Mammon, those which devour and destroy.58 What one need do is put
aside such idols, smash them and grind them to dust.
This argument is rich with possibilities and pitfalls, but it is the point where
Löwy’s much-desired linking of arms between Marxism and theology might
actually take place.59 Löwy is certainly enthusiastic concerning the possibilities of a common front here, but I have a number of reservations. To begin
with, none of the liberation-theologians I have consulted makes use of the
depth of Marx’s analysis of fetishism. Where some more sustained discussion
appears, it tends to use the famous section in the first volume of Capital on
the fetishism of commodities, perhaps mining Marx’s other comments in the
same work, as the basis for a theory of fetishism. Yet this is but one moment
when Marx deploys the idea of fetishism, which he found immensely useful
in a number of configurations. As I have argued in some detail elsewhere,60
Marx developed his theory of fetishism from his early studies of ethnology,
drawing upon the work of Charles de Brosses, who, in his turn, had developed
the theory in response to the new knowledge – in Europe, at least – of very
different religions from the Portuguese colonies of Africa.61 From de Brosses,
Marx took and developed not only the theory of fetishism, but also the vital
assumption that idolatry must be included within the broader category of
fetishism (this move was itself an answer to the effort to distinguish idolatry
from fetishism in work earlier than de Brosses).62 Indeed, like de Brosses, Marx
uses biblical examples – Moloch, Baal, Mammon – to depict fetishism. But he
also extended and developed the theory, using it against notions of bourgeois
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superiority over colonial savages to point out that the real barbarians were
precisely these pompous bourgeois lovers of gold. From there, he modified
the theory of fetishism to account for the alienation of labour, the products
of labour, wealth, the role of money, the commodity-form, use-value and
exchange-value, and the personification of capitalism – all of which ‘stand on
their hind legs vis-à-vis the worker and confront him as capital’.63 Marx never
lost sight of the religious sense of fetishism, as his notes on John Lubbock in
The Ethnological Notebooks make perfectly clear.64 While commenting critically
on Lubbock’s assessment, Marx simply assumes through his references to biblical critiques of idolatry that idolatry is in fact a form of fetishism.
That last point leads to the second problem with the engagement by liberation-theologians with fetishism, namely the subsumption of the whole category into that of idolatry. In other words, the possible breakthrough enabled
by Marx’s inversion is negated, for fetishism becomes an extension of, or perhaps a way to recover, the biblical and theological category of idolatry. Let
us be clear: I have nothing against a fruitful engagement between fetishism
and idolatry, but it needs to do so in light of Marx’s inversion of the relation between the two. Third, this subsuming of fetishism is closely related to
another tendency, which is to argue that fetishism functions perfectly well as
a way of describing our sinful state now in terms of commodity, money and
capital fetishism, but in order to dig us out of the ditch we need some of the
standard theological categories, such as death, resurrection, the community of
the Church and the utopian promise of the peaceable kingdom.
Finally, if we do take into account Marx’s inversion of the relation between
fetishism and idolatry, then it opens theology up to what might be called the
sting in the tail of fetishism. Let me put it this way: the theological criticism
of idolatry does so in the name of the one true God. All these other ‘gods’
are destructive idols because they draw our worship away from God. At this
point, the deeper logic of the biblical depiction of idolatry comes to the fore,65
for its premise is that idolatry is a deluded effort to attribute divine status
to a material object made by human hands, or perhaps a human or animal
figure. This polemic seeks to undermine the beliefs of the worshipper of that
Marx 1988, pp. 457–8.
Marx 1972.
65
See especially Isaiah 44: 9–20, but also Isaiah 40: 19–20; 41: 6–7; 42: 17; 45: 16–17
and 46: 1–2, 5–7.
63
64

The Alchemy of Michael Löwy • 191

‘idol’: he or she does not believe that the object itself is a god; rather, it points
towards the god (in much the same way that the Bible or the pope does so).
Worship is, therefore, not directed at the object in question, but the believer
offers worship to the god via the object. In response to this belief concerning
the object, the polemic of idolatry wants to break the signifying chain between
object and god; there is no god out there, it says, and so what you worship is
no more than this piece of wood or stone.
Of course, this polemic raises an urgent question regarding one’s own god.
If all the other gods do not exist, and if these representations of the god point
nowhere, then does that also apply to my own god? For this reason, we find
in the second commandment not merely the ban on worshipping other gods,
but also the famous ban on graven images. Once you get rid of the images, it
is no longer possible to break the signifying link between that image and the
deity. It is not for nothing that in the Hebrew Bible the word for God, Yahweh, is to be read as Adonai, ‘my lord’.66 Later Jewish tradition even avoided
Adonai, so one came to read Hashem, ‘the name’. This move has the potential
to become an endless chain in a desperate effort to avoid the logic of idolatry.
God cannot be represented; if you make an image of God yet set up the possibility that this signifying link too may be broken. Marx, like many others, did
take the next step and argued that there is no God. What we are left is idols
and nothing else. As he points out in an analogy with bourgeois economists,
theologians like to establish two kinds of religion: ‘Every religion which is not
theirs is an invention of men, while their own is an emanation from God’.67
The same applies to the liberation-theologians who deal with idolatry: the
idols of capitalism are false, evil, and oppressive, but God is not.
The critique of idolatry/fetishism is perhaps one of the most fruitful engagements between Marxism and theology,68 yet, through the paradox of the ontological reserve, the liberation-theologians fall short, failing to explore the full
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range of Marx’s many-sided deployment of fetishism, neglecting the inversion
of the relation between idolatry and fetishism and thereby subsuming fetishism within idolatry, treating fetishism as a description of our current sinful
state for which theology provides the solutions and opening themselves up
to the sting in the tail of the connection between idolatry and fetishism. For,
as soon as theology invests too deeply in the idolatry/fetishism argument, it
must face the sting: does the logic of fetishism, and thereby idolatry, apply to
its god too?
One or many?
In The War of Gods, Löwy makes much of the new historical chapter opened
up in Latin America with liberation-theology: it is a new social and historical
movement with continuing consequences for that continent. Implicit in his
argument is a claim to uniqueness for the movement. In this section, I want
to explore whether it is in fact as new or indeed as unique as seems to be the
case.69 Let me begin with a common critique of liberation-theology, namely
that it collapses all types of discrimination into the all-encompassing category
of the ‘poor’. Now, Löwy does note the difference with the Marxist category
of the proletariat, but he quickly moves on after pointing out that there is
a ‘socio-ethical “kinship” ’ between the poor and the proletariat.70 The catch
with a category like the poor is that it is both inclusive and exclusive. Here,
I am interested in what it excludes, a move that Gutierrez makes explicit:
From the beginning . . . we spoke of subjugated peoples, exploited classes,
despised races, and marginalised cultures. Then, there was expressed a
concern for the discrimination against women. . . . But what is clear is that
these different aspects did not take on their most strident and demanding
form until solidarity with the world of the poor became deeper in the last
few years.71

It is an interesting list: subjugated peoples, classes, races, cultures, women –
but all these are subsumed under the solidarity with the poor. Or are they
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subsumed? May it also be the case that they could be excluded by the category
of the poor? This is where the backgrounds of the first liberation-theologians
are telling, for, while they were not all of middle-class background (Gutiérrez,
for instance, is a mestizo (mixed Hispanic and Quechuan descent) from a slum
in Lima), they were theologians trained in European institutions through the
Church, particularly the Roman-Catholic Church. It is worth noting that there
were no well-known black Latin-American liberation-theologians, especially
in a continent with a long history of vigorous slave-trading (more slaves were
transported to Brazil than the USA) and with a population of over 70 million
who are of African descent.72 A similar observation applies to women, who
were just as active in the early movement among the base-communities, but
who had to overcome limits in education and the culture of machismo. That
situation changed somewhat in the later years, especially when this failing
became clear, but, even then, the number of women liberation-theologians
remains woefully small.73
While we may be tempted to see the global spread of liberation-theology –
into Korean Minjung theology and South-African contextual theology, or into
feminist, black, Dalit (Indian), indigenous, gay and/or queer liberation-theologies – as fanning out from a point of origin in Latin America, that is not the
case.74 For example, the same global turmoil of the 1960s produced a work
called A Black Theology of Liberation, written by James Cone. It appeared in
1970, but not in Latin America, for Cone is an African American living in the
USA. What is important about this militant landmark text is that, in Cone’s
words, ‘I was completely unaware of the beginnings of liberation-theology in
the Third Word, especially in Latin America’.75 The immediate context may be
different – the conﬂuence of a new consciousness of black theology in light of
the civil-rights movements and black nationalism and black power – but the
outcome was remarkably similar, for it was a theology from the perspective of
marginalised people who had resisted oppression for all too long. Except for
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one point: this articulation of liberation-theology took place in terms of race
rather than the ‘poor’ or indeed class. If anything, black liberation-theology
was much more militant: ‘If God is not for us, if God is not against White racists, then God is a murderer and we had better kill God’.76
As with black liberation-theologies, so also with feminist and queer liberation-theologies, for they too emerged from the 1960s and they too arose from
the praxis of groups marginalised by dominant ideologies and economic practices. However, in these cases, we can trace a subsequent inﬂuence from LatinAmerican liberation-theology, but only after the initial statements of their
respective positions. Before this inﬂuence, in 1968, Mary Daly published The
Church and the Second Sex,77 which arose from the struggles for women to gain
the right to ordination in the Christian churches. A trenchant critique of the
marginalisation of women within the Roman-Catholic tradition, the affinities
between this feminist work and black and Latin-American liberation-theologies soon became apparent. And then, within this feminist liberation-movement, the privilege of white women in secure academic positions speaking
on matters of oppression and ‘sisterhood’ led, in response, to the growth of
womanist, Mujerista and lesbian-feminist versions of liberation-theology.78
And that brings me to gay and lesbian liberation-theology, or, as it became
known, queer liberation-theology. By now, the story is familiar: for specific
historical, cultural and economic reasons, a marginalised group – now in
terms of sexuality and in response to deep-seated homophobia – finds theological expression through the experiences of the extraordinary period of the
1960s. In this case, the motivating event was the Stonewall Riots: on the night
of 27 June 1969, police tried to eject gays and lesbians from the Stonewall Inn
in New York. Four nights of riots ensued and gays and lesbians around the
world watched a mixed bunch of ‘butch lesbians, Puerto Rican drag queens,
and effeminate gay men – marginal people even within their own marginalized population – lead charges against rows of uniformed police officers’.79
It was the spark that led to the Gay Liberation Front a year later. It also led
to the process of reﬂecting theologically on the gay and lesbian liberation-
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movements. In this case, theologians drew upon the existing feminist and
black-power movements, as well as Latin-American liberation-theology, for
gay and lesbian theologians soon saw affinities between their own concerns
and other liberation-movements. Here, too, the movement grew and changed,
most notably with queer liberation-theology in the 1990s, which challenged
the identity-politics of earlier styles of liberation-theology and included bisexuals, transsexuals, and practitioners of S/M and fetishism, to name but a few
of the possibilities of marginal sexual activity.80
Instead of a singular origin – Latin America – from where liberation-theology spread to other parts of the world, each type of liberation-theology comes
out of distinct but comparable experiences of marginalisation and oppression. Even more, Latin-American liberation-theology has felt the impact of
black, feminist, womanist and queer liberation-theologies. For example, as the
Cuban theologian, Miguel De La Torre puts it in relation to queer theology,
‘if we say that Jesus is in solidarity with “the least of my people” and if gays
find themselves victims of oppressive acts, then we must conclude … Jesus
is gay’.81 The most inﬂuential of liberation-scholars to challenge the blind
spots was Marcella Althaus-Reid, who stressed the need to consider issues of
sexuality, bodies, queerness and postcolonialism in the name of an ‘indecent
theology’.82 Althaus-Reid was refreshingly impolite, asking what the practices
of fetishism, transvestitism and exhibitionism might contribute to traditional
reﬂections on Christology and the Virgin Mary.
To be fair to Löwy, his purview is Latin America, so we can hardly expect
him to include these avenues of liberation-theology. Yet they are important,
not least because they relativise the claim to a unique and new historical chapter, and because they raise questions about who is included and excluded
within the various marginalised groups. Of course, these questions are not
restricted to theology, as anyone with a passing knowledge of the questions
concerning identity-politics, or the politics of difference, with which the Left
has had to deal in the last few decades will recognise.
By now, it should be clear that Latin-American liberation-theology, however important, is neither a unique nor original form of such theology.
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Instead, its value comes from the way it has enlivened a much longer tradition
of revolutionary theologies. Thus far, I have dealt with liberation-movements
and their theological articulations after the period of massive unrest that followed in the wake of the decolonising impetus which followed World-War II
and came to a head in the 1960s. This brief historical period is only one of the
most recent in a much longer history, for there have been repeated revolutionary theological movements throughout the two millennia of Christianity.
In his published work, Löwy deals with two of those moments, one concerning the tendency of Jewish intellectuals in late nineteenth- and early twentiethcentury Central Europe to take up various forms of romantic anticapitalism
and the other concerning liberation-theology from the 1960s. Yet he is also
fully aware of the earlier historical manifestations of Christian revolutionary
efforts. In a brief and incisive survey in The War of Gods, he runs through a
range of Marxists, from Marx to Mariátegui, who have been interested in religion for various reasons.83 But I am most intrigued by Löwy’s comments on
Engels, Kautsky and Luxemburg, more for what he does not say. On Engels,
Löwy is relatively effusive, tracing Engels’s provocative argument that early
Christianity was a revolutionary movement that shows many affinities with
socialism; similar observations apply to the ‘peasant-revolution’ with Thomas
Müntzer and even the puritans in England. Luxemburg’s effort to build on
Engels’s observations concerning early Christianity receives a brief paragraph
from Löwy without assessment, but, when Löwy gets to Kautsky, he is dismissive of what he feels is Kautsky’s crass materialism.
However, Kautsky is the one who provided the most complete information on what he called ‘the forerunners of socialism’.84 Beginning with earliest Christianity, Kautsky identifies not only the communistic tendencies of
the monastic orders, mystics and ascetics, but also traces a series of heretical
movements: the Waldensians, who derive from the twelfth century and still
exist today in Piedmont, holding to the model of Christian communism in
Acts 2: 44–5 and 4: 32–5; the Apostolic Brothers around Gerardo Segarelli,
who formed a similar community of poor women and men in the thirteenth
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century, urged penitence and preached the imminent end of the world; the
Beguines and Beghards of the Low Countries in the twelfth century who
lived alone or in groups, were self-sustained, lived lives of simple piety and
assisted others; the Lollards, followers of Wycliffe in the fourteenth century
who stressed personal faith, divine election, and the Bible, who were deeply
hostile to the Church, were involved in a series of uprisings in England, and
who provided fertile ground for later dissent; the Bohemian Brethren from
the fifteenth century, later known as the Moravian Brethren, who stressed
personal piety, a focus on the world to come through their worship and communal life, and who settled under the protection of Count Zinzendorf at
Herrnhut (60 km east of Dresden) in 1721; the Taborites, an extreme fifteenthcentury party of the Hussites (who followed the pre-Reformation teachings
of John Huss (1375–1415)) who championed asceticism, communal living and
the establishment of the kingdom of God by force of arms. Kautsky reserves
his greatest admiration for Thomas Müntzer (here, he follows Engels) and
Thomas More.85 The criteria for admission to Kautsky’s long list was not only
an effort to recover the radical elements of the Bible and early Christianity,
but also the fact that these movements set themselves up against – sometimes
by force of arms – the medieval ruling class, which very much included the
church-hierarchy.
Whatever Kautsky’s failings as a writer, or indeed the questions one might
have concerning the communal and revolutionary credentials of some of
these groups, Kautsky provided what is really the first socialist church-history from the perspective of the underdogs. It seems rather obvious, then,
that liberation-theology, whether of Latin-American, feminist, black or queer
versions, is a continuation of this long line of radical-theological movements.
They were certainly not affairs of the head, limited to disputes among theologians secure in church teaching institutions; rather, they were the expressions
and justifications of a distinct oppositional praxis, for they too saw ‘the least
of the earth’ as their concern.
Despite this obvious connection between these earlier movements and
liberation-theology from the 1960s, it is somewhat strange to find that Löwy
does not make such a connection. It is implicit in the way he introduces
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The War of Gods with the briefest of surveys, but then he largely agrees with
Marx and Engels that the protest element of Christianity ground to a halt late
in the nineteenth century. A curious caesura, is it not? The rest of the book
shows implicitly that Latin-American liberation-theology is hardly unique or
all that new, but is rather a continuation of this tradition.

Conclusion
I end up with a mixed assessment of Löwy’s efforts to see the links between
theology – both Christian and Jewish – and Marxism. As a methodological
tool, elective affinity shows promise, but is far too vague and leaves too many
questions unanswered: are the two sides always equal and rational agents?
Why exclude inﬂuence, especially in complex earlier histories of interaction?
What of the role of political erotics or indeed dialectics? In regard to liberation-theology, Löwy offers a sympathetic assessment from one who does not
share the religious commitments of the protagonists of liberation-theology.
He is keen to urge the secular Left to reconsider the role of religion in political
movements that give voice to those ground down through exploitation. I too
share this sense that a politics of alliance between the religious and secular
Lefts is both long overdue and highly desirable. However, Löwy misses some
of the features of liberation-theology that keep Marxism at a distance – the
tradition of Roman-Catholic social teaching and the ontological reserve – and
he tends to buy into the assumption that liberation-theology is a singular
and original expression of theology. A brief consideration of other autonomous liberation-theologies, especially black, feminist and queer, shows that
liberation-theology is one particular manifestation of a wider phenomenon.
Further, these liberation-theologies may be seen as the latest moments in a
much longer tradition of theological radicalism.
There remains the unfinished business of the dialectic, which is implicit
within Löwy’s vague elective affinity but never quite brought to the fore. In
my discussion of fetishism and idolatry – a quilting point between Marxism
and liberation-theology – I argued we land in the midst of a dialectic: the
ontological reserve as it manifests itself in the critique of idolatry ensures that
liberation-theology keeps its distance from Marxism, yet that distance has the
potential of bringing about one of the most fruitful linking of arms with Marxism, specifically on the question of fetishism. The form of that dialectic is, I
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would suggest, a more useful way to understand the links between liberationtheologies and Marxism.86
This dialectic is a much better way to understand the ‘fusion’ of Marxism
and theology that Löwy seeks. He puts it in terms of elective affinity – a true
marriage, a union that produces a new figure, a love-child if you will, or perhaps the elusive gold sought by the alchemists. Does gold emerge from the
depths of the smoky pot into which Marxism and theology have been poured?
Löwy feels he has found gold with an impressive list of examples: the Nicaraguan Revolution in 1979, the guerrilla uprisings in El Salvador and Guatemala, the Workers’ Party and the Landless Peasants’ Movement in Brazil and
even in the indigenous people’s movement in Chiapas. More recently he has
suggested that the mass-movements in Ecuador, Bolivia, and Venezuela owe
a good part of their impetus to liberation-theology, with the shift from a traditional Marxist focus on the working class to that of the poor: ‘The idea that
the poor have to liberate themselves, and organise to do so is not so far from
Marx’s idea that the workers must take on the task of liberating themselves’.87
Then there is an impressive list of statements by councils, individual bishops, a high-profile martyr (Oscar Romero)88 and a large number of individual priests, religious and believers who joined revolutionary movements, of
whom Camillo Torres Restrepo is the most well-known example,89 but there
were a good number of others such as Néstor Paz in Bolivia and J. Guadalupe
Carney in Honduras.90 These two statements from these ordinary Christian
revolutionaries sum up the feelings of many who joined the movements:
Yahweh our God, the Christ of the Gospels has announced the ‘good news
of the liberation of man’, for which he himself acted. . . . We believe in a
‘New Man’, made free by the blood and resurrection of Jesus. We believe
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in a New Earth, where love will be the fundamental law. This will come,
however, only by breaking the old patterns based on selfishness.91
In the twentieth century there is no ‘third way’ between being a Christian
and being a revolutionary. To be a Christian is to be a revolutionary. If you
are not a revolutionary, you are not a Christian!92

Instead of an alchemical fusion between Marxism and theology, I suggest
that a dialectical approach makes better sense of these statements. Note that
neither of these statements refers to Marx. We could go back through the
statements of those movements I mentioned earlier and find very similar
statements, for there is a strand in the Bible and in Christian theology that
tends in this direction. It is a costly discipleship, but it does not depend on
Marx, nor need it rely on Marx in order to attain that point. In order to justify joining insurrections in one Latin-American country after another, the
Christian revolutionaries made it clear that it was their Christian commitment
that led them to do so.
And that is precisely my point. It is neither a case of finding overlapping
themes between Marxism and (liberation-)theologies, nor is it an effort at
finding common ground through compromise and negotiation. Instead, there
is an internal dynamic to both theology and Marxism (more strongly in the
latter) that leads to a revolutionary position. At that moment do they make
contact.
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Chapter Five
The Myths of Roland Barthes

No denunciation without an appropriate method
of detailed analysis, no semiology which
cannot, in the last analysis, be acknowledged
as semioclasm.1

Semiotics, structuralism, everyday life, popular culture, being gay at the Collège de France, occasional
lover of Michel Foucault and avid student of the
intricacies of literary theory, popular magazines and
all things French – these are the things for which Barthes is known and still read (perhaps not so much
in regard to Foucault). But I am interested in a lesstravelled path through Barthes’s work, namely the
writings on religion by this man who was brought
up a Protestant.2 More specifically, his deliberation
on myth in the long essay, ‘Myth Today’, is the focus
of my intimate commentary.3 Around this theoretical centrepiece cluster a large number of incisive
pieces in which contemporary myth is dissected and

Barthes 1993a, p. 9; Barthes 2002k, p. 673.
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see Collective 1995, pp. 130–5; Jobling, et al. 1995, pp. 48–9, 59–77) and partly due to the
way they seem quite dated now. However, I have gained much insight from the work
of Aichele, who has used Barthes creatively in order to develop a semiotic approach
to interpreting biblical texts. See Aichele 1996, 1997, 2001, as well as Koosed 2008.
1
2

202 • Chapter Five

analysed – from steak and chips to the Tour de France, from margarine to
Billy Graham.4 In this essay, Barthes offers a full-blooded theory of myth (his
demurrer that it is all very preliminary notwithstanding).
In unfolding my intimate commentary on Barthes’s texts concerning
mythology, I have divided my discussion into two parts. The first is an exposition that highlights the crucial moves in Barthes’s text, drawing out the basics
of semiology,5 focusing on a tension in Barthes’s analysis between description and criticism and tracking his forlorn efforts at resistance to the baleful
effects of myth. The second part seeks to apply to Barthes’s argument his own
approach. He has a propensity to focus on the fragmentary hints and suggestions, the moments in a text – an odd feature of a sentence, an image evoked or
a trigger – that make one pause, look up and follow a train of thought. In the
same way that theorising those experiences of reading led Barthes to write, so
also I use this approach on his own texts. In this second section, then, I begin
to follow a series of hints and passing phrases that suggest other possibilities
for myth, especially in terms of the dialectic of opposition that emerges from
within myth. So what we find is that, despite Barthes finding myth baleful,
distorting and best opposed, an undercurrent emerges in his analysis that
leaves more room for myth – a cunning, oppositional and utopian one.
However, before I immerse myself in Barthes’s texts, a brief word is in
order concerning the infatuations and phases that mark his work. The usual
critical narrative is that Barthes passed progressively from Marxism and
psychoanalysis, through a long structuralist phase, to the final emergence
of poststructuralism (the signs of this later shift appear quite clearly in the
4
The usual and disconcerting story applies here to translations from French: the
texts have been pulled apart and reassembled in strange new formations. The original
French of Mythologies (Barthes 2002k) may be found spread out in two translations
called Mythologies and The Eiffel Tower and Other Mythologies. (Barthes 1993a and
Barthes 1997). The latter text adds a few extra essays that were not in the original
French of Mythologies: Barthes 2002z; Barthes 2002v; Barthes 2002u; Barthes 2002o;
Barthes 2002p. Beyond even these extras, there are individual essays that expand the
analysis of myth into a number of further areas of French life, but they have not been
translated into English: Barthes 2002b; Barthes 2002d; Barthes 2002c; Barthes 2002e;
Barthes 2002i; Barthes 2002g; Barthes 2002h; Barthes 2002l; Barthes 2002q; Barthes
2002m; Barthes 2002s; Barthes 2002n; Barthes 2002r; Barthes 2002t; Barthes 2002aa.
Finally, there are a few scattered and brief later reﬂections on mythology: Barthes
2002f; Barthes 2002kk; Barthes 1977, pp. 165–9; Barthes 2002oo. Only one of these has
been translated into English.
5
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to the more common ‘semiotics’.
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way former references to Saussure and Pearce give way to Derrida, Foucault
and Lacan).6 In contrast to this narrative of phases – the early, middle and
late Barthes – Barthes himself offers a somewhat different perspective on his
work. In the late and very personal Camera Lucida, the last book published in
his lifetime, he mentions a methodological discomfort that has continually
plagued him: ‘the uneasiness of being a subject torn between two languages,
one expressive, the other critical’.7 He goes to say that he has been attracted by
the various critical discourses, such as sociology, semiology and psychoanalysis, but that, after a while, he grew weary of them one by one. Whenever they
tended to harden and become reductive, he grew unhappy and quietly left
them behind. I suspect that the tendency to what he calls reductive systems –
organisation in terms of a ‘scientific’ method, full of classification, terminology and a distinctly paedagogic style8 – was an effort to rein in his tendency
to rely on quick insight. It may be seen as a mistrust of what happens when
he is drawn to magazines, photographs and fashion. Yet those works that
express his intuitive insight, the ability to see something from an unexpected
and often profound angle, remain far more alluring. I would go further and
suggest that with these intuitive reﬂections we can see a desire to break the
constituent elements of Marxist analysis down into their most basic, materialist forms. Nearly always brief, they have the feel of being written first thing in
the morning on whatever item has grabbed his attention and triggered some

6
The suspicion that Barthes was never quite Marxist enough was voiced already
in the mid-1950s after he had written a few short pieces on mythology. In response,
he wrote: ‘one is not a Marxist by immersion, initiation or declaration, as if one were
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light, Thody’s argument that Barthes was not a political writer at all is difficult to
sustain. See Thody 1987, p. 9, as well as Thody 1984.
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becomes highly problematic.
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reﬂection. It is like a photographer whose eye is always on watch for a distinct
shot, a unique angle or a quirky feature. Indeed, the expressive and passing
insights characteristic or earlier work like Mythologies (although, here too, we
find a touch of semiology and psychoanalysis) return with rich vigour in later
texts such as The Pleasure of the Text, A Lover’s Discourse and Camera Lucida.9
They are a stark contrast to the formidable and dry semiological works like
Elements of Semiology and The Fashion System.10

Between description and accusation
An intimate reading shows us a semiological technician at work, an accusation that myth is a thief of language and an effort to find some purchase to
resist all-enveloping myth.
Basics
Barthes begins with a careful and dispassionate dismantling of myth. Here,
we see the semiotic technician, so let us stand beside him and watch him at
work. He makes two important distinctions, one between form and content
and the other between primary and secondary sign-systems. Myth turns out
to belong to form and the secondary sign-system.
Invoking the hoary distinction between form and content, he puts the latter aside and opts for the former: myth is une parole, a form of speech. Not a
bad move, since he can sideline the conventional points that myth concerns
the threefold theogony, cosmogony and anthropogony – the origins of the
gods, universe and human beings. In other words, myth is not determined by
the content of its message, but by the way the message is told. These mechanisms determine what counts as myth and what does not. This move ensures
that Barthes is not caught in the traditional concerns of myth as something
archaic and primitive, which we as reasonable and enlightened people may
now calmly put aside.11 By taking on form, he can argue that everything can
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like Benjamin and Adorno, that the most modern of activities have an archaic and
mythical barbarity about them. For example, along with the displaced sacredness
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become a myth, that no meaning is safe from myth, which really means the
features of contemporary popular culture that entice him so much.
But why say myth is a parole? Why not a specific genre, or perhaps a form
of thinking, or even a distinct system of thought? Barthes wants to steer the
definition of myth close enough to his growing interest in semiology so that
the latter can snare myth in its ever-extending reach. Of course, this is tied up
closely with what is now known as the linguistic turn, in which semiology
was a central player. The freshness and crispness of semiology shows through
his text in the way he needs to offer both an introduction and seek to persuade
the reader of its viability. Since semiology’s focus was signs and their interplay, it could leap from the analysis of written texts to all manner of other
‘texts’ – Barthes mentions photography, cinema, reporting, sport, shows and
publicity – since these too are sign-systems. Or, as Barthes puts it, they are all
just as much types of speech [paroles] as your garden variety written text.
Already, Barthes is careful to make a distinction. All these items are not
mythical per se, but they support mythical speech; or even more intriguingly,
‘mythical speech is made up of a material which has already been worked on’.12
In other words, myth is parasitic and he tries to show how through a semiological analysis. Barthes is not a bad paedagogue, stating a point succinctly
and then immediately offering a number of examples.13 Myth is, he argues,
a secondary semiological chain. We begin with the first, identifying signifier
and signified and then their union in the sign. In what is his most famous
example, he mentions a copy of Paris Match (handed to him, he says, at the
barber’s, but he seemed to read that magazine and others quite regularly).
of the ‘jet-man’ (Barthes 1993a, pp. 71–3; Barthes 2002k, pp. 742–4), wrestlers turn
out – at least in the ring – to be gods embodying the struggle of Good, Evil and
Justice (Barthes 1993a, p. 25; Barthes 2002k, p. 688). Or the writer’s logorrhoea – like
an involuntary secretion – becomes the signal of the writer’s divine nature (Barthes
1993a, p. 30; Barthes 2002k, p. 694). And, again, the ‘Blue Blood Cruise’ restores the
god-like status of the decadent royals through the incongruity of their appearing to
be ‘normal’ (Barthes 1993a, pp. 32–3; Barthes 2002k, pp. 695–7). Once more, the great
exhibition of ‘man’ digs deeply into anthropogonic myths of Adam and creation
(Barthes 1993a, pp. 100–2; Barthes 2002k, pp. 806–8). Finally, the space race between
the USSR and the USA takes on the nature of an ancient cosmic struggle (Barthes
1997, pp. 27–9; Barthes 2002k, pp. 702–4). The distinction between archaic and modern
may take other forms, such as Flood’s problematic distinction between premodern
religious myth and modern political myth. See Flood 2002.
12
Barthes 1993a, p. 110; Barthes 2002k, p. 824; emphasis in original.
13
The key statement appears over a couple of succinct pages. See Barthes 1993a,
pp. 114–16; Barthes 2002k, pp. 828–30.
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On the cover is a black soldier, probably from the French colonies in North
Africa, and he offers a salute with his eyes raised and looking at something
outside the picture. The signifier here is the black soldier and the signified
is the Frenchness of the salute, which is directed, Barthes surmises, to the
tricolour; the result is not a separation of terms but their unity in the French
black soldier – the sign. The signifier and sign seem to be the same, but they
are not, for the black soldier does not have meaning as signifier, while, as sign,
he is overloaded with meaning. I must confess to some difficulty in separating
the two, but Barthes does point out later that the achievement of Saussurian
semiology is precisely to help us avoid the tendency to confuse signifier and
sign.14 Barthes suggests that from experience we are accustomed to seeing the
sign as a unified whole, but that analytically we can separate the sign into
its two components of signifier and signified (black soldier and Frenchness).
Diagrammatically we get the following:
Signifier
} Sign
Signified

But this is only the beginning of myth, for myth takes the final step of this
primary chain and makes that its starting point. Now, we get a secondary
signifying system: the sign becomes the new signifier, it points to another
signified, which, in turn, produces yet another sign at a higher level. As for
the saluting black soldier, this very French black soldier is now the initial
signifier. But what does it signify? ‘That France is a great empire, that all her
sons, without any colour discrimination, faithfully serve under her ﬂag, and
that there is no better answer to the detractors of an alleged colonialism than
the zeal shown by this black man in serving his so-called oppressors’.15 Or,
if we put it in terms of a diagram (glossing Barthes), we now get:
Signifier
} Sign =

Signifiera

Signified

} Signa
Signifieda

Barthes 1973, pp. 38–9; Barthes 2002bb, pp. 657–8.
Barthes 1993a, p. 116; Barthes 2002k, p. 830. I have altered the translation of ‘ce
noir’ to ‘this black man’ since ‘Negro’ in the translation by Annette Lavers is hardly
justified.
14
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Now, a problem appears, for Barthes does not offer a description of the new
sign. Obviously, the signified functions as the mythical content of this new
system, but what of the second-order sign? In order to sidestep the problem,
Barthes offers a new set of terms for the semiological triad of myth. The
intersection between the overlapping systems (sign=signifiera) becomes, as
the first term in the mythic triad, ‘form’; signifieda becomes the ‘concept’; and
the crucial third item, the sign in the first system, becomes ‘signification’. So
we get the following:
Signifier
} Sign =

Form

Signified

} Signification
Concept

At last, we have tracked down myth itself, for it is nothing less than signification, the second-order sign. Yet, like the sign, this mythical signification is
really a relation between the two terms, between form and concept, which
now become the pillars of myth – mythical form and mythical concept.
Let us pause for a moment. I have provided a close exposition of this section
of Barthes’s argument without much comment, since it lays out the theoretical
basis for the rest of his analysis of myth. In light of his later work, it is a little
basic and it does not bristle with the theoretical armoury of planes, syntagms
and complex patterns of opposition.16 Indeed, those who are familiar with
Barthes will immediately recognise the first moments of what he will soon
call denotation and connotation/metalanguage – the primary and secondary
signifying systems that become an analytic staple, reshaped and made more
complex, throughout his later work. One way to mark the distinction between
denotation and connotation is to point out that denotation is the realm of ‘normal’ or ‘literal’ meaning – what you find in dictionaries or the meaning of
proper nouns; connotation/metalanguage is then the collection of more complex senses that attach to this primary meaning.
To be more specific, Barthes designates myth as metalanguage. While the
first system is what he calls a ‘language-object’, because it is the language

16
See Barthes 1973; Barthes 2002bb; Barthes 1983; Barthes 2002dd. However, Jameson
1972, pp. 146–56, traces the basic functionality of this analysis of myth throughout
all of Barthes’s work, although it mutates into different shapes – as style, content
and method.
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of which myth ‘gets hold in order to build its own system’, metalanguage
is ‘a second language, in which one speaks about the first’.17 Having recently
picked up semiology, Barthes’s terms are not precise at this point. Soon afterwards, he distinguishes (borrowing from Hjemslev),18 between connotation
and metalanguage. It all depends on which direction the sign of the initial
system is taken. If it is taken as the signifier of the secondary system, pointing
to yet another content, then it is connotation; if it becomes the signified of the
second system, we have metalanguage.19 The difference now is that metalanguage is a coherent system, one where we find methods such as semiology, or
elaborate languages like that of the fashion-system. By contrast, connotation
is discontinuous, scattered and diffuse, embodying the fragments of ideology.
Here we are in the realm of culture and naturalised assumptions. However, in
Mythologies, Barthes does not make this distinction between connotation and
metalanguage; indeed, it is clear that he mingles the two in what he describes
as the secondary system of myth.20
Baleful deformations of language
However, this careful and technical effort to dismantle myth is only one
dimension of Barthes’s analysis, for he is actually caught between two conﬂicting directions: one is dispassionate, the other impassioned; one is universal, the other specific. So, as we have seen, he sets out carefully and without
judgement to pull apart the working pieces of all myth, lay them out and

Barthes 1993a, p. 115; Barthes 2002k, p. 829.
Hjemslev 1959.
19
See Barthes 1973, pp. 89–94; Barthes 2002bb, pp. 695–8. Now, the signifier becomes
the plane of expression (E), the signified becomes the plane of content (C), and the
sign is the relation (R). See also Barthes 1990, pp. 6–9; Barthes 2002ii, pp. 123–6; Barthes
1991, pp. 3–20; Barthes 2002y.
20
At this point a track opens up to the side, which leads to a forest full of debate
over semiology and then structural analyses of language, a crowd of theoreticians of
whom the most notable are Ferdinand de Saussure, C.S. Peirce, Gottlob Frege, Louis
Hjemslev, Roman Jakobson, Umberto Eco, Julia Kristeva and Vladimir Propp, and all
manner of refinements and new directions, not least of which is the tendency to build
more levels on top of the original two, as we see most extensively with The Fashion
System (Barthes 1983, pp. 27–41; Barthes 2002dd, pp. 928–42; see also the earlier pieces
leading up to this study: Barthes 2006, pp. 41–58; Barthes 2002w). And then there is
the whole complex territory of structural analysis of narrative, as in Barthes 1994, pp.
95–135; Barthes 2002cc. Tempting as it might be, I do not wish to follow that path, for
it takes me too far from the central issue of myth.
17
18
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determine the function of each one. For this taking apart, he draws upon what
was at the time the new method of semiology. But then the target of that
analysis is the quite specific mythology of the bourgeoisie. On this matter, he
is not so sanguine, for what he finds objectionable about bourgeois mythology is that it has a pretence to being ‘natural’. So, he sets out to denaturalise
that mythology, to reveal its artificiality and strangeness.
A useful way of dealing with this tension in Barthes’s work between the
dispassionate semiological technician and impassioned political critic of
bourgeois myth is in terms of a well-known distinction in Marxist treatments
of ideology. On the one side there is a ‘critical’ approach in which ideology
is false consciousness (erroneous beliefs about the world that need to be corrected), while, on the other side, appears a ‘descriptive’ or functional approach
in which ideology is a necessary and inescapable feature of human existence.21
While Marx tended to favour the critical function of ideological analysis, there
is sufficient material in his writings that may also be seen as descriptive of an
inescapable and universal feature of human existence – a line picked up by a
host of others such as Lenin, Althusser and Gramsci.
In his more semiological moments, Barthes draws near to the descriptive
side of ideology, for he clearly offers a universal theory of myth which eschews
value judgements. And, if it is a universal theory, then what he describes turns
out to be universal as well. At the same time, Barthes also engages in a version
of demystification, a classic Marxist inversion, or, rather, a standing on its
feet of the topsy-turvy relation between myth and reality.22 Myth’s presentation of a simple truth – this is how it is – must be shown up as duplicity and
distortion. At this level, Barthes is, in many respects, a Marxist mythologist,
who deciphers myth, discovers a distortion and thereby demystifies it.23 Does
this mean that Barthes’s analysis of myth is merely a refined form of Marxist Ideologiekritik?24 At one level, the answer to this question must be affirmative, especially when Barthes argues that bourgeois myth is a distortion that
must be resisted at all costs. However, he also seeks to move beyond mere
21
For example, see Barrett 1991, pp. 18–34; Larrain 1983b; Larrain 1983a; Dupré
1983, pp. 238–44 and McLellan 1995, p. 16. Later, Barthes tends more to the descriptive side; see Barthes 1985, pp. 96–7; Barthes 2002gg, pp. 678–9.
22
Barthes 1989, p. 65; Barthes 2002kk, p. 873.
23
See Barthes 1993a, p. 128; Barthes 2002k, pp. 840–1.
24
So Csapo 2005, p. 278, but he goes too far in arguing that Barthes’s Marxist
analysis has merged all myth into ideology.
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ideology-critique by carving out a distinct form of myth-analysis. In my
response to Barthes, especially where I explore the hints within Barthes’s own
texts that point to another approach to myth, I try to take this distinct type of
myth-analysis further.
As far as this critical negative assessment is concerned, Barthes depicts
myth as distortion/deformation and duplicity. So, despite his best efforts to
provide a value-neutral – ‘scientific’ – description of the workings of myth,
Barthes always threatens to slip into judgement. The judgements quickly
pile up: ‘myth hides nothing: its function is to distort [déformer], not to make
disappear’;25 ‘the relation which unites the concept of myth to its meaning is
essentially a relation of deformation [déformation]’;26 ‘the ubiquity of the signifier in myth exactly reproduces the physique of the alibi’.27 It is duplicitous,
ambiguous and frozen; in short, ‘myth is always a language robbery [un vol
de langage]’.28 The terms Barthes repeatedly uses are quite evocative: empty
[une forme vide], parasite [. . . parasite], impoverishment [il s’appauvrit], evaporation of history [l’histoire s’évapore], abnormal regression [regression anormale],
penury [pauvreté], putting at a distance [l’éloigner], draining out [s’écoule hors],
shallow [court], isolated [isolé], robbery [vol], corruption [tout corrompre] and
on and on. His favoured image is that of myth as a parasite feeding off the
rich and full meaning of the denotated sign; to this I would add the closely
related image of a weed that appears in foreign soil and sucks up the nutrients
to which it is not entitled. All of these and more make it perfectly clear that
Barthes has little sympathy for myth.
At this point, where Barthes launches his comprehensive attack on myth,
his analysis becomes very interesting indeed. He lays a number of charges at
the feet of myth, charges he feels condemn it beyond doubt. His basic accusation against myth is that it takes a sign full of history and meaning and
scrapes it out, discarding that fullness of meaning so that it may be ready
for a new set of associations. Once again, let us see how this works with the
saluting black man on the cover of Paris Match: as the sign of the initial system
he is full of biographical history, culture, society and religion, but all of this
must be put aside when this meaning-full sign becomes the formal signifier of
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myth. What takes its place? French imperialism, which evokes French history,
colonial ventures and present difficulties. All of this is drawn from the concept, the second-level signified, which now rushes in to fill the void opened
up by the signifier-as-form. In short, the myth of French imperialism replaces
the concrete sign of the black man saluting.
So, despite Barthes’s effort to provide a dispassionate and universal definition of myth, he actually undertakes a systematic effort to uncover every
single reprehensible dimension of French bourgeois myth:
. . . our press, our films, our theatre, our pulp literature, our rituals, our
Justice, our diplomacy, our conversations, our remark about the weather, a
murder trial, a touching wedding, the cooking we dream of, the garments
we wear, everything, in everyday life, is dependent on the representation
which the bourgeoisie has and makes us have of the relations between man
and the world.29

Most of his analysis is in fact limited to a particular political and cultural
entity as well as a specific class. This is the sustained agenda of the brief
forays into everyday French life that constitute the bulk of Mythologies –
photographs, exhibitions, films, shows, newspaper-articles and so on. We
find, for example, that the ‘natural’ fringes and sweaty faces of Romans in
films actually indicate the hybridity and duplicity of bourgeois art.30 Or the
assumptions of both psychology and language which were used in the murder conviction of the illiterate 80-year peasant, Dominici, are distinctly bourgeois ones.31 Or women-writers may be celebrated, but only if the nuclear
family stays intact, they recognise the importance of men and keep producing children.32 On it goes, with the nationalistic roles of wine and beefsteak,33
the bourgeois travel-guides in which nature becomes picturesque (that is,
‘uneven’),34 the representation of cooking in magazines which expresses the
bourgeois desire for ornamentation,35 or the assumed political neutrality and
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the fatuous claim to universal values of culture and style in bourgeois literary criticism.36
The overwhelming effect is to pick apart the threads of this bourgeois myth
as to what society should be like. Barthes is annoyed at the way all these
things are taken as so ‘natural’ and wants to show how they are constructed
as myth. He unpacks his negative assessment with a well-organised series of
observations – myth distorts, deforms, demands, is duplicitous, ﬂeeting and
multiple, has unhealthy motivations and numerous alibis, it freezes and steals
language.
As we have seen, for Barthes, myth is at heart a deformation. It takes the
rich and meaning-full sign of the first signifying system, empties it out and
then refills it with its own pernicious content. Or, rather, as he later clarifies,
it does not discard its former meaning. Instead, myth chops that meaning up,
throws away some parts, reorganises the others and then adds its own new
content to the mix. It is a fundamentally alienating process that wreaks havoc
with the proper historical, social and cultural meaning of the sign. Or, to use
another metaphor, myth is a thief, one who steals the meaning of the primary
sign, claims it as its own and twists it to a new usage. Once transformed in
some dank hideout, it tries to hock the deformed product in the market of
ideas.
Many of Barthes’s other comments on myth fill out this basic observation.
So, we find that myth is unstable, moving back and forth between the sign
upon which it feeds and its mythical form, drawing from the former, distorting it, and then moving back to suck yet more meaning from the sign. This
means that myth is difficult to pin down, since it functions like an alibi: it is
never where you think it is, for as soon you think you have spotted it, it has
slipped away. Or, to put it in other terms, myth is both ﬂeeting and multiple.
As for the latter, Barthes argues that a whole series of items may substitute for
one another in the second-level signifier, but they all relate to the one concept.
We may replace the saluting black man with (adding to Barthes’s examples)
the president stepping off a plane in Algiers, or perhaps a French ship sailing
from Tahiti to New Caledonia, or even a map of Francophony (the countries
in the world that speak varieties of French from Africa to Canada). All of

36
Barthes 1993a, pp. 81–3; Barthes 2002k, pp. 783–5. See also Barthes 2006, pp.
59–64; Barthes 2002x.
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these fragmentary items evoke the same concept of French imperialism. The
new signifier may be qualitatively weak, but it makes up for that puniness by
the multiplicity of items on which it can draw. Further, the concept (secondlevel signified) is itself ﬂeeting, for it constantly shifts, changes shape and
may disintegrate. French imperialism is never stable, passing all too quickly
from a glorious reach of French inﬂuence to a drain on resources and source
of endless trouble.
Now, I want to ask why myth is slippery, unstable and ﬂeeting, for it seems
to be avoiding something. Let us leave that for a moment and deal with the
next observation: myth arrests us and in doing so freezes up. With obvious
allusions to Althusser’s famous narrative of interpellation, Barthes argues that
myth calls out to us and stops us in our tracks. It says: notice this simple fact,
this harmless truth to which you cannot but give assent. Of course, everyone
supports the local football-team, or the beneficent property-developer who
wishes only to make life better for all, or the peaceful empire which showers
so many gifts on its loyal sons and daughters. In arresting me so, the myth
makes me complicit, makes me part of it and thereby locks me in. In this
respect, myth congeals and solidifies. Once I am caught, myth freezes up and
offers what seems to be a perfectly natural truth. The overwhelming feature
of this naturalisation is the way the bourgeoisie effaces itself as a distinct class
and becomes what is ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ for the nation as a whole.37
At first sight, these two observations seem like a blatant contradiction: how
can myth be unstable and frozen, slippery and solid? Barthes does have a
knack of touching lightly upon other critics, drawn to an idea or a suggestion
in much the same way that his eye and ear are drawn to quirky features of a
photograph, a magazine or a popular saying, or indeed in the same way that
he reads, noting a word that fires off its own line of thought. The result can be
that he glides over difficulties, not always seeing the tensions between them.
In this case, I would suggest that the creaking connection between these two
features appears because Barthes tries to connect semiology and ideological
analysis, Saussure and Althusser. The latter famously argued that one feature
of ideology is what may be called interpellation. Like a police-officer on the
street, ideology addresses me with a ‘Hey, you there!’ As soon as I turn, I
indicate that I am indeed the one addressed. At that moment, ideology has me
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See also Barthes 1989, pp. 101–5; Barthes 2002ll.
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in its grasp and I am caught.38 But, here, we find a twofold solution to the tension. First, myth itself may be ﬂeeting and unstable, but when it is addressed
to us it functions like ideology, tying us up in its embrace. This is the moment
when myth passes from semiology to ideology, as Barthes puts it, when it
corresponds to the assumptions and expectations of a particular society at a
specific point in history.39 Second, in this situation, myth behaves like a denotative system, assuring us that it states a simple truth that cannot be gainsaid.40
The French Empire is a fact, it says, and this man who salutes constitutes the
very presence of what Barthes calls ‘imperiality’.
One final point: myth is also motivated. Unlike the pure arbitrariness of
signs (there is no obvious reason why the word ‘bicycle’ refers to the twowheeled vehicle leaning against the bookshelf), myth makes an intentional
connection. It is no accident that the black salute means the French Empire,
for that is motivated. Here, Barthes lets himself go, contrasting a healthy arbitrariness with a ‘disturbing’, ‘sickening’ and ‘nauseous’ motivation in myth.41
However, as far as motivation is concerned, what Barthes has done here yet
again is slip in a value-judgement based on content. He despises the content
of the examples he gives, whether a black salute, the assumptions of the judicial system, or the faux-freedom of women writers. Fair enough, but what
he means by ‘motivation’ is not merely the fact that there is some deliberate
connection between a myth and the particular sign on which it relies; what he
opposes is the political motivation behind that connection – a bourgeois one,
to be precise. But what if that political motivation is different? On this matter, Barthes ignores another dimension of myth, namely that one of its basic
functions is to provide motivation for a group of people for whom the myth is
important. This was Sorel’s insight into myth over a century ago. Sorel argued
that myth is collective, irrefutable and motivational, for it provides continued
inspiration especially for those who face repeated failures. For Sorel, myth
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Althusser 1971, pp. 173–4; Althusser 1995, p. 305. It is often forgotten that
Althusser’s other great example towards the end of his essay is a religious one: ideology functions like the call from God to the believer. See Althusser 1971, pp. 177–83;
Althusser 1995, pp. 307–12; Boer 2007a, pp. 137–41.
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Barthes 1993a, p. 128; Barthes 2002k, p. 841. As always, Barthes touches lightly
on Althusser, drawing what he wishes and leaving the rest aside.
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See Barthes 1993a, p. 128; Barthes 2002k, p. 840.
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is ‘the framing of a future, in some indeterminate time’.42 He spoke directly
to the Left as it faced defeat after heart-rending defeat at the opening of the
twentieth century and he proposed that the general strike become the centre
of a new political myth. What if myth – political myth – had such a motivation? Would Barthes approve? It seems not, for myth in its very form is
baleful.
Desperate resistance
Thus far, I have followed Barthes’s argument reasonably closely. To sum up,
he argues that myth is a second-order signifying system that builds upon
a prior one. As such, it is a deformation of language, one that draws upon
the primary sign, steals it and then offers a very different product – myth.
Barthes has managed to get myth to blurt out its dirty little secret; as such,
it is a reprehensible feature of human existence. Yet, if that is all, then the
implications for theology and the Bible are not the best. The crucial stories of
the Bible are nothing more than the distortion of language and so we should
dispense with them as quickly as is seemly possible. Many would, of course,
concur. But is that all? Does Barthes offer a somewhat depressing account of
the workings of myth and then call it a day? Not quite, for the second half
of his ‘Myth Today’ essay offers a variety of possible modes of resistance.
Let me be clear on this matter: Barthes wishes to find ways to oppose myth
as a whole, but I am more interested in finding ways that myth itself offers
resistance.
Barthes begins his quest by asking whether some types of language offer
more resistance to myth than others. Fuzzy and unclear language has no
hope, argues Barthes, since it is a sitting duck for the deformations of myth.
But what happens if meaning is completely full and closed off? Myth simply
seizes it wholesale and turns it to its purpose. Barthes offers the example of
mathematics, which we might expect to provide the most resolute resistance.
But, eventually, it too falls and the conquest is as complete as the original
resistance. The last fortress but one to stand up to a marauding myth is poetry,
for its disordering of signs and breakdown of language offers myth no chink.
Yet, it too falls, even more spectacularly than mathematics – although that fall
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does not stop Barthes hoping rather forlornly that poetry (the search for the
inalienable meaning of things) may provide refuge for the alienated mythologist, which is really Barthes himself.43 Finally, there is the logical extreme
beyond poetry, the attempt to pursue its pre-semiological tendency all the
way. This is a push to the anti-nature of language, dispensing with all syntax,
punctuation and meaning. Perhaps Philippe Sollers is the best embodiment of
this approach,44 but Barthes warns that this task is well-nigh impossible, for
there is always some small outcrop left for myth to gain a foothold.
Even here, we find little hope, so Barthes takes another tack. In brief, he
argues that since myth is depoliticised speech and since any myth of the
Left is poverty-stricken and halting in its step, the only possibility of opposing myth is with political speech, for politics and myth grimly stand their
ground as two great opponents. He begins this argument by pointing out
that myth is by definition depoliticised. At this point, Marx makes his most
obvious appearance in Barthes’s text. In particular, Barthes plunders the classical-Marxist argument against idealism, namely that it has the world upside
down; any criticism needs to stand the world on its feet. In the same way that
one might deal with religion, or with Hegel’s thought, or even with economic
theory, so also with myth: it simply has things topsy-turvy. Myth presents its
message as perfectly natural, as a given, and in the process it denies history,
contradiction and memory. So the criticism of myth needs to show that all this
is subterfuge.
Here, mythological criticism for Barthes is really a version of ideological
criticism. In order to oppose myth, political speech is required, and by ‘politics’ Barthes means ‘the whole of human relations in their real, social structure, in their power of making the world’.45 Any alternative myth simply will
not do, he argues, for the Left has a woeful collection of myths. Because it is
not the determining feature of our age and because the bourgeoisie has been
able to become ‘anonymous’ and thereby synonymous with the very identity
of nationhood, culture and what is ‘normal’, the Left can offer only a feeble
response. Precisely because the Left and its culture are not central to everyday life – cooking, the home, theatre, law and so on – the myths it offers are
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marginal.46 However, the problem runs deeper than that, for the very process
of mythologising weakens the Left. As soon as it becomes ‘the Left’ it has
become a mythological entity, trying to become ‘natural’; even worse, it may
become embodied in a myth like that of Stalin.47
So, the only answer to myth is a purely denotative speech; only this language can be fully political. It is the speech of the oppressed, the poor and the
colonised, those who have little time for the metalanguage of myth. Barthes
puts himself in the place of a wood-cutter in the very process of production.
By saying that he has cut down the tree, the wood-cutter speaks directly of
what he has done. There is no fuss, for he is involved in production. The
immediacy of his involvement leaves language at its denotative level. Only
when those who are not woodcutters – those not involved in the process of
production but living off those who are – talk about the cut-down tree does
the tree become an object of metalanguage, a concept that is open to mythical
elaboration. As with the tree, so also with capitalist society: the revolutionary
who seeks to cut down that society is the one who speaks in a political manner.
This is a highly problematic argument for reasons that will become clear
in the next section. However, even at this point, the argument runs into a
contradiction with his earlier comments. There, we found that all of the other
efforts to achieve such a denotative level, even the radical work of writers
who seek to remove any signs from language, fall short of their goal. Barthes
signals that he is all too conscious of this problem, for, in the process of writing about the woodcutter, production and even revolution, he operates at the
level of metalanguage. His last refuge is to point out that the critic of mythology is alienated from both myth-production and consumption – that is, the
community as a whole – through his critical act.48 To my mind, this is a tacit
46
Here we can detect a lament of the ’Left’s failure in respect to culture’, a lament
we also find in Barthes’s comment that pleasure is usually regarded as a myth of the
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(Centre Nationale de Recherche Scientifique) he was a classic case of the intellectual
as petit bourgeois.
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recognition that Barthes too cannot escape the process of mythmaking. And so
even with the woodcutter, as soon as you have some sign – the tree or woodcutter – then myth finds fertile ground to take seed. Indeed, the little story
of the woodcutter is as mythical as any other – it harks back to simpler time,
somewhere in a forest, and the woodcutter is an honest worker who needs to
find wood for the fire and food for the table. In short, Barthes engages in his
own piece of mythmaking for the Left.

Dialectics of opposition
Barthes’s search for a viable way to oppose myth is actually a forlorn admission of failure, but only if you hold that myth is inescapably baleful. Barthes
is not alone in this respect, for he stands in a long line of those who are
profoundly suspicious of myth. For instance, Theodor Adorno argued that
myth was the first moment of social ordering and fixation, when gender,
class and racial roles were fixed, while Walter Benjamin understood myth
as a barbaric nightmare, embodied above all in the Nazi-myth of blood and
soil, from which we desperately need to wake.49 For Barthes, it is the preserve
of the bourgeois ruling class, whose ideas are, after all, the ruling ideas of
the age.
However, we may take another path through Barthes’s texts, a path that
produces a different argument. Rather than hold out for as long as possible
against the inevitable victory of myth, I suggest that it may well be possible
to appropriate myth for more progressive purposes – or, rather, that myth
itself may embody patterns of opposition and resistance, not so much to myth
itself but to reaction and oppression. Barthes – at least the dominant voice in
his text – argues that such myths are not possible, or that they are povertystricken and clumsy in contrast to the myths of political Right. Yet hints and
suggestions appear in his arguments that suggest far more. In what follows, I
trace these hints, digging them out and organising them in a coherent whole.
I distinguish between two directions: one follows the trail deep into reaction-

49
With good reason, for, as Lincoln has shown, the recovery of myth as a category
of analysis towards the eighteenth century – when it was seen as a way of expressing a deeper truth – was closely tied in with theories of Volk, Aryanism and then its
mutation as the Indo-European hypothesis. See Lincoln 2000.
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ary myths to identify resistance from within; the other tries to outline what
such alternative myths might look like.
Hiding something?
I begin my search for resistance with the tip-off that something lies concealed
within myth. On this question, Barthes’s comments that myth is duplicitous –
always finding alibis, ﬂeeting, multiple and constantly on the move – say
more than he suspects. When he points out that myth is given to alibis –
offering another account and saying, ‘I was not there; I was somewhere
else’ – one begins to wonder why such an alibi is needed. Is myth trying to
hide something? Further, the dizzying turnstile of meaning – in which the
myth switches back and forth between original sign and the new myth –
may be seen as an effort by myth to cover its tracks when dealing with the
troublesome content of the original sign. Even more, the sheer multiplicity
of myth and the constant shifting between items that say the same thing –
wine, children’s toys, soap-powders, margarine, a new car, a court-case all
speak of the dominant bourgeois mythology – suggests a nervousness on
the part of myth.
So, if an accused criminal offers an alibi, slips quickly from one hiding place
to another, provides multiple identities and distorts the truth, then we will
want to ask why? Is he or she trying to hide something? Is there a crime that
needs concealing? Barthes may well stop me in my tracks at this line of questioning, for he is keen to point out that myth ‘hides nothing [le mythe ne cache
rien]’.50 All it does is distort; other than that, everything is on display. My
answer: yes, everything is indeed available for examination, except the process of distortion itself. Barthes himself provides the explanation, for, when
myth does grab me and makes me complicit, it stands its ground, locks into
place and ‘makes itself look neutral and innocent’.51 It behaves like an accused
criminal, for once I turn around and look, it stands its ground and appears as
innocent as can be. I speak the simple truth, it wants to say, is it not obvious?
So there is something myth wishes to conceal: its pretence to naturalness and
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Barthes 1993a, p. 121; Barthes 2002k, p. 834.
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innocence is a cover for having stolen language and having transformed it
into something twisted and distorted.52
Producing and concealing opposition
The question then becomes, what language, indeed what truth does myth
distort? It is none other than the historical, social, cultural, political, and, I
would add, the racial and religious truth of the initial sign. What Barthes
finds reprehensible is the fact that myth removes these specific and rooted elements of the original sign and replaces them with what is, in many respects,
their opposite. The black salute once again: the man comes from the French
territories in North Africa; he has his own long history, from Phoenician and
Roman dominance, Arab invasions and the French colonial expansion; he
has his own language and culture, with its assumptions concerning everyday life; his religious background too has a long history, from conversions
to Christianity in the second century and the strength of the early Church
(the Church’s theological hit-man, Augustine, was of Berber origin), through
Muslim conversion in the seventh and eighth centuries and the recurring
patterns of African practices and beliefs that continued within each new
religious conversion. All this has been twisted by myth into something new:
the eternal glory of the French Empire.
Taking the analysis a step further, what this myth does through all its swiftfooted moves is attempt to deal with the fact that the French Empire has overrun not merely another people, but a people with a distinct history of their
own. In other words, it conceals an unwelcome truth, a trauma even, that it
cannot face: the empire is a brutal and alien imposition on a population that
can only wish it good riddance. Or the myth may indeed recognise a snippet of such truth, thereby inoculating itself against the larger truth it cannot

52
Here, Barthes’s continual Freudian comments are revealing. Again and again,
they turn up: the threefold pattern of signifier, signified and sign is like the connection
between manifest and latent content in the dream itself; or the latent content of the
dream, parapraxis, or neurosis occupies the position of the signified; or the poverty
of the mythic signified (the concept) is like the thinness of the Freudian parapraxis
and yet this thinness is out of proportion to its importance. On only one occasion,
Freud does not come to Barthes’s aid: the point that myth hides nothing is presented
as a counter to Freud; the concept is not latent, it is not a concealed unconscious that
needs to be uncovered through a psychoanalytical reading of myth. And, yet, as I
argue, for Barthes myth does indeed hide something.
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admit.53 So, at this level, the myth’s distortions seek to conceal the fact that
there is widespread opposition to that empire. But this is only the first level,
for now a paradox emerges: the opposition to that empire has actually been
created by the empire itself. Had it not invaded in the first place, the opposition would not be a reality. In other words, the empire has created its own
problem. That is what the myth seeks to conceal – a basic trauma that it must
deny, for if it did reveal the trauma, then the empire would lose its reason for
existence. The empire has brought about the opposition and it is the task of
myth to efface it; the only way myth can do so is take the very figure of that
opposition and turn him into something very different – a thankful son of the
empire.
Preserving rebellion
But what happens to this opposition? Does myth – or, rather, what we should
now call reactionary myth – succeed in closing it down? Perhaps not. In order
to see why, let me return to the black salute as the distorted vehicle of a unified empire: Barthes observes that the initial meaning-full sign is ‘deprived
of memory, not of existence’. Further, it is ‘at once stubborn, silently rooted
there [à la fois têtus, silencieusement enracinés], and garrulous, a speech wholly
at the service of the concept’.54 The sign speaks with two voices, one in support of the new myth (the glorious French Empire) and another in silent
protest (colonised Africa).
Yet, myth cannot overcome the stubborn, silent resistance embodied in the
initial sign. I would suggest that, in these comments on the stubborn presence
of resistance in such a myth, Barthes has stumbled on a vital feature of myth:
it is a means of dealing with problems and contradictions. All too often, myth
embodies a conﬂict that must be resolved in one way or another. It may be
the primal conﬂict that is the staple of theogonic and cosmogonic myths, or
a myth in which a trickster (Prometheus) hoodwinks the gods and is then
punished, or one in which women take initiative (such as Eve and the fruit)
only to be cursed, or periodic rebellion (the murmuring of the Israelites in the
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Barthes 1993a, pp. 150–1; Barthes 2002k, p. 861. For examples of how army
and church inoculate a larger truth, see Barthes 1993a, pp. 41–2; Barthes 2002k, pp.
704–5.
54
Barthes 1993a, pp. 122–3; Barthes 2002k, p. 835.

222 • Chapter Five

wilderness against Moses) that is punished through plague, fire, snake-bite
and the earth opening up. Or, in our own day, it may be the myth of the state
in a just and good war against the forces of evil – a ‘free’ and ‘Christian’ West
against the evil ‘barbarism’ of Islam.
What we find with such myths is that they explore these types of protests and rebellions only to close them down in the end. Disruption is not an
option, says the myth, and this is why. Yet, in doing so, myths time and again
preserve the moment of rebellion. It may be coded negatively, condemned as
pride, sin and contumacy, but, in the very act of doing so, rebellion survives
and so may be retrieved. In other words, in the effort to close down opposition, myth embodies a deep contradiction within. We can go a step further:
only through these myths of reaction and oppression does the possibility of
subversion arise.55 However much they might dislike each other, the two elements are inseparable within myth; like a mutually dependent couple who
can be together only by squabbling, the oppressive and subversive elements
of myth cannot escape one another. But this means that reactionary myths
contain the seeds of rebellion within them, so much so that there is an implicit
dynamic within myth that leads to resistance against domination.
The cunning of myth
At this point, what I would like to call the cunning of myth comes into
play, for it seems to me that myth has a knack of twisting out of its oppressive blanket. Barthes hints as much with regard to one of his favourite topics – pleasure – which may well be a revolutionary and asocial breakout
from the myths of the Right, which seek to claim pleasure for themselves.56
But a more sustained example appears with our consistent black salute. The
North-African man cannot be wholly subsumed within the myth of empire;
for that reason, myth shufﬂes about, moving back and forth in order to
draw what it can from the man. His salute is indeed a genuine salute, myth
urges, and not an ironic one. He does look upward to the ﬂag, to the glorious
possibilities of what the empire can achieve for him and everyone, and not
to the Senegalese, Moroccan, Algerian, or any other ﬂag of independence

See above all Bloch 1972; Bloch 1968. See my discussion of Bloch in Boer 2007a,
pp. 1–56.
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from French dominion in Africa, the Pacific or South-East Asia. Yet, the resistance to this act of appropriation is indeed there, for, as Barthes points out,
the myth of empire is uncertain and fragile and must therefore be constantly
reasserted. Indeed, this myth asserts as strenuously as it can that those possibilities – of independence, of other allegiances and the throwing off of the
empire – are overcome by this soldier.
An alternative myth begins to twist out from under its oppressive cover.
That myth looks rather different: there is the assertion of a distinct history, of
a religious and cultural identity; indeed, it wants to say that this distinct narrative demands its own destiny away from the French Empire. It becomes a
myth of anticolonialism and independence. The opposition that the myth of
empire tried to close down and appropriate for itself has twisted out of the
empire’s grasp and become a very different, oppositional myth. It cannot be
contained forever; the mute protest is always ready to gain its own voice.
Alternative myths
Thus far, I have followed a path in which I asked whether myth tries to
hide something (distortion), suggesting that it both produces and conceals
opposition, thereby preserving rebellion. And I have suggested that there is
a cunning of myth in which myths of rebellion twist out from under their
dominant control. However, there is another feature of Barthes’s argument
that strengthens my search for a dialectic of opposition. The initial hint of
another path actually appears in Mythologies. Desperate to find a way to resist
bourgeois myth, he wonders whether the best option is not to outsmart myth
by mythifying myth itself. Or, as he puts it, in the same way that myth builds
a second layer on top of language, so also it should be possible to construct a
third layer that gives myth a dose of its own medicine. It is a case of robbing
the robber and turning what is stolen against the original thief.
This passing comment gains a whole new angle in Barthes’s later observations on denotation, the primary system of language upon which myth – at
least in Mythologies – builds its own signifying system through distortion and
theft. The problem with Barthes’s analysis in Mythologies is that the structural representation of the two overlapping sign-systems gives prominence
and power to the second – mythological – system at the expense of the first –
linguistic – system. Barthes constantly points out that such a representation has its limits, that it can only approximate the relation between the two
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sign-systems, and yet he uses it to argue for the distorting dominance of the
mythological system. That system wreaks havoc on the initial denotating system, which can stand there only in mute protest.
By contrast, in his later work, Barthes completely undermines this structural dominance of the second system. Denotation is, he suggests in S/Z, by
no means the primary site of meaning upon which connotation (and thereby
metalanguage) builds its own system. In fact, the two zones play a game with
one another, referring back and forth in an illusory fashion.57 Even more, we
may invert the whole relation and see denotation as the last in a series of connotations, one that appears to give the last word of simple and primitive truth,
and it does so by appearing to be first. By now, Barthes speaks of denotation
as operating primarily as an archaic myth of the natural origin of language.
Denotation is nothing other than the ‘old deity, watchful, cunning, theatrical,
foreordained to represent the collective innocence of language’.58
We may read these observations as a retreat from his earlier Marxist assertion of the raw primacy of production and revolution. Nothing is left to resist
myth, for denotation is, if anything, even more mythical. But I take these comments in a different sense, namely that here we find another angle on the
possibility for myths of rebellion. It certainly makes sense of the way his story
of the rough-and-ready woodcutter is already a myth the moment Barthes
invokes it. The key here is that the woodcutter – who is involved directly in
production and thereby embodies the only resistance to bourgeois myth –
operates at the apparently primary level of denotation. It is nothing less than
a denotative myth.
Now two other examples of alternative myths make much more sense. One
comes from an extraordinarily sympathetic treatment by Barthes of Charlie
Chaplin, especially the film Modern Times. Chaplin’s depiction of a man locked
in a cell, happily reading a newspaper with his legs crossed and sitting under
a portrait of Lincoln, embodies as nothing else can the alienation of the petite
bourgeoisie. Yet Barthes’s other observations draw my attention, for they concern the proletariat. For Barthes, Chaplin provides one of the most powerful
contemporary representations of the proletariat and indeed ‘represents in art
57
He already hints at such a move in Mythologies, when he points out that myth
presents itself as a simple, literal truth, without ambiguity – in other words, as a
denotative system. See Barthes 1993a, p. 128; Barthes 2002k, p. 840.
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perhaps the most efficient form of revolution’.59 The value of this depiction
is that it is not a didactic political endorsement of the proletariat – for that
reason, it is far more powerful. Chaplin’s character is, in many respects, at a
stage of pre-class-consciousness. He is desperately hungry, imagining massive sandwiches, rivers of milk and pieces of fruit one tosses aside having
barely touched them – a land ﬂowing with milk and honey! And yet a strike is
a disaster since it only exacerbates his hunger. This moment before the revolution portrays, as no socialist art has been able, the humiliated condition of the
working class.
This example from Chaplin is hardly a pale and poor myth of the Left of
which Barthes speaks elsewhere. Instead, we find a vibrant and powerful
myth that succeeds through its understatement – a denotative myth par excellence. And it comes not from within the bowels of ‘actually existing socialism’
but from the land of the most overdeveloped capitalism – the United States,
where even Marx saw harbingers of the full form of capitalism and the secular
nation-state. Here is a dialectic which Barthes has evoked despite himself.
Towards utopia
The second example picks up another comment on denotation, namely that
denotation may well be utopian, for it presents the possibility of the world of
language that is beyond our own capabilities.60 When I read this comment I
immediately thought of the extraordinary Empire of Signs,61 in which Barthes
attempts to produce a semi-imaginary ‘Japan’, where the articulation of signs
is so delicate there is no longer any meaning, no reference to an ultimate
signified. In all those domains where bourgeois myth has its stranglehold –
language, food, games, cities, street-signs, railway-stations, faces, writing,
the individual subject, theatre, poetry, bodies and space – Barthes imagines
a world where there is no meaning. It is simply not present – no soul, no
God, no ego, no metaphysics and so no myth. Nothing less than a utopian

Barthes 1993a, p. 40; Barthes 2002k, p. 702; translation modified.
Barthes 1983, p. 30; see also pp. 281–6; Barthes 2002dd, p. 931; see also pp.
1179–84. See further Barthes 1985, p. 83; Barthes 2002jj, p. 667; Barthes 1989, p. 77;
Barthes 2002pp, p. 801.
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project,62 the complete absence of signs, the application of semioclasm to the
idea of the sign itself,63 should be able to withstand myth, at least according to his argument in Mythologies. Not so, for what happens is that Barthes
produces his own myth in what is perhaps his most enticing work. In fact, it
goes beyond the myths of denotation, for it even refuses the initial connection
between signifier and signified that produces the sign.
What we find in Empire of Signs is a utopian world that will have been – if I
may use the future perfect in such a way.64 Myth trades on this utopian, even
eschatological dimension. Now, this is a distinctly formal point, for it makes
little difference whether the utopian future is a reactive and oppressive one,
or whether it is one of liberation from such oppression. Formally, they operate
in a similar fashion. We can see how this works with the photograph of the
black salute (for the last time). The mythical signification of this photograph is
that of the French Empire, which effaces the concrete social history of the peoples it overruns and dominates. The image wants to say, argues Barthes, that
all France’s sons (and presumably) daughters share the ideals of the Empire;
we are as one under the ﬂag. Is that a reality or is it an ideal? I would suggest
that the function of such a myth is to present a desired position in which the
empire might be but is certainly not yet. In other words, there is a distinct
eschatological ideal to which that myth points, a desired utopian image of a
magnanimous empire at peace within itself and proud of its achievements.
Barthes is the last one to feel that this is a desirable ideal. Yet, if we focus on
form rather than content, then we find a basic feature of myth, one that shows
up again and again in Barthes’s own text: the presentation of an ideal – or, at
least, better – future that has not yet been achieved. This point actually applies
to any myth, whether of the Right or the Left, or indeed any other political
content they may take. We may find some content more appealing that others,
but that does not diminish the formal point. Even the most retrograde myth –
of Nazism, say, or slavery or sexual oppression or a theocracy as we find in
the biblical text of Chronicles65 – still presents an image of what the desired,
ideal or better society might look like. At a formal level, this utopian dimenBarthes 1985, p. 97; Barthes 2002gg, p. 678.
Barthes 1985, p. 85; Barthes 2002hh, p. 669.
64
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sion of myth applies to any political position of the Right or the Left, as we
see in Empire of Signs or, indeed, Charlie Chaplin’s film. These myths present
the possibility an imaginary, enticing and desired world. Yet, once we have
dealt with form, content begins to return, especially since the opposition is an
artificial one that may work for analysis. But that is another task.

Conclusion
Throughout this chapter, I have done nothing more that read Barthes’s texts
in the way in which he himself deals with texts and other cultural artefacts.
By focusing on the odd moments and fragmentary glimpses that open up
other lines, I have been able to piece together a way of reading myth that
does not see it only as a baleful and dismaying distortion against which
resistance is almost futile. As a result, myth turns out to bear within itself
a pattern of opposition and resistance. Rather than Barthes’s futile effort to
resist myth from outside, I have been able to trace another pattern: resistance takes place within myth through a dialectics of opposition. In other
words, I have pushed Barthes’s own analysis towards a more dialectical
understanding of myth in which resistance to domination is both concealed
and preserved, where moments of cunning appear and even the occasional
alternative and utopian possibility.
One problem remains: how do myths of resistance and liberation avoid
a comparable dialectical move? In the same way that myths of oppression
contain within them the seeds of resistance, do not the mythical celebrations
of liberation also bear within them the danger of regression to tyranny and
barbarism? The biblical myth of Exodus for the Boers in South Africa turned
into the justification for apartheid; for the Jews who founded the modern
state of Israel, the same myth became a story of dispossession for the Palestinians; and, in the United States, it became a validation not only for decimating
indigenous peoples, but also for the sense of being God’s chosen agent in
world-history. I would suggest that one reason for Barthes’s deep suspicion of
myth is due to examples such as these. He shared that suspicion with Adorno
and Benjamin (but not Bloch), although the determining instances for them
were the myths of blood, soil and Blond Beast of fascism on one side and,
on the other, the new man and woman of Stalinism, along with a pernicious
personality-cult.
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How does any engagement with myth by the Left deal with this dialectical
problem, namely the tendency for myths of liberation to bear within them
the germ of validation for oppression? One option, pursued with some despair
by Barthes, is to have done with all myth and seek to oppose it from outside. Another possibility, which we also find in his texts, is to rob the robber
and turn myths of oppression against themselves. I prefer this second option,
at least in response to those myths of repression and tyranny, as my earlier
discussion has made clear. A minimal position, then, would be to argue that
one focuses on those myths and identifies their moments of rebellion and
cunning.
But many will want to go beyond this modest position, seeking more fullblooded myths for the Left. Rather than the dearth of such myths that Barthes
bemoans, they are legion; not a famine but a rich feast.66 For communism, it
is the old myth of ‘from each according to his abilities, to each according to
his need’;67 for anarchists, it involves self-organisation by collectives and the
absence of the state, captured in Bakunin’s principle, ‘absolute rejection of
every authority including that which sacrifices freedom for the convenience
of the state’;68 for pacifists, it is an entirely different social formation that is
co-operative over against all hitherto forms of human society which have been
built around conﬂict; for the many branches of feminism, the basic requirement is an end to the long and cruel history of the complex domination of one
gender by another, although what the alternative looks like may be equality,
separate social and economic systems or the myths of socialist feminism; and
for the greens, perhaps the most imaginative and constructive of all, the premise is an economy and society that does not destroy the natural environment of
which we are a part, although, among the greens, there is immense discussion,
planning and debate concerning the shape of society, new forms of global government, uses of technology and science, the role of religion and the structure
of the economy. There are many more possible myths, whether from the religious Left, or from overlaps such as eco-feminism, eco-socialism or primitivist
anarchism. But I have provided a brief list to stress a multiplicity of myths
rather than the singularity of a master-myth. Such multiplicity is one way to
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check the dialectical tendency for myths (especially of the Left) to become
unstuck. Add to that the need for constant debate, negotiation, experiment,
failure and beginning again – in short, an openness and incompleteness – and
we have the beginnings of a way not only of avoiding the penchant for running into the mud, but also of a way to get the wheels moving again.

Chapter Six
The Flights of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari

I think that Félix Guattari and I have remained
Marxists, in our two different ways . . .1

With Deleuze, it is advisable to take Adorno’s
advice regarding Kierkegaard: one should not be
mesmerised and seduced by Deleuze, for that is the
most treacherous feature of his work.2 I must admit
to being not a great admirer of Deleuze, partly due
to the almost endless number of disciples and commentators3 and partly due, I suspect, to the absence of
any erotics of knowledge. In short, Deleuze does not
strike me as a sexy thinker, one who gets my juices
flowing and ﬁres up my passions. But perhaps that
is a better way to approach someone like Deleuze,
for then we are able to resist his many seductions. In
fact, it is only when he becomes the double voice of
Deleuze and Guattari that he, or rather they, become
enticing.

Deleuze 1995, p. 171.
See Adorno 1989, p. 11; Adorno 2003b, p. 19.
3
These commentators and critics often seek a lever to Deleuze’s thought, a lever
that can then shift that thought into a manageable position. So we ﬁnd that rhizome,
or deterritorialisation, or immanence, or becoming, or lines of flight, or creation, or
the One, or beatitude becomes the beacon that can guide us through the mists. I ﬁnd
myself wanting to say that Deleuze cannot be captured by any one of these ideas,
for all of them are true (this observation was made by the brilliant Lars Nøregård
from Copenhagen).
1
2
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My interest in Deleuze and Guattari is quite speciﬁc – the connection
between Marx and theology in their work. In particular, what draws my attention is another angle on a recurring theme throughout this study: a tension
between oppression and liberation, between reaction and revolution within
religion, especially theology. In earlier chapters, I have explored an argument
for a dialectical connection between an authentic, honest religion that resists
in all its ﬁbres the compromise of religion with the state (Horkheimer); a slow
awareness that Christianity has within it the resources for revolutionary politics as much as for reaction (E.P. Thompson); a careful tracing of the way some
of the New-Testament materials, especially in the mouth of Jesus of Nazareth,
were comprehensively blocked and feverishly reinterpreted as Christianity
became established (G.E.M. de Ste. Croix); and an argument for the elective
afﬁnity between certain types of Christianity and Marxism (Löwy). However,
in each, there is a leaning towards binary oppositions, a coalescing of the various strands of oppression and liberation into two great blocks, or, in the case
of Löwy, of two relatively equal but distinct entities of Marxism and RomanCatholicism. Deleuze and Guattari take a very different line, spying multiple
patterns of resistance to what they characterise as the despotic state.4 To my
mind, this is their greatest contribution to the theme of reaction and revolution within religion. I am, of course, not the ﬁrst to encounter Deleuze and
Guattari in terms of rethinking oppositional politics, especially for the Left,
but what I set out to do is trace, critique and appropriate the way Deleuze and
Guattari do so in interaction with the Bible and theology.
Yet, before we can get to that topic, I should mention what I do not set out
to do, namely, deal with Deleuze’s solo encounters with the more traditional
topics of systematic theology or indeed search for some theological themes
hidden in the folds of his coat. We ﬁnd these encounters when Deleuze comes
to grips with his ‘Christ of philosophers’, Spinoza.5 I do not deal with this

4
The drive to multiplicity is well-known: ‘Let us return to the story of multiplicity,
for the creation of this substantive marks a very important moment. It was created
precisely in order to escape the abstract opposition between the multiple and the
one, to escape dialectics, to succeed in conceiving the multiple in the pure state, to
cease treating it as a numerical fragment of a lost Unity or Totality or as the organic
element of a Unity or Totality yet to come, and instead distinguish between different
types of multiplicity’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 32).
5
Deleuze and Guattari 1994, p. 60. See Deleuze 1988; Deleuze 1990.
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material for the reason that, when Deleuze speaks of theology in relation to
Spinoza, he does so without Marx and without Guattari. Even more, Deleuze
rarely passes judgement on the theological topics in Spinoza’s thought.6 By
contrast, when Deleuze casts his eyes over the Bible, he does so in the company of both Guattari and Marx. I much prefer this Deleuze, peering over the
Bible shoulder to shoulder with Marx and Guattari.7
The texts relevant for my discussion are two. I engage in close critical commentary on a few extraordinary pages in A Thousand Plateaus called ‘On Several Régimes of Signs’,8 as well as the plateau on the war machine, ‘Treatise
on Nomadology’,9 which I propose to read as part of the chapter on régimes
of signs. In these texts, we encounter tribes, warlike nomads, despotic states,
scapegoats and ‘flight’, but we also run into Moses, his father-in-law Jethro,
the Israelites, the ark of the covenant, even modes of production as well as
passages such as Leviticus 16 and Exodus 18.
Through these two texts by Deleuze and Guattari, I highlight an overriding concern with the patterns of resistance against despotism. Their key
6
This situation of the solitary Deleuze pondering theology has led to a number of
studies that seek a key theological theme running through his work. So Alain Badiou
has argued that Deleuze is really a quasi-theological thinker of the ‘One’ (Badiou
2000), Peter Hallward has followed up with the argument that Deleuze is a spiritual
and other-worldly philosopher of creation (Hallward 2006), and Philip Goodchild
has traced an atheistic metaphysics and what he calls the motif of beatitude (Goodchild 2007). See also the excellent study by Cullen and Hainge 2010, which traces
the continued presence of the motif of double expressivity from Deleuze’s study of
Spinoza through to A Thousand Plateaus. Other studies include Teschke 2004, Smith
2001, Albert 2001 and Goodchild 2001, who deal with Deleuze’s persistent effort to
avoid the ‘contamination’ of philosophy by theology, his celebration of and desire to
uphold the eighteenth-century revolution in which philosophy freed itself from theology; thereby they attempt to enfold him back within theology. Against this scholastic
universalism, I prefer a Deleuze who is, in many respects, the other side of Calvin:
in a way comparable to Calvin’s argument against the contamination of theology by
philosophy (which becomes equivalent to paganism), so also does Deleuze celebrate
the freedom of philosophy from theology.
7
For this reason, most of the essays in the excellent collection by Bryden (ed.)
2001 are not directly relevant for my chapter. Although the writers in this collection
are interested in Deleuze and theology, Marx and, often, Guattari have been quietly
ushered out of the room.
8
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, pp. 111–30; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, pp. 140–64.
See the patient study by Bogue 2001, who traces the influences (Lindon and Beaufret)
behind the characterisation of the betrayal of God and prophecy in this section of A
Thousand Plateaus.
9
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, pp. 351–423. Also published separately in English as
Deleuze and Guattari 1986.
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contribution is to trace not one mode of opposition but multiple modes – what
they call the pre-signifying, counter-signifying and post-signifying régimes
of signs.10 Each of them relates to and resists a fourth régime, the despotic
signifying régime itself. These four may be appear in terms of the polyvocal and segmented tribe (pre-signifying), the numbered war-bands of the
nomads (counter-signifying), the escapees who flee an oppressor and gain an
identity (post-signifying) and the centralised despotic state (signifying). The
biblical overlays with these four régimes are signiﬁcant: Pharaoh, David and
Solomon as despot-gods, Moses, who does double-duty as nomadic warlord
and leader of the newly-freed Israelites from Egyptian oppression, and the
scapegoat which is banished from the despotic régime. In some respects, I
argue, Deleuze and Guattari make a signiﬁcant contribution to the complexity of biblical patterns of resistance, especially by identifying multiple lines of
such resistance. However, I also raise some questions about their own analysis, often via the biblical texts with they engage and occasionally via biblical
scholarship concerning these texts and ancient Israel.
Let me put it this way: in a crucial passage on nomadology they write,
‘there has always been a State, quite perfect, quite complete. . . . But of greater
importance is the inverse hypothesis: that the State has always been in a relation with an outside and is inconceivable independent of that relationship’.11
Three points are worth nothing in this text. First, the state in question is one if
not the prime manifestation of the despotic régime of signs, although Deleuze
10
The wholesale reshaping of semiotics that we ﬁnd in this section of Deleuze and
Guattari’s work could not have taken place without the tradition that lies behind it,
a tradition whose earlier stage is reflected in the spade work of someone like Barthes
(see Chapter Five), let alone the usual suspects like Greimas, Peirce or Hjemslev. Yet
Deleuze and Guattari also take up a much larger shovel, dig deep and thoroughly
overturn the settled assumptions of semiology. Voicing comparable reservations to
the later Barthes, they resist the ossiﬁcation of semiology into an over-arching and allexplanatory system, a metalanguage that is universally valid and sufﬁcient unto itself
(far too close to the despotic state, as we shall see). So Deleuze and Guattari argue
that semiology is not the system or method for understanding language and signs; it
is merely one system and by no means the most important one. For this reason, they
prefer ‘régime of signs [régime de signes]’. Like semiology, the régime of signs deals
with language, signs (obviously) and their constellations; unlike semiology, the idea
of régimes stresses the diversity, mixture and fluidity of any system of signs. Above
all, these régimes are impure, connecting and make ‘assemblages’ – agencements, or
organisations, arrangements and even collections of technical equipment – with nonlinguistic systems.
11
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 360; Deleuze and Guattari 1986, p. 15.
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and Guattari work overtime to caution against such concrete ﬁxations. Second,
the state has always existed; indeed, they point out that the more archaeological work is done, the more empires turn up, ever earlier in human history.
Third, there is a tension in the nature of the state’s relation to opposition,
which is also eternal. Deleuze and Guattari much prefer an outside, external
opposition. It is the default position when they explore the various régimes
which oppose the despotic state. Yet they also recognise that such opposition
is absolutely necessary (the constitutive exception); the state is inconceivable
without that relationship.
Now an anomaly appears: although Deleuze and Guattari prefer ‘an
outside’, they continually admit, at times begrudgingly and at times more
openly, that this constitutive tension is also an inside job. The brief and
compact description of that anomaly, or rather series of anomalies, is as follows. The closer we look at Deleuze and Guattari’s arguments, the clearer it
becomes that this outside opposition turns out to be crucial to the internal
workings of the despotic state – the focus for each form of opposition. So, we
ﬁnd that with the pre-signifying segmented tribes, the invocation of reverse
causality – the pre-signifying régime operates to block that state that it wishes
not to be and thereby brings it about – also applies in reverse – the despotic state
is constituted by mechanisms to ward off the pluralities of the segmented
tribes. Further, with the counter-signifying régime of the nomadic warmachine, what appears to be a thoroughly external threat, continually wiping
out empires and razing states, is dramatically drawn into same arena since
both nomads and the despotic state are actually part of the same world created by the mythical world of the biblical texts. In the régime of signs of the
despotic state itself, the scapegoat may appear to be a foreign body which
must be expelled, but that scapegoat is precisely what the despotic state needs
in order to exist in the ﬁrst place. And so, when we ﬁnally arrive at the postsignifying régime (the Israelites in the wilderness after fleeing Egypt), it turns
out that this régime is an extension, now appropriated as a positive sign, of the
scapegoat itself. So much for the brief description; in the rest of the chapter, I
spin this argument out via close engagements with the biblical texts invoked
by Deleuze and Guattari.
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Going tribal, or, primitive pre-signifiers
Imagine for a moment a quasi-anthropological outﬁt – Deleuze, Guattari
and I – on a trek to meet the various régimes of signs. Although they warn
perpetually against concretions and temporalities of these régimes, the truth
is, as they recognise, that we cannot avoid such concrete examples.12 Our ﬁrst
encounter is with the pre-signifying régime, which turns out soon enough
to be the segmented and rather cunning tribe. I, for one, am most interested
in its potential for resistance, although Deleuze and Guattari prefer to see
such resistance as external to what it opposes (the despotic régime). The
pre-signifying régime resists reduction to a univocal and one-dimensional
system, and thereby it resists the takeover of power by the signiﬁer, which
ends up (as we shall see) being the despot. Above all, a pre-signifying régime
maintains the connection between ‘expressive forms’ and their content; each
sign is extracted from a distinct concrete territory or segment. This régime
is the closest Deleuze and Guattari wish to come to (the early) Barthes’s
denotative semiological system – the régime is, they point out, much closer
to ‘natural’ codings which actually operate without signs. These signs have
not, in other words, been swept up into a complex and over-arching system
in which signs refer to other signs, in which there is a circularity of signs
that is impervious to the speciﬁc location of those signs.
What are to do with this pre-signifying régime? I wish to sit down, notebook in hand, and inquire concerning three matters: the connections between
the pre-signifying régime and the reconstructions of ancient societies in both
Marxism and biblical studies; the challenges to those reconstructions; and
then the question of reverse causality, which brings me to the issue of external
and internal resistance.
As for Marxism, I want to suggest that this pre-signifying régime is a wholesale reworking of that conventional category of primitive communism – the
realm of hunting and gathering, agriculture and husbandry, with its tribal
society and the horde. Deleuze and Guattari hint as much, with their references to the concrete locations or segments of signs in ‘the camp, the bush, the
moving of the camp’, in the way expressive forms such as corporeality, gestures, rhythm, dance and rite exist alongside a vocality that cannot dominate,

12

Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 135; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 168.
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in the reference to kinship-lineages, which are deﬁned by their segmentary
nature and are thereby plurilinear, and, of course, in the reference to cannibalism as a mode of both ending the name (it too is eaten) but also of resistance,
for the one eaten is precisely one denied to the oppressive régime.13
Soon enough, we make the relatively small step into the reconstruction
of ancient biblical societies – a tiny step, since the prime textual referent for
Deleuze and Guattari is the Hebrew Bible and since the biblical scholars who
interest me here are informed by Marxist approaches. In that strain of biblical
criticism, there is a persistent, if somewhat shadowy, presence of primitive
communism. I think not of the story of Paradise but of studies that continue
to argue for a socio-economic formation that was relatively more egalitarian. Variously called the communitarian, household- or familial mode of production, it was ﬁrst mooted in the monumental study by Norman Gottwald,
Tribes of Yahweh.14 Gottwald famously argued that early Israel was, in the
years 1250–1050 BCE, an oppositional movement from within the Canaanite
population. He did allow for the possibility of a small band of clerics from
Egypt, but his great breakthrough, now assumed by nearly all biblical scholars, was that early Israel was an indigenous movement. However, Gottwald
also applied Marxist analysis and argued that this group of people retreated
into the hill-country, made use of new technologies such as iron for tools and
weapons, lime-cisterns for water-storage and terracing for agriculture, and
reshaped their economic and social system in terms of what he called a ‘communitarian’ mode of production. Characterised by kinship-arrangements,
collective decision-making, the absence of a head of state or even chieftain,
a greater sharing of labour between genders and, above all, a co-operative
system of labour and economics, this new mode of production also produced
a new religious system – Yahwism, with a god who was one of justice and a
fair go for the oppressed.
I have argued elsewhere that this proposal is actually a combination of the
conventional Marxist categories of primitive communism and neolithic agriculture.15 Gottwald is keen to avoid the connections with primitive communism, so it slips into the background, still informing his depiction of early
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14
15

Deleuze and Guattari 1988, pp. 117–18; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, pp. 147–8.
Gottwald 1999.
Boer 2002a, pp. 108–12.
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Israel, but hidden away like that embarrassing relative. I hardly need to
point to the relevance of Gottwald’s proposal for Deleuze and Guattari’s presignifying régime of signs. Here, too, we ﬁnd segmentary patterns (kinship),
the plurivocal resistance to domination and control and the earthiness of signs.
However, the reconstruction has a number of other components that need
to be mentioned. To begin with, although the proposal for a communitarian
mode of production has undergone some modiﬁcations, it is alive and well
in criticism of the Hebrew Bible – now as the household- or familial mode of
production. Adapted initially from Marshall Sahlins,16 the familial mode of
production postulates an economic system in which the household – understood loosely as an extended family – is the primary focus of economic and
social activity in terms of the production of food, the reproduction of children,
kinship-relations and modes of governance. But this familial or householdmode of production continues to carry the sense of a relatively more egalitarian system and the hidden baggage of primitive communism.
It needs to be pointed out that, since Gottwald’s work (it ﬁrst appeared in
1979), the possibility of reconstructing any history of ancient Israel during
the period of time he proposes has become more difﬁcult. A large questionmark hangs over the use of the Bible as the only available resource for anything before the seventh century BCE. Very little, if anything, reliable may be
retrieved from the archaeological record before that time, which means that
all those stories of early Israel in the books of Judges, the kingships of David
and Solomon and even the divided monarchy (Israel and Judah) up until the
seventh century BCE slip into the realm of legend and myth.17 I will have
more to say about myth below, but, at this point, it means that Gottwald’s
historical reconstruction and those that rely in some way upon him ﬁnd themselves standing on shaky ground indeed.
And yet, despite these shifts in scholarship, Gottwald’s reconstruction has
taken on a life of its own. Read in prisons, used to make flip-charts by nuns
in Third-World schools, a foundational text in the Church’s struggle against
apartheid in South Africa and a key element in the biblical exegesis of liber-

16
Sahlins 1968; Sahlins 1972. Those who have taken up the idea in various ways in
include Meyers 1988; Meyers 1997; Jobling 1991; Jobling 1998, pp. 144–50; Yee 2003;
Simkins 1999b; Simkins 2004. See my detailed criticism of this work in Boer 2005b.
17
See Lemche 1988; Lemche 1998b; Lemche 1998a; Davies 1995; Davies 2008; Thompson 1999; Thompson 2000.
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ation-theology,18 the story of an oppositional and alternative early Israel has
become an inspiration for resistance by Christian groups in many different
parts of the world. In other words, Gottwald’s reconstruction has tapped
into a consistent current of oppositional and revolutionary Christianity, one
that was traced in his own way by Karl Kautsky and inspired Ernst Bloch so
much.19
I have spent some time with this connection to debates in biblical criticism,
since they etch out more clearly a crucial feature of Deleuze and Guattari’s
treatment of the pre-signifying régime, namely its fundamentally oppositional nature. For Gottwald and company, the proposed communitarian/
household/familial mode of production is set up in response to an oppressive tributary mode of production characteristic of the Canaanite city-states.
Now, Gottwald calls this is a ‘tributary’ mode, since the prime mechanism
for generating surplus was a blood-sucking tribute-system, but it is a really a
variation on the controversial Asiatic mode of production.
At this moment, we pass on to a whole new continent – the signifying
system of the despot and the face in Deleuze and Guattari, or ancient NearEastern economics in biblical scholarship. But one item bothers me, as it will
no doubt trouble the careful reader of Deleuze and Guattari: my neat ﬁt of
Gottwald’s version of primitive communism (the ‘communitarian’ mode of
production) and the pre-signifying system of A Thousand Plateaus. For here we
ﬁnd a people, a language, a distinct period of time and even an economic and
social system, or what is known as a social formation. So, let us move on to the
second matter I mentioned earlier, namely the challenges Deleuze and Guattari pose to reconstructions of ancient societies in both Marxism and biblical
criticism. I wish to pinpoint three of those challenges, one against conventional Marxist periodisation, another that seeks to shake up the assumptions
concerning causation within Marxist criticism and yet another that wishes to
avoid the congealing associated with identifying a régime of signs with any
social formation.
On the matter of periodisation, Deleuze and Guattari are keen to collapse
temporality entirely, stressing not only that in any one moment we may ﬁnd
18
On these examples, see Boer 2002b, pp. 166–7; Gottwald 2002, p. 181; Pixley 1987;
Mosala 2002.
19
Kautsky 2006; Kautsky 1947b; Kautsky 1947c; Kautsky 1977; Kautsky 2007; Bloch
1972; Bloch 1968. See Boer 2007a, pp. 1–56; Boer 2009a, pp. 91–120.
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different régimes rubbing up against one another, but even that each régime
may in fact be a combination of many régimes. Above all, they desperately
want to avoid the mode of production narrative – the march from primitive
communism, through neolithic agriculture, the Asiatic mode of production,
the ancient or slave-based mode, feudalism, and then capitalism – for what
they seek to do is juxtapose wildly different moments with one another in
order to generate insights out of the unexpected friction.
Further, Deleuze and Guattari challenge the conventional Marxist notion
of causation in which a distinct economic system – primitive communism,
say, or the Asiatic mode of production – generates its own patterns of social
relations and ideologies. Instead, they state that they are interested in ‘assemblages’ – agencements, or organisations, arrangements and modes of ordering. They seek to map these assemblages of régimes of signs, tracing how
they come together, mingle and reform. All of this does not mean that they
dispense with categories such as people, language or period of time; rather,
these categories become secondary to the assemblages, which now become the
determining features of any arrangement of people, language or time. As long
as we retain as our basis this complete reshuffling of causal connections, we
may still speak of people, periods, or languages, or even ‘a given style, fashion, pathology, or miniscule event in a limited situation’ and we may even go
so far as determining ‘the predominance of one semiotic or another’.20
Closely related to the previous point is the effort by Deleuze and Guattari to
free their signifying systems from any coagulation into a speciﬁc location and
time. They argue that no reason exists to attach a régime to a particular people
or a historical moment: ‘There is such mixture [un tel mélange] within the same
period or the same people that we can say no more than that a given people,
language, or period assures the relative dominance of a certain régime’.21 Connections like these may happen, as they may to social formations, pathological delusions or historical events, but the régime in question is far too liquid
to congeal into any one of them and thereby be identiﬁed with it.
The upshot for any notion of an oppositional social form that was either
primitive communism or early Israel is quite profound, to say the least. At an
initial glance, there seemed to be a reasonably good ﬁt between Deleuze and
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Ibid.
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 119; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 149.
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Guattari’s pre-signifying régime and the familial mode of production of early
Israel in some Marxist-inspired biblical reconstructions.22 But, if a régime cannot be locked into a particular people, language, religion, social structure and
time, then the ﬁt is not so snug after all. Deleuze and Guattari’s argument
militates against the periodisation of early Israel in terms a distinct group of
people at a particular time, who may have responded to a more oppressive
régime (or indeed fell back into such a pattern later), against the causal relation
between social formation and related sign-system and against the tendency to
coagulate the multitude of oppositional currents into any one location.
The last point is particularly important. As I have indicated elsewhere in
this book (see especially the discussions of Horkheimer, Thompson, Ste. Croix
and Löwy), and in The Criticism of Heaven and Earth series as a whole, there is
a consistent and multifarious tradition which ﬁnds in the Bible inspiration for
opposition and often political revolution, the latest phase of which is the spate
of studies arguing that the New Testament especially is, in many respects, an
anti-imperial document.23 Yet, all of these efforts have a tendency to congeal
that pattern of resistance in a distinct people, place and time. It may be early
Israel (however ﬁctional such an entity turns out to be), or Jesus of Nazareth, or the communism of the early Christians, but, in each case, there is an
unexamined need to solidify that resistance into something we can grasp and
identify with.
Deleuze and Guattari challenge the need to congeal such resistance. They
agree that there is an oppositional current, but it is far more mingled and
impure – in terms of régimes, peoples, languages, times or even modes of
production. Resistance is symbiotically connected with what it opposes, such
as oppression, state power and despotism. Any effort at concretising the pattern of opposition runs the risk of ignoring this mingling but also – more
perniciously – concealing what is oppressive under the banner of resistance.
For example, with the legendary early Israel of Gottwald and company, what
are the patterns of despotism, state-power and dissolution embodied within
the very structures of the proposed breakaway group dubbed ‘early Israel’?
Or, in the case of the New Testament: if we grant for a moment that it is in
22
I leave aside the criticisms that may be directed at these reconstructions from
within biblical criticism. See Boer 2005b.
23
See especially the representative collection of Horsley 2008a, where many of the
proponents of this position outline their arguments.

242 • Chapter Six

many respects anti-imperial (which I sincerely doubt),24 then what imperial
elements are caught up with such resistance? How does it both emulate and
enable precisely the imperial tendencies it seeks to overcome? The later history of early Christianity and the ease with which it slipped into bed with
imperial power would suggest a good deal of that opposition to empire was
modelled on the empire itself.
So how does the pre-signifying régime offer resistance? On this matter, I
move to the third topic I mentioned earlier – the dialectical trap of the argument for reverse causality. Deleuze and Guattari invoke all too briefly what
may be called an argument of anticipatory resistance. This pre-signifying
régime is ‘animated by a keen presentiment [lourd pressentiment] of what is
to come’,25 a mode of resistance built into the very system itself. So, through
the régime’s plural and segmentary nature, it effectively blocks all that would
abolish it – despotism, priesthood, the state-apparatus, or, in the terms beloved
by Deleuze and Guattari, the dominance of the signiﬁer and a vicious circle of
signs that have lost touch with their expressive contexts. In other words, the
pre-signifying régime resists the despotic state by anticipating what that state
might be. A couple of items are worth noting about this argument for anticipatory resistance: the pre-signifying régime is external to what it opposes for
the simple reason that it blocks an intrusion from outside; the idea of anticipatory resistance is a form of the argument for reverse causality.
The catch with reverse causality is that it works both ways. Deleuze and
Guattari invoke this argument in one direction only – from pre-signifying
régime to an external threat (the despotic state). A word on reverse causality
is in order before I uncover the catch in the argument. Reverse causality is
an argument that has been put to use fruitfully in physics, biology and economics.26 For reverse causality an event in the future can act on the present,
or indeed the present may act on the past. More preferably, reverse causation
challenges such a linear perception of causality, in which an act now – say, my
lighting a cigarette – becomes the cause of an event to come – relaxation, concentration and then eventually lung-cancer or any of the other myriad results
of smoking. Reverse causality questions such an assumption. For example,
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See Surin 2009, whom I follow closely here.
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the discovery of ‘swine-flu’ (or flu virus H1N1) in human beings in 2009 produced a series of frenetic responses: quarantining of cases, slaughter of pigs,
warnings of a pandemic, the rush to a vaccine and daily reporting on the news
media. Yet it turned out that swine-flu was no worse than many of the other
severe influenza-viruses that appear and make the rounds. However, what
happened with swine-flu was a relatively simple pattern of prevention that
falls into the logic of reverse causality: an anticipated threat that has not materialised as yet produces a string of responses as though the threat had materialised. One could go a step further and argue that swine-flu brought about
its own amelioration: by existing as a potential reality it brought about a number of actions that mitigated that reality. Even more, the example of swine-flu
structured reality – quarantines, a spike in doctor’s visits, the employment
of medical specialists in the rush for a vaccine, suspicions over sniffles – in
response to an anticipated pandemic in a way that made the pandemic real.
One more example, this time from the Bible, which is after all the text on
which Deleuze and Guattari focus: in Genesis 2–3, the so-called narrative of
the Fall, we have a comparable example of reverse causality, or at least the
text may very well be read this way. The command from God not to eat from
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, indeed the very placing of such a
tree in the garden, may be seen as an effort to prevent the dissolution of the
moment in the garden itself (and ‘garden’ has here its myriad utopian associations). So the possibility of toil and sweat, of failing bodies and a painful
death, of antagonism and hatred between the man and woman, of a constant
war between man and beast – all these appear as a threat to be thwarted. The
command not to eat from the tree then functions as the effort to forestall such
a reality. Yet, by having the tree in the garden, the narrative makes that threat
real. The flaw in the crystal becomes the reality it was supposed to prevent.27
The logic of these examples is the same as that invoked by Deleuze and
Guattari. This primitive-communist pre-signifying régime operates in the
fashion of reverse causality. All these multifarious and segmented systems
are not due to barbaric or uncivilised ignorance; they are due to the effort to
block what would undo them – the despotic régime of a powerful signiﬁer.
27
I leave aside many other possibilities of interpretation, such as the argument
for the narrative necessity of disobedience (what a boring text the Bible would be
without it), or that the story is one of coming to maturity, or that the serpent is the
only one who speaks the truth.
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But, now, the catch with the argument for reverse causality emerges. If we
stay with the same logic, the very act of blocking such a possibility actually
recognises its virtual existence in the here and now. The despot is coming; in
a fashion comparable to the narrative of Genesis 2–3 with its trees, fruit and
disobedience, the pre-signifying system gives birth to the signifying régime.
In other words, the despotic régime is far more internal to the pre-signifying régime of the segmented tribe than at ﬁrst appeared to be the case. It
already exists in the effort to block it. Here, we ﬁnd one of the reasons why
there is no narrative of the state’s emergence in Deleuze and Guattari. The
state has always existed, for it even affects those who appear to be stateless –
the pre-signifying tribal régime – in their efforts to block the arrival of that
state. Gone is the narrative of differentiation beloved of Marxists and so many
others,28 which moves from an undifferentiated to a differentiated condition.
Triggered by unequal opportunity, whether in soil-quality, rainfall-patterns,
the fortunes of war or illness, some in a community become stronger than
the others. Differences exacerbate and, before we know it, we have the concentration of power in the hands of chieftains, kings and emperors; division
of labour leads to class-conflict and, out of that tension, the state emerges.
Not for Deleuze and Guattari, for the state has always existed – even for the
pre-signifying régime where the threat of the state acts in a pattern of reverse
causality to affect the structures of its segmentary and plurivocal system.
I have not yet exploited the full potential of the argument for reverse causality, especially in the way it folds back onto Deleuze and Guattari’s own
arguments regarding the pre-signifying régime. It is perfectly possible to
apply reverse causality in reverse: the despotic régime too may be structured
to prevent the disintegrating threat of the pre-signifying régime. Another
example, now drawn from the threat of communist revolution or at least the
dissolution of capitalism, illustrates my point rather well. In order to prevent
such an event taking place, the various economic and state-arms of capitalism
are in a position of perpetual mobilisation: global summits to deal with economic crises (as with the credit-crunch and stock-market collapse of 2008–9),
global controlling bodies such at the IMF and the World Bank, the redeﬁnition
of ‘terrorism’ to include activists on the Left such as greens, anarchists and

28
See my detailed discussion of this narrative of differentiation in Boer 2009a, pp.
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good old socialists, extensive surveillance of such groups by ‘intelligence’organisations and the perpetual ideological battle to discredit communism.
An instance of this effort to ward off communism comes from the 1960s and
1970s in Australia, when the Liberal-Conservative government of Australia
sought to counteract a communist revolution, even though the Communist
Party of Australia had perhaps at most a few thousand members who posed
no apparent threat. Yet the government of the day (under Prime Minister
Robert Menzies) operated in an Australian version of the McCarthy-era in
the United States. ASIO, the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation,
kept massive ﬁles on all members of the Communist Party, the government
of day railed against the communist threat and even attempted to have the
massively threatening Communist Party banned (they failed). One could be
forgiven for thinking that communism has been and still is a vibrant force, on
the verge of taking over the world if it has not done so already. The point is by
now obvious: an anticipated threat has a causal effect on the present in a way
that makes that threat virtually present.29
What is good for the pre-signifying régime is good for the signifying despotic régime. The segmented tribe may well be structured to ward off the
despotic state, thereby bringing about and recognising its existence; so, also,
the despotic state may be organised to block the threat of the ﬁssiparous tribe
and so ensure its arrival. All of which means that the threat is not so much
external but internal, a structural feature without which either could not exist.
I would suggest the same logic applies to patterns of resistance in the biblical
narratives that interest Deleuze and Guattari so much.

Numbers and nomads, or, the counter-signifying régime
Our tribal pre-signiﬁers, with their segmented structures and expressive
signs, are by no means the only form of external opposition as far as Deleuze
and Guattari are concerned. At a fortuitous meeting, we take the opportunity
29
To these examples could be added the work of Henri Poincaré and his recurrencetheorem, in which any system that exists in isolation and has an unchanged total of
energy will return in time (a very long time) to its initial set of molecular positions;
or the argument that environmental degradation and poverty operate in a mutually
causal relation – degradation induces poverty, but poverty brings one to act in a way
that degrades the environment. See Surin 2009, pp. 554–5. For a treatment of causality
in Deleuze see DeLanda 2002, pp. 117–22.
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to pass from the hunter-nomads of the pre-signifying tribe to a different
group – the warlike, animal-raising nomads, or the counter-signifying régime.
We meet a mobile war-party, carefully numbered into units, innovators with
weapons, led by none other than Moses, who is advised by Jethro, his fatherin-law and priest of Midian. But we also meet a signiﬁcant problem with
Deleuze and Guattari’s argument, especially in connection with the Bible:
the effort to depict the nomadic war-machine as another form of external
resistance to the despotic state will turn out to be internal to the complex
world constructed by the biblical foundation-myth.
I will return to this problem soon enough, but ﬁrst let us examine these
new, warlike nomads, at least as Deleuze and Guattari characterise them.
Their nature may be summarised with ﬁve terms – externality, espionage,
number, prophecy and weaponry. These nomads are another form of external
resistance to the state (which usually has the epithet ‘despotic’). They exist
outside the state, a counter to it, attacking and sacking fortress, temple and
palace. Here, they draw near to the pre-signifying tribal groups, for these
nomads also ward off the congealing tendency of the state, but now through
perpetual warfare.30 For this reason, the nomads may be described as countersignifying. Further, number and arithmetic is the deﬁning semiotic feature of
these nomads, speciﬁcally in terms of numbering the war-bands in tens, ﬁfties, hundreds and thousands. In their perpetual state of war against the state,
the nomads operate via espionage and secrecy; one sends spies, inﬁltrates the
city and undermines it from within. The prophet, too, is part of the nomadic
band, manifesting the process by which religion, especially monotheistic religion, passes from its natural afﬁnity with the state and the priest to that of
war, especially holy war.31 Finally, the nomadic war-machine is where the
innovations in weaponry take place. Hyksos in Africa, Scythians in Europe
and then India and Persia, Mongols on the steppes, Hebrews in the Sinai – all
of them were the source of new ‘miniature atomic bombs’32 such as the mananimal-weapon, man-horse-bow, socketted bronze battle-axe, iron-sword
and cast-steel sabre.

30
31
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Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 357; Deleuze and Guattari 1986, pp. 10–11.
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, pp. 383–4; Deleuze and Guattari 1986, p. 56.
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 404; Deleuze and Guattari 1986, p. 90.
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We do not need to look far for the biblical connection: a major exemplar for
the nomadic war-machine is Moses, the prophet and warmonger. Deleuze
and Guattari cite again and again the story of Moses and his father-in-law
Jethro, who suggested that Moses organise the wilderness Israelites, recently
escaped from the despotic state of Egypt, in terms of numerical units.33 Once
Moses had the idea, there was no stopping him – order of the desert-march,
military organisation and judicial procedures all became numbered. However, rather than taking Deleuze and Guattari’s word for it, let us look at the
biblical material more closely.
To begin with, in that crucial passage of Exodus 18, Jethro, Moses’s fatherin-law, joins the Israelites at Mount Horeb/Sinai in the wilderness. Out of
Egypt, the Israelites are external to the despotic state. The occasion of the visit
is twofold: to return Zipporah, Moses’s wife and Jethro’s daughter, along with
their two sons, Gershom and Eliezer, after Moses had sent them home to avoid
the rough and tumble of the escape from Egypt; and to see how Moses was
faring in the nomadic life of the wilderness. After the pleasantries of the ﬁrst
encounter – bowing, formal greetings, a long recounting of the escape from
Egypt and the obligatory sacriﬁces (as one does) – we come across the crucial
event. Jethro notices that Moses sits all day judging matters great and small
while the people stand about for hours waiting on his word. Jethro shakes his
head and asks Moses what in the world he thinks he is doing. Moses’s explanation – that he must adjudicate in all disputes – does not impress Jethro. So
Jethro gives his crucial advice: tell the people what the laws are and then:
Choose able men from all the people, such as fear God, men who are
trustworthy and who hate a bribe; and place such men over the people as
rulers of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties, and of tens. And let them judge the
people at all times; every great matter they shall bring to you, but any small
matter they shall decide themselves; so it will be easier for you, and they
will bear the burden with you.34

Moses heeds the advice and organises the people accordingly. The issue here
is not the ‘ruler’ – the sar, a commander, person of note and later a prince.

33
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 118; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 149; Deleuze
and Guattari 1988, pp. 383, 388, 390, 392–4, 417; Deleuze and Guattari 1986, pp. 55,
63, 67, 70–4, 112.
34
Exodus 18: 21–2.
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Rather, the important point, as Deleuze and Guattari astutely note, is the
numbering of the units themselves. And the purpose of such numbering
is initially for judicial reasons, as well as the touching concern for Moses’s
health, but it becomes the organising principle of the people, so much so that
it recurs throughout later texts.35 To this material we could add the so-called
census of Numbers 26, which is really an elaborate organisation of the people
in the wilderness.
But is this numbering a deﬁning feature of nomadic people as Deleuze and
Guattari claim? They point out that the distinctive feature of numerical distinctions between tens, ﬁfties, hundreds and thousands – a notably metric
mode of organisation to be found among warlike nomads – is that it is intrinsic, not generated by a need from outside; the numbered bands are not for
the purpose of administration, taxes, totals and control; instead, numbering is
intrinsic to mobility, relations and arrangements. However, in Exodus 18, the
purpose is judicial (and to relieve the burden on Moses). Only later in the narrative does the numbering attach itself to the war-bands. Another problem is
that many of the references in the Hebrew Bible refer to the organisation of the
army under a despotic state – that of Saul and David.36 Deleuze and Guattari
slip out of this problem quite easily: although, they argue, such a pattern of
organisation may be found in the armies of the state, the state may appropriate this system and adapt it to its own use (witness the way armies so often
form a distinct entity with wills of their own within the state, occasionally
staging coups). We end up with a mixed semiotic. So also, it would seem, with
the inter-relation between this numbered semiotic and the segmentary one
of tribal organisation. The census-statistics of Numbers 26 – a reference cited
by Deleuze and Guattari – do not operate purely in terms of thousands, hundreds, ﬁfties and tens.37 In fact, the text lists the Israelites in terms of tribes and
then their numbers in a series of disparate subtotals that eventually rounds
the number out to tens, producing that fabled total of 610,730. Here, we have a
mixed semiotic indeed, enhanced by the tribal lists of Numbers 1–3, where the
See Numbers 31: 14, 48, 52, 54; 1 Samuel 8: 12; 22: 7; 29: 2.
2 Samuel 18:1, 4; 21: 7; 2 Kings 11: 9; 1 Chronicles 13: 1; 26: 26; 27: 1; 28: 1; 29: 6;
2 Chronicles 1: 2; 23: 20; 25: 5.
37
Although they give careful attention to the creation of the Levites from the
ﬁrstborn of all the tribes, Deleuze and Guattari skip by this problem of disparate
numbering with the census (Deleuze and Guattari 1988, pp. 392–3; Deleuze and
Guattari 1986, pp. 70–1).
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numbering is subordinated to the segmented tribal lineages (artiﬁcial though
they may be). Pure numbering it is not, but then such a mixing should perhaps be expected, given that the pre-signifying tribe and the counter-signifying nomads overlap in their external opposition to the state.
What of the Midianites from whom Jethro comes – even though Deleuze
and Guattari insist he is a Kenite – and to whom Moses is connected through
marriage? Here, we are on good exegetical ground, for it seems they were,
as far the biblical material is concerned, a pastoral nomadic group.38 In later
narratives, the peaceful connection with Jethro seems to have been lost, for
we come across Midianite marauders, most notably with camels (as the
man-animal-weapon assemblage) continually threatening the Israelites with
their warlike bands.39 One nomadic war-machine meets another, without
resolution.
Three features from Deleuze and Guattari’s list remain – spying, prophecy
and weaponry. Espionage, of course, appears in the ill-fated narrative of Numbers 13–14, in which Moses sends out spies, one from each tribe, into the land
of Canaan, only for the spies to return with the dismal report that the land is
indeed fertile, flowing with milk and honey, but that the people are strong,
the cities large and well-fortiﬁed and that the descendants of the giants (the
Anakim) live there. Forlornly, the spies opine that they themselves seemed
like grasshoppers before these warriors. The story is well-known: the people
rebel, plan to return to Egypt, are threatened with annihilation by God, are
spared and then condemned to spend another forty years in the wilderness
until the current generation dies off. Only much later, under Joshua, do two
spies complete the job (including spending a night with the prostitute Rahab
in Jericho). In these narratives, we do ﬁnd the nomadic war-machine coming
face to face with the despotic state in all its apparent strength, even if the peo-

38
Jethro appears on a number of occasions before the crucial advice to Moses in
Exodus 18 – as the priest of Midian (called Reuel in Exodus 2: 18), an owner of flocks,
probably of sheep and goats, and father of seven daughters, whom Moses impresses
with a show of strength and forthwith ﬁnds himself married to one of them, Zipporah. And it is Jethro’s flock that Moses is tending when he comes across the burning
bush, the command to take off his sandals and encounters ‘I am that I am’ (Exodus
3), who sends Moses off on his little errand to rescue the enslaved Israelites from
the Egyptians.
39
See Numbers 31; Judges 6–8; Psalm 83: 9; Isaiah 9: 4, 10: 26.
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ple are condemned for not trusting in the power of their own war-machine
and, of course, the deity.
As far as the prophecy is concerned, Moses too becomes a prophet in the
desert. As Deuteronomy 34: 10 puts it, ‘there has not arisen a prophet since
in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face’. For some strange
reason, Deleuze and Guattari make little of Moses the prophet, preferring to
cite Mohammed as the prophet par excellence. In his hands, monotheism is
transformed into a religion of perpetual war, the holy war against the state.
Even if the initial impulse for religion comes from the state (a dubious claim),
religion undergoes a radical deterritorialisation when it is wedded to the warmachine. To illustrate the point, Deleuze and Guattari refer to the Crusades,
for which the conquest of the Holy Land became, especially after the ﬁrst
Crusade, a pretext for astonishing changes of direction and purpose.40 The
Crusades may have set out from the despotic states of Europe, but once on the
road they began to exhibit all the signs of nomadic war-bands.
The prophet leads us into our last theme, weaponry and metalworking,
although by an extraordinarily convoluted (nomadic?) path. Thus far, I have
been reasonably content to stitch Deleuze and Guattari’s proposed nomadic
war-machine onto the biblical texts of the Pentateuch. So far, they seem to be
on reasonably solid exegetical ground, for we can identify the various features of our nomads in the ﬁrst books of the Hebrew Bible. But, now, the
threads that connected them with the Bible begin to come apart, although in
an unexpected direction. In order to see how this un-stitching happens we
need to follow a torturous and fanciful line of biblical analysis.
Let me begin by noting that the last identifying item of the counter-signifying nomads is noticeably missing from our biblical narrative, namely,
the smiths and makers of weapons. For Deleuze and Guattari, the nomadic
war-machine is the inventor, manufacturer and deployer of a devastating
superiority in weaponry.41 Yet we search in vain for a reference to the Israelite arsenal, apart from the force of the deity in battle. On this matter, the
Kenites come to our aid, or seem to do so. Again and again, Deleuze and
Guattari mention that Jethro is a Kenite, not a Midianite. Yet that connection
is based on but one verse. In Judges 1: 16, we ﬁnd that the Kenites are listed
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Deleuze and Guattari 1988, pp. 383–4; Deleuze and Guattari 1986, pp. 56–7.
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, pp. 394–415; Deleuze and Guattari 1986, pp. 75–109.

The Flights of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari • 251

as the descendants of Moses’s father-in-law (Jethro is not named directly).
In other texts, the Kenites join the Israelites in the desert, appear largely as
tent-dwellers and are thanked for assisting the Israelites in their passage from
Egypt.42 But let us go back to that curious reference to Moses’s father-in-law
in Judges 1: 16. On the basis of this slender text much hangs, not only for biblical scholars but also for Deleuze and Guattari. It reads, ‘And the sons of the
Kenite, Moses’ father-in-law, went up with the people of Judah from the city
of palms and into the wilderness of Judah’. As I mentioned above, Jethro is
not named and yet scholars assume that he is the one in question. On the basis
of this slimmest of ‘evidence’, an older generation of biblical scholars argued
that the Kenites were a sub-group of the Midianites, since Jethro is described
as a Midianite in other texts. They go further, suggesting that the specialty of
the Kenites was metalworking, especially in bronze and iron. The ‘evidence’:
a tenuous argument based purely on etymology, for Kenite, or Qeni, may be
read via etymological connections as ‘smith’. Then again, it may also derive
from words that mean dirge, reed, nest, buy or create – the meaning is by no
means certain. Once scholars have spun such fantasies, the etymological link
to Cain [Qayin] is a small imaginative leap: this wanderer was also the forefather of Tubal-Cain, the ‘forger of all instruments of bronze and iron’. The
Kenites, if not the Midianites, end up being a tribe of smiths – a point Deleuze
and Guattari unfortunately replicate in their own analysis.43 To cap off this
extraordinary piece of exegesis, we also ﬁnd the suggestion that the Yahweh
of Mosaic monotheism was nothing less than a Kenite/Midianite wildernessgod, appropriated and developed by Moses into the warlike and jealous Yahweh.44 I am afraid that the Kenites will have the last laugh here, for with them

Judges 4: 11, 17; 5: 24; 1 Samuel 15: 6.
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, pp. 414–15; Deleuze and Guattari 1986, p. 107; Deleuze
and Guattari 1988, p. 529, n. 14; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 154, n. 14.
44
Genesis 4: 22. As a small sample of biblical scholars who make these fantastical
connections, see Albright 1953, pp. 98–9; Boling 1975, p. 57; Hastings 1903, p. 834;
Bright 1980, p. 127. Deleuze and Guattari prefer to cite their own biblical scholars on
this matter, namely Dhorme 1937 and Mayani 1956. See Deleuze and Guattari 1988,
p. 529, n. 14; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 154, n. 14. The problem with Dhorme and
Mayani is that they worked at a time when the methodological paradigm of biblical
scholarship was assumed – one explored the oral and written origins and history of
the texts with a view to establishing the history behind the text, a history to which the
text and scattered archaeological artefacts gave witness. Since the 1970s, that paradigm
has been slowly unravelling, albeit not without a few efforts to draw the wagons in
a circle and resist the wave upon wave of newer approaches.
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matters begin to unravel. As we have seen, the argument that they are metalworkers is based purely on the speculative pastimes of some biblical scholars
from a time when such pursuits were deemed to be ‘scientiﬁc’. Their argument is tenuous at best, although I prefer to describe it as fantasy. The catch
is that such scholars unwittingly replicate the text itself, for the material on
the Midianites and Kenites is part of a much larger stretch of biblical material
that can only be described as myth. Liberation-myth, foundation-myth, inauguration-myth – the epithets may vary, but the underlying point is the same:
the textual collection from creation to conquest, from Genesis to Joshua, is a
complex political myth.45 We are, then, in the territory of myth, a very powerful myth that has been exploited in all manner of ways since to justify ideas of
sovereignty, the state, exile, exodus and the conquest of promised lands. But
it also means that the nomadic war-machine, with its numbering, espionage,
weaponry and its external threat to the despotic state belongs to the realm of
myth.46 I have argued elsewhere that this complex biblical myth may best be
understood as a political myth which is characterised by the construction of
a labyrinthine world split by patterns of reaction and insurrection, repression
and great cunning.47 Despite the most excessive efforts within these mythical
narratives to close down the opposition that keeps appearing, an opposition
that is constructed by the myth in the ﬁrst place, these stories have a cunning
knack of twisting out of such a stranglehold.
Where does that leave our numbered war-machine roving in the desert? It
too is a piece of this complex myth. Deleuze and Guattari have in effect identiﬁed a second pattern of opposition – warlike, numbered, given to spying
and even weaponry, it is also theocratic, brutal and opposed to the despotic
state in terms of its own despotism. Yet, the nomadic war-bands are no longer
45
For example, Althalya Brenner speaks of the whole stretch of text from creation
to conquest of Canaan as ‘inauguration myth’ or a ‘liberation-cum-inauguration myth’
(Brenner 1994, p. 11), while for Niels Peter Lemche it is a ‘foundation myth’ (Lemche
1998a, pp. 86–132; see also Thompson 1999). Even the grumpy reactionary, William
Dever, can write, ‘No scholar, revisionist or otherwise, thinks these materials anything
other than “myth”’ (Dever 2001, p. 98, n. 1).
46
Into this myth falls one of the two dates that appear in the title of the chapter
‘On Several Regimes of Signs’. 587 BCE has for too long been regarded as a ﬁxed
date of biblical scholarship, the moment when the temple in Jerusalem and the city
itself was destroyed by the Babylonians. The problem is that the Solomonic temple
and its destruction belong to material that is the product of the imagination rather
than any veriﬁable historical event.
47
Boer 2009b.
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external to that state in any historical sense. They are part of a mythical world
that includes both state and nomads, enemies locked in perpetual combat.
They do so only within the internal world of that political myth. An external
mode of resistance has become internal once again.

In bed with the despot, or, the signifying régime
Our time with the mythical nomad band has run out, so let us continue our
trek, passing from the segmentary tribe and the numbered nomads in order to
see what exactly they oppose in their different ways. Despite many warnings
from our kinfolk and warrior-band, we enter the gates of the imperial city,
pass by the temple with the priests engaged in debate over the interpretation
of an interpretation and step into the palace of the despot, with whom we
wish to come face to face. We are in the midst of the signifying régime and
I am on the lookout for modes of resistance.
The scapegoat’s arse
Immediately, I stand between the ‘goat’s arse and the face of the god [le
cul du bouc et le visage du dieu]’48 – the constitutive feature of the signifying
system. Here is the tension between the state and its rebels, reaction and
revolution, oppression and resistance and between the centralising religion
of the state and its negation. Deleuze and Guattari would like to argue that
the ‘goat’ embodies all that the state is not, the negative register that must
be expelled, that it is really an ‘outside’ to the state, but that argument is
difﬁcult to sustain, as we shall see soon enough.
The goat is, of course, the scapegoat: ‘a ﬁrst expiatory goat is sacriﬁced, but
a second goat is driven away, sent out into the arid desert’.49 The reference is
the immortalised (so to speak) scapegoat of texts such as Leviticus 16: 21–2:
And Aaron shall lay both his hands upon the head of the live goat, and
confess over him all the iniquities of the people of Israel, and all their
transgressions, and all their sins; and he shall put them upon the head of
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Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 116; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 146; translation
modiﬁed.
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Ibid. Translation mine.
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the goat, and send him away into the wilderness by the hand of a man who
is in readiness. The goat shall bear all their iniquities upon him to a solitary
land; and he shall let the goat go in the wilderness.

Some exegesis: the goat is known in Hebrew as Azazel, traditionally translated
as ‘scapegoat’, or ‘the goat that goes’, but the word may also mean – depending on the lines of derivation and etymology – a name for the demon of the
wilderness to whom the goat is sent, a jagged rock or a precipice to which
the goat is expelled, or the wrath of God that the goat is to appease.50 Rather
than restricting the sense to one item in this semantic cluster (Deleuze and
Guattari stay with the initial etymology, translating it as le bouc émissaire),
I prefer to assume that Azazel has all these senses: the goat is the one that
goes out into the wilderness, to the rocky precipice where the demon lives
so as to appease the wrath of God. The word itself is a narrative, but it also
appears in an elaborate ritual of atonement.
Too often, the scapegoat is isolated from the wider ritual pattern in which
the high priest is crucial. Full of priestly vestments, ablutions, incense to cloud
the mercy-seat (of the Ark of the Covenant), bulls, rams and goats, the ritual
atones for the sins of the people. The slightly confused description of Leviticus 16 (a ram or two appear but play no role) depicts an abattoir: the bull is
slaughtered, sacriﬁced, its blood sprinkled on the mercy-seat and the remains
burnt outside the camp; lots are cast over the goats, one ending up with the
same fate as the bull, but the other becomes the scapegoat, upon whom is laid
the sins of the people before it is led out into the wilderness by a man designated for the task. When that man reaches the zone outside the camp, he lets
the goat go to meet the demon of the jagged precipice, turns and washes his
clothes and himself before re-entering the camp.
At least three observations among many others may be made about this
paradigmatic text. One is quite obvious: the focus is the community and its
survival, which is ensured by trying to banish all that is perceived to threaten
that survival. Note the obsession over sin – three times synonyms are used in
the Hebrew, for which translators scramble to ﬁnd comparable terms in the
target language – as well as the careful attention to ensuring that the goat does
not run free within the camp, for a man designated for the task must lead the
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goat outside the camp before it is to be released. Further, the scapegoat-ritual
has more than a passing connection to the story of the garden in Genesis 2–3.
The garden becomes the camp, which also has a flaw within which must be
banished so that the camp itself does not implode. The difference is that in
the story of the garden we follow the scapegoat (the man)51 out of the garden,
never to hear about goings-on within that boring idyll, whereas, in Leviticus 16,
we stay in the camp and imagine all manner of terrors for the goat.
All of this is obvious from a careful reading of the text, yet there are a couple of features less obvious but vitally important. The ritual takes place not
in the city of the despot but in the wilderness. This text is part of the longer
stretch that concerns the desert wandering of the Israelites. The text has not
a temple but a tabernacle, not a city but a camp, not a citizen-body but a
mobile nomadic band (or perhaps a post-signifying group of escapees, as we
will see below). In other words, Deleuze and Guattari have taken a text that
concerns the nomadic wanderings of the Israelites in the desert and made it a
central reference for the despotic state with its city and temple. The result is
quite spectacular, for the nomads have come into the city; they are no longer
outside but inside. Another feature of this text is that it too comes from that
complex political myth of Genesis to Joshua. As I pointed out earlier, there is
no reputable biblical scholar willing to stake his or her reputation on the claim
that this material is anything but mythical, which means that the ritual is suspended, an imaginary construction of what the ritual of atonement might
have looked like had the Israelites both been an ethnic identity and wandered
in the wilderness in the ﬁrst place.
With these observations in mind, I would suggest that Deleuze and Guattari’s depiction of the signifying régime is a rather good if somewhat paranoid
interpretation of Leviticus 16:
The complete system, then, consists of the paranoid face or body of the
despot-god in the signifying center of the temple; the interpreting priests
who continually recharge the signiﬁed in the temple, transforming it into
signiﬁer; the hysterical crowd of people outside, clumped in tight circles,
who jump from one circle to another; the faceless, depressive scapegoat

51
In Genesis 3: 23–24, only the man is banished from the garden; the woman is
not mentioned at all.
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emanating from the center, chosen, treated, and adorned by the priests,
cutting across the circles in its headlong flight into the desert.52

Given that the word-picture of the ritual of atonement in Leviticus is mythological, then this depiction by Deleuze and Guattari is not a bad representation of that scene: the people are in the wilderness; the tent of worship has
been set up in the midst of the camp; the despot, Moses with the glowing
face (see Exodus 34: 29–35), meets with his god inside the mobile temple
(tabernacle); his brother, Aaron the high priest, undertakes a series of rituals hidden to all but him; the people stand outside, fearful of what is going
on inside the tabernacle and terriﬁed by what the despot-god might do;
the scapegoat, who appears at the door of the tabernacle, is led by a man
through the crowd and out of the camp and then released with much relief
into the desert. It is perhaps a slightly more paranoid depiction of ancient
Israel than that to which we have become accustomed, but any public ritual
can feel the same way.
From outside to inside
But what do Deleuze and Guattari do with the scapegoat? It marks the
famous ‘line of flight’ which has become a leitmotiv of a Deleuzian politics
of resistance.53 Cutting across the signifying circles and centralised signiﬁer of
the despotic régime, the goat flees headlong into the desert where it belongs.
It embodies all that the despotic signifying system is not, all that is a threat
and foreign to it. An initial reading of Deleuze and Guattari’s interpretation
gives the impression that they overload the biblical text with far more than
it can bear, but then a closer look reveals a more detailed exegesis. In the
same way that the sins, transgressions and iniquities bear down upon the
goat with the weight of repetition, so also do Deleuze and Guattari spin out
the implications of the ‘sins’ laid upon the goat:
In the signifying régime, the scapegoat [le bouc émissaire] represents a
new form of increasing entropy in the system of signs: it is charged with
everything that was ‘bad’ in a given period, that is, everything that resisted

Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 116; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 146.
See, for example, Surin 2009, who develops this Deleuzian line for an economics
of delinking by peripheral economies.
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signifying signs, everything that eluded [échappé] the referral from sign to
sign through the different circles; it also assumes everything that was unable
to recharge the signiﬁer at its center and carries off everything that spills
beyond [ce qui déborde] the outermost circle.54

Entropy, resistance, elusion, unable to recharge, spills beyond – the three
terms for transgression in the biblical text have multiplied. If we look beyond
the semiotic rush of their interpretation, a signiﬁcant point emerges: what
is so often presented as sin or transgression in the Hebrew Bible, especially
against Yahweh and the despotic ruler (Moses, Joshua, David, Solomon and
so on), is actually rebellion. Such insurrection must be banished or crushed,
for it perpetually threatens to overthrow the system itself.
So the scapegoat represents everything foreign to and outside the signifying system: absolute deterritorialisation versus the limited version of inﬁnite
referentiality of sign to sign; cutting through to the wilderness versus the multiple circularity of signs; anus versus face, or defacement versus faciality; sorcerer versus priest, or curse versus blessing, or the inability to interpret versus
endless interpretation; in sum, flight versus the despotic régime. It is all too
easy to become mesmerised and then snared within the trap of Deleuze and
Guattari’s language, so, in a moment, I will attempt to translate these terms
into concerns within biblical studies and those of the ancient Near East.
Note ﬁrst, however, a vital shift in the argument, one that moves from
outside to inside. In order to locate this shift, we need to read backwards:
towards the close of their far too brief outline of the despotic régime, Deleuze
and Guattari push the line that the scapegoat is a foreign threat that must be
cursed and expelled:
it incarnates that line of flight the signifying system cannot tolerate, in
other words, an absolute deterritorialization; the régime must block a line
of this kind or deﬁne it in an entirely negative fashion precisely because
it exceeds the degree of deterritoralization of the signifying sign, however
high it may be. . . . Anything that threatens to put the system to flight will
be killed or put to flight itself.55
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Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 116; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 146.
Ibid.
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Nothing too earth-shattering in this interpretation, for biblical scholars have
been reading Leviticus in this way for centuries, although not in precisely
such terms.
But, then, a little earlier, Deleuze and Guattari reveal how dubious the foreignness of the scapegoat really is: the terrible truth for the despotic régime
is that it is one of us. The scapegoat is an inescapable part of the signifying
régime; indeed, it is the constitutive exception that enables that régime in the
ﬁrst place. As Deleuze and Guattari put it, before the expulsion of the scapegoat appears the process of humiliation and torture of one who is the counterbody [contre-corps] of the despot.56 The two – king and the one tortured, body
and counter-body – are inseparably connected, for the king himself undergoes rituals of humiliation (here, they allude to the ritual descriptions from
ancient Near-Eastern texts).57 Unfortunately, Deleuze and Guattari are too
keen to push past this point to the scapegoat’s flight. If they had paused a
little with that earlier moment in the narrative, they would have realised that
the two goats, one blessed and sacriﬁced and the other cursed and cast out,
signal this bond between despot and scapegoat, the body and counter-body
that are constitutive of the system itself.
The outcome: resistance, revolution, line of flight are part and parcel of the
despotic régime of signs. We need to push this point as far we can, for the
fleeing scapegoat is not merely produced by the system and thereby expelled
since it constitutes a fundamental threat; no, the system is unimaginable without this challenge. Three different angles reinforce such an argument: ﬁrst, as
I argued earlier, reverse causality ensures the despotic régime is constructed
in response to a perceived threat of dissolution; second, the scapegoat is the
constitutive exception, excluded and thereby vital for the very possibility
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, pp. 115–16; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 145.
This humiliation took place during the so-called Akitu festival, which was celebrated in the main Mesopotamian cities such as Uruk, Nippur and Babylon, and
which dates back at least to the middle of the third millennium BCE. In Babylon, the
festival lasted for the ﬁrst eleven days of the ﬁrst month, Nisan. On the ﬁfth day, the
king was taken into the temple, stripped of his royal insignia and recited the formula
to say he had not neglected the gods. Satisﬁed with the king’s contrition, the priest
would retrieve the various symbols of kingly ofﬁce from the keeping of Bel/Marduk
and return them to the king. On the following day, the king would take the statues of
the gods out of the temple and bring them in solemn procession to a special house,
the Akitu, outside the city. After a massive banquet and sacred marriage-ritual, the
procession would return to the city on the last day of the festival. See the translation
of the key ritual text in Pritchard 1955, pp. 331–4.
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of the system itself; third, a dialectical argument (one that is both foreign to
and yet inescapable for Deleuze and Guattari) in which the despotic régime
can function only in terms of a contradiction between despot and scapegoat,
a contradiction that régime both seeks to overcome but will also lead to its
breaking apart.
Oriental despots
So we have a régime riven at its heart by a constitutive contradiction. But
how does this signifying régime connect with both Marxism and the Bible?
In answering that question, I would like to change tack from a critique of
Deleuze and Guattari and look for a usable contribution, albeit in light of
my recasting of their thought. That contribution runs in two directions, one
towards the ongoing discussions concerning mode of production in ancient
Israel and another towards Marxism itself and the Asiatic mode production.
The following discussion operates in terms of a triangulation: the signifying
régime of Deleuze and Guattari locks in with the Asiatic mode of production and then both of those with what is known as the tributary mode of
production in ancient Israel.
I suggest that the relation between the three points of our triangle may be
understood as follows: Deleuze and Guattari, at least in the way I have read
them, offer a correction to a deep flaw within the traditional Asiatic mode of
production, namely the absence of a systemic and constitutive contradiction;
they also suggest a way through a roadblock in biblical economic history,
namely the tendency to see contradictions between different modes of production rather than within each one. In other words, the shift in Deleuze and
Guattari from an external opposition to an internal one is a shift I also seek in
biblical discussions.
I am not the ﬁrst to point out that Deleuze and Guattari’s signifying régime
is, in part, a reinterpretation of the much-debated Marxist category of oriental despotism, or, more preferably, the Asiatic mode of production (AMP).58
Marx’s own description is as well known as it is controversial. Written on
the fly, often in the rush of preparing a newspaper-article in between his
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Even if they make the mistake of citing Karl Wittfogel’s wayward hydraulic
hypothesis for the despotic state – Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 363; Deleuze and
Guattari 1986, p. 21; Wittfogel 1963.
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sustained economic studies, Marx’s ideas on the Asiatic mode of production
are spread out over some three decades of disparate pieces – newspaperarticles, letters, critiques of political economy and ethnological research.59 The
main features may be listed quite easily: common property in land held by
the village-commune; a self-sufﬁcient and decentralised economic world of
villages with their resilient combination of agriculture and handicrafts over
against the imperial state; personiﬁcation of the state in the ﬁgure of the godruler; centralised control of public works by the government (irrigation, building, roads and so on); the social division of labour in terms of usefulness; the
appropriation of surplus through tribute/tax/corvée. Marx saw this system
at work in the ancient Near East, in the ancient empires of South America and
in China and India of his own day. Although Marx does write at times of the
complexity of this social formation, exploring matters of exchange, surplus,
rent (in labour and in kind) and tax operating within the village-community,
between communities, between communities and the state and then between
the state and the limited long-distance trade generated by manufacturers, he
infamously says that the AMP was a stagnant economic form that changed
little over millennia. Charges of orientalism aside, the flaw with this observation concerning stagnation and the unchanging nature of the AMP is that it
negates the need for a basic economic contradiction at the heart of the AMP.
We may point to the implicit conflict between village-commune and imperial
centre, often mediated via vassal ruling classes and manifested in tribute, or
we may enhance the tension between the centre and periphery, in which the
smaller states were both subject to the imperial centre and yet sought to break
away from it, but there is little in the way of an economic contradiction in
Marx’s own scattered descriptions.60
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An early sustained attempt comes in The German Ideology (Marx and Engels 1976,
pp. 32–5; Marx and Engels 1973, pp. 21–5), but the most complete discussions are
from Grundrisse (Marx 1986, pp. 399–439; Marx 2005, pp. 383–422) and the preface to
A Critique of Political Economy (Marx 1987, pp. 261–5; Marx 1974c, pp. 7–11). A number
of distillations of Marx’s various statements exist, such as Bailey and Llobera 1981,
Krader 1975, especially pp. 286–96, Lichtheim 1990 and Shiozawa 1990. See also Pryor
1990 for a survey of the Western literature up until 1980. The problem is that these
summaries tend to lose sense of Marx’s dialectical dynamic in dealing with precapitalist modes of production.
60
I have written enough elsewhere of the chequered and often disjunctive histories
of the concept in both Western and Soviet studies (Boer 2007c; Boer 2008c), so I see
little point in repeating those stories here.

The Flights of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari • 261

Yet contradiction or tension is precisely what Deleuze and Guattari introduce through the signifying régime. A brief description immediately highlights how extensive that reconstruction is: the infinity of signs, in which each
sign refers to another without ceasing and is therefore deterritorialised; this
inﬁnitude produces a circularity of signs, or, rather, multiple circles that are
self-enclosed and inescapable – all one can do is leap from circle to the other;
the role of the interpreting priest (and, of course, the psychoanalyst if not the
scholar) whose task it is to interpret not so much texts or signs but other interpretations in yet another manifestation of the circularity of signs; faciality,
which is the centre of the vortex of circularity and interpretation and which
functions as both supreme signiﬁer and the redundancy of the signiﬁer; this
face is that of the paranoid despot-god, upon which the whole system hinges
and where it becomes reterritorialised; deception at all levels, in the careful
control of the circles of signs, the interpretations by the priests and in the
public face of the despot; the scapegoat, which embodies all that threatens the
despotic régime and yet is constitutive of that régime. Inﬁnity, circularity,
interpretation, face, despot, deception and scapegoat – these terms provide
the sum of features of the signifying régime.
Now for the connections: the state lurches onto centre-stage with Deleuze
and Guattari, dominating the scene with its despot and his face, the point
of reterritorilisation and location of the signiﬁer on which every thing must
touch. This is the imperial centre, the home of the oriental despot who is either
a god himself (Egypt), the son of the gods (Mesopotamia) or the god’s special
appointment on earth (Israel). The village-communes have become the multiple circles of signs, kept in chain by the despot. People may jump from one
to another self-sufﬁcient circle but never out of them entirely. Tribute and
the centralised control of ‘public’ works have become the myriad and inﬁnite
range of signs focused on the despot and his face – he is everywhere; nothing
is hidden. The great addition by Deleuze and Guattari is the role of the priest
and interpreter, or, I would suggest, the propaganda-machine.61
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We can spy Nietzsche’s hidden ﬁgure in the priest, especially the debilitating
effect of the all-pervasive priestly role; for Nietzsche, the priests are masters of ressentiment, haters of the body, clever men whose task is to control the sickly people,
the sick leading the sick. See Nietzsche 1994, pp. 17, 97–101, 113, 127–8; Nietzsche
1974, pp. 256–7.
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The gain of this reconstruction is obvious, for it inserts the necessary element of resistance to and indeed contradiction within the despotic régime.
Marx’s own description strangely fails on that ground, for there is relatively
little in terms of external or internal resistance. Subsequent efforts to plaster up the gaps have only made the cracks more visible. On my reading of
Deleuze and Guattari, we need to locate the necessary contradiction much
closer to the core, speciﬁcally through the scapegoat which is both banished
and yet needed, a constitutive exception without which the régime would
collapse.
On another count, it seems to me that Deleuze and Guattari seek to overcome the false problem of the inflexibility of modes of production. This sense
of inflexibility is largely a result of dreary debates and assumptions, in which
we come across the standard narrative with minor variations running from
primitive communism to capitalism. The ﬁxedness of this narrative and the
tendency to lock in key features and then argue that they could not be found
in any other mode of production (slaves, for example, or private property), led
on the one hand to the modes-of-production controversy in the 1970s62 and,
on the other, to problems within biblical criticism, as we shall see. In response,
Deleuze and Guattari smash this inflexibility by arguing that the signifying
régime may apply to any subjected and hierarchical group – political parties, literary movements, psychoanalytical associations, families, although
I am tempted to add churches or any religious movement, academic meetings and sporting events. It may seem they have gone too far, desperate to
avoid locking the despotic régime in any one historical period or among any
one people. Yet should not mode of production be a high flexible category?
Any mode of production entails conflicting layers, traces and anticipations of
other modes of production. Indeed, the shifting arrangements [agencements]

62
The modes-of-production controversy arose out of the problem of relations
between ‘developed’ and ‘undeveloped’ societies: did developed economies – i.e.,
indigenous capitalist ones – rely on undeveloped or Third-World economies within
which capitalism was a foreign body? The response was to develop a series of articulations between capitalist and non-capitalist modes of production – protocolonial,
colonial, postcolonial, peasant, patriarchal-subsistence, subsistence, simple-commodity
mode and so on. Once the fever spread, others began multiplying modes of production in the ancient world as well. For example, Georges Dhoquois proposed, among
others, Asiatic, sub-Asiatic, para-Asiatic and Asiatic feudal modes of production,
along with slavery and European feudal modes of production. See Dhoquois 1971;
Feiner 1986; Foster-Carter 1978.
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of items within may well appear in other modes of production in very different arrangements. For example, the Romans may have invented private
property and used money, just as capitalism does, but the way those features
were arranged and interacted with one another made the Roman, or rather
slave-based, economic system quite distinct from capitalism.
The gain of Deleuze and Guattari’s renovation also comes with a signiﬁcant
loss, for they volatilise economics. Gone is any sustained sense of an economic
system per se, a pattern of surplus, tribute, division of labour or exploitation.
Or, rather, they have all been volatilised into signs, their inﬁnitude, circularity and centralisation on the despot. The insertion of a constitutive conflict
has come at a high price with their version of a left Nietzscheanism, for this
entrancing description of the signifying régime misses economic reasons for
the processes of resistance. Deleuze and Guattari may have offered a brittle
and brilliant account of such despotic centralisation and its constitutive opposition in terms of régimes of signs, but I seek something more in the arena of
economics.
Before I explore that possibility, let me pick up the other point of our triangulation. A lively tradition exists within biblical social sciences that has
appropriated and transformed the Asiatic mode of production, but, for that,
we need to return to Norman Gottwald.63 Over against the communitarian
mode of production, which I traced out earlier, Gottwald proposed what he
called the tributary mode of production. Characteristic of the Canaanite citystates against which early Israel rebelled, the tributary mode of production
was hierarchical and systemically oppressive. Gottwald was keen to ﬁnd
some grip for central Marxist categories such as division of labour, classconflict and the way surplus was extracted. The solution lay along the differences between the agricultural villages and the state-structures: the small local
court with its chieftain or king, priests, scribes, tax-collectors and sundry hangers-on made up the ruling class, while the vast majority of peasants became the
exploited class. The extraction of surplus took the shape of tribute, mostly in
kind and in labour (the corvée), a process that was punishing and impoverishing for the peasants. Add to that the exorbitant cuts taken by the tax-collectors,
the process of latifundism as a result of the inability of peasants to pay their
debts, the extra tribute required by an imperial overlord beyond the small
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Gottwald 1999.
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local government, and you had a punishing system that drove peasants to
desperation. Against this tributary mode, argues Gottwald, the early Israelites formed their communitarian social formation in the highlands of Judea.
Apart from the occasional objection64 and apart from being broken up into
native-tributary and foreign-tributary modes (one’s exploiter is either the
local king and/or the more distant emperor),65 this model has become a staple
of social-scientiﬁc criticism of the Bible. It takes little imagination to see that it
is a slightly modiﬁed version of the Asiatic mode of production, albeit decked
out in a new wardrobe. However, one feature of this tributary mode of production stands out: the inability to account for any simultaneously productive
and limiting pattern of resistance from within. Instead, like Deleuze and Guattari’s preferred approach, resistance must come from outside, although now
taking the form of the construction of a new mode of production, the communitarian (or household or familial). As with my reading of Deleuze and
Guattari, I ﬁnd this argument passing strange. If there is a distinct pattern of
economic contradiction (between exploited peasants and a ruling élite), and if
this exploitation leads to periodic problems within the system driven by debtbondage and excruciating conditions for peasants, then why does resistance
not appear in the midst of the tributary mode of production? Why does it
need to take the form of an external and new mode outside the structures of
the tributary mode?
As with the AMP, a translation of terms – features of the tributary mode of
production (assuming its validity for a moment) and the terms of the signifying régime of Deleuze and Guattari – is needed in order to highlight these
internal patterns of contradiction. I would suggest that despot and scapegoat
are not merely signs within a régime of signs, but also markers of economic
and social patterns of domination and resistance. Indeed, they function as
the ideological traces of an effort to deal with such a contradiction. Further,
64
Simkins 1999b; Simkins 1999a; Simkins 2004. Simkins bases his objections on
the work of Hindess and Hirst 1975, pp. 178–220. Hindess and Hirst argued that
the Asiatic mode of production is unworkable theoretically due to three factors: no
mode of production can be developed from the tax-rent couple, the so-called stasis of
community-based production is a feature of other modes of production such as the
feudal, as is tax and/or tribute. A further objection is that the state is never a class,
but, as I have argued elsewhere, the argument that the state is restricted to the ruler’s
court suffers from the simple flaw of excluding the vast majority of people from the
state, namely the peasants. See Boer 2007c.
65
For example, see Yee 2003; Jobling 1998.
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as with the Asiatic mode of production, the inﬁnity of signs and their circularity inscribe the self-sufﬁcient worlds of the village-communes with their
local deities and rituals, while the all-controlling and centralising despot is
the tribute-gathering chieftain, monarch or emperor, who ensures the flows
of tribute through the web of tribute-gatherers and soldiers. However, with
the tributary mode of production, we can also ﬁnd a place for the interpreting
and deceptive priests as producers of the texts we have in the Hebrew Bible
(as a collection of mythology, legend, law and ritual).
But what of the scapegoat, which presents its arse to the despot? Is there a
face-arse opposition within the tributary mode? That contrast may be what
has been described as the centripetal-centrifugal pressures of the tributary
mode of production. In this case, the imperial centre (Asshur, Babylon, Uruk,
or Nineveh) draws its vassals into its orbit, constantly seeking to expand its
influence through conquest and plunder. But the smaller states under its control perpetually seek to break free, seizing on weaknesses and the absence of
imperial armies to assert their independence. The catch with this centripetalcentrifugal model is that the states which break free then attempt to become
empires themselves – like a palace-intrigue, with one ruling group seeking to
oust another. A far better location for the tension is between the ruling centre
and the peasant village-commune. Now the despot-scapegoat contrast gains
some traction, for the despot is, of course, located in the palace, hard by the
temple in the major town (Jerusalem in our case), but the goat comes from
the village-commune. Let us return to the interpretation of Leviticus 16 which
is central to Deleuze and Guattari’s proposal. As Leviticus 16: 5 says, ‘And
he [the high priest] shall take from the congregation of the people of Israel
two male goats for a sin offering’. Who is this fearful congregation gathered
outside the tabernacle? They are the peasants from the village-communes.
And from whom do the goats come? A peasant for whom goats are valuable
indeed; take it, you bastard-priest, and I will starve. As always, the peasants
of the village-commune must provide from their valuable flocks the animals
for sacriﬁce, including the goat which is to be slaughtered and the goat to be
cursed and banished. The goat is the people; the despot-priest the oppressive
élite. And the peasants are simultaneously slaughtered under the burden of
tribute and expelled into the wilderness as a threat to the system. Yet the system cannot exist without them, for without the tribute in kind and in labour
the tributary/signifying régime would collapse.
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In other words – to use the terms of Gottwald’s construction – the communitarian mode exists within the tributary. There is no need to postulate an
external alternative, for it is constitutive of the tributary itself. Or, to put it in
terms of subsequent biblical critics, the household- or familial mode of production does not exist as an entity on its own; it is part and parcel of the tributary or Asiatic mode. This communitarian or familial mode is both absolutely
necessary for the tributary/Asiatic system to function and yet a profound
threat to its very existence – the constitutive contradiction of any worthwhile
Marxist historiography.
Thus far, I have sought to bring Deleuze and Guattari’s signifying régime
into a gentle embrace with both the problematic Asiatic mode of production
of Marxist theory and the tributary mode of production of biblical scholarship. While the signifying régime answers a distinct problem within the
Asiatic mode of production, it abandons much of the economic clout of that
mode. When it touches the tributary mode of production from biblical scholarship, the signifying régime alerts the stiff and inflexible tributary mode that
it lacks a constitutive contradiction even though such a contradiction is there
for everyone to see.

On the tail of the scapegoat, or, the post-signifying régime
Deleuze, Guattari and I have trekked from the segmented tribe to the despotic state via the nomadic war-band. And, on each occasion, I have not
quite believed what they were telling me – that the multiple resistances
to that signifying despotic régime were external. With the segmented and
plurivocal tribe, the logic of reverse causality turned back on itself and we
found it applied just as much to the state and what it wishes to ward off as
to the tribe. So also with the nomadic war-machine, but now I found that
what appeared to be a constant external counter to the despotic state was
dramatically overturned. They are both part of the mythological construction of a world or multiple worlds in which they are intimate companions.
When we ﬁnally staggered into the fortiﬁed city of the despot only to ﬁnd
a goat’s derriere, I managed to extract a grudging admission that the scapegoat was very much part of the internal structure of the state, a constitutive
exception without which the signifying régime could not exist. Here, too,
we found that a paradigmatic text, Leviticus 16, concerning the function of
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the paranoid despotic state, actually brought the nomadic war-bands close
to home, for this text is drawn from that mythological narrative of nomadic
existence, not the state.
As I have stated on a number of occasions, one of the great values of Deleuze
and Guattari’s proposal is that there is more than one type of resistance. So
far, we have come across three – segmented tribe, nomadic war-machine and
banished scapegoat. The ﬁrst two have their respective place in the constellation of régimes of signs, one pre-signifying and the other counter-signifying,
but the third remains nameless. Or not quite, for the ﬁnal régime follows the
scapegoat and becomes the counter-signifying régime, to which Deleuze and
Guattari devote most of that fascinating chapter in A Thousand Plateaus. So
now we climb on the back of that poor scapegoat as it staggers out of the
city (or rather camp) and towards to wilderness where Azazel dwells by the
jagged precipice.
Who should we meet but Moses once again, this time in charge of ‘a sign or
packet of signs’ which has detached ‘from the irradiating circular network’.66
The portable packet of signs turns out to be the Ark of the Covenant and
Moses has fled with the people from the despotic face of Pharaoh. From here,
Deleuze and Guattari pile on one example after another, running the gamut
of biblical narratives – temples, kings, prophets, Cain, Jonah, Jesus and even
the Tower of Babel – and out into Jewish and Christian history, with the Reformation, Luther and the devil, Descartes and even Althusser’s theological
interpellation, until we spill into myriad lines of flight beyond any religious
register. Indeed, the multiple references evince in form the basic motif of the
lines of flight themselves.
Let me grab hold of Deleuze and Guattari before they run around madly
in their effort to escape and ask them a few questions. To begin with, what
has happened to the scapegoat? It certainly has not run off just yet, for it has
undergone a transformation. Whereas, within the despotic régime, it had a
purely negative value, expelled with all that would threaten that state, now
it gains a positive value. Why? The scapegoat becomes the sign of a people
with a new subjectivity, although Deleuze and Guattari are careful to point
out that such a coalescing around a people is an effect of historical circumstances and by no means necessary. It is, of course, the Jewish people, who
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268 • Chapter Six

now gain an identity by appropriating the scapegoat as their own: misfortune,
grievance, exile, all with the fragile and mobile temple (either as tabernacle
or as destroyed – hence the dates, 587 BCE and 70 CE). The implications for
the logic of the scapegoat are profound: there can be no new scapegoat, for
they are the scapegoat; the god hides his face; punishment becomes indeﬁnitely postponed; and betrayal becomes a leitmotiv. This appropriation of
suffering and punishment, albeit postponed, deﬁnes this new subjectivity as
passional.
What about Moses? Is he not the quintessential nomad and prophet? Does
he not command the war-machine which emerges once they hit the desert?
Yes, of course, but Deleuze and Guattari are quick to point out that this postsignifying régime is intimately related to the counter-signifying régime of
the nomad war-machine. The two régimes intermingle, elements of the warmachine are present, so much so that the nomadic side has a profound influence on the new line of flight. In the same way, there is a constant tendency to
revert to despotism, either as a longing for Egypt or as a desire to establish their
own state with its king and priesthood. It is a narrow road indeed, between a
jagged cliff-face on one side and a plunging precipice on the other.
This last point brings me to my next question: is this post-signifying régime,
this line of flight, really external, really an escape from the despotic régime?
Deleuze and Guattari would like to think that it is, that it offers a troubled
way out, but it has become difﬁcult to maintain that line. Obviously, clinging to the back of the scapegoat ensures that we can draw a line not merely
out of the constitutive contradiction in the despotic régime but all the way
back again. And it is not so much a tendency to fall back on the régime from
which they have escaped as a recognition that they cannot escape it at all. For
instance, in the biblical narratives, Egypt is not necessarily that evil realm of
oppression, but it too is a land flowing with milk and honey, a land of leeks,
lentils, cucumbers and flesh-pots, a promised land in its own way.67 Deleuze
and Guattari admit as much, pointing out that there is no pure régime, that
the régimes constantly combine in ever new formations, or are able to be
translated into one another.
However, the most signiﬁcant admission comes in the opening discussion
of the post-signifying régime where they change tack and deal with psychi-
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atry (on the argument that any régime has multiple manifestations). Here,
Deleuze and Guattari trace the development in psychiatry of two types of
madness. In the ﬁrst group, people seem entirely mad but are not (Schreber
was able to keep his life and wealth together, able to distinguish the different
circles of his life), while, in the second, they seem perfectly normal but are
not (manifested in outbursts of quarrels, arsons, assassinations and seeking of
redress). So the psychiatrist is caught, arguing on the one hand for leniency,
understanding and open asylums, and on the other for security, surveillance
and high-security asylums. Of course, these two types are our ‘paranoid, signifying, despotic régime of signs and a passional or subjective, postsignifying,
authoritarian régime’68 – Pharaoh and Moses!
This detour through psychiatry brings them around to what I have been
arguing throughout this chapter. This opposition ‘lies at the heart of the constitution of the psychiatrist’, so much that ‘psychiatry was not at all constituted in relation to the concept of madness, or even as a modiﬁcation of that
concept, but rather by its split in these two opposite directions [avec sa dissolution
dans ces deux directions opposées]’.69 Just to make sure we have not missed the
point, they note, ‘And is that not our own double image, all of ours: seeming
mad without being it, then being it without seeming it?’.70 So also with the
signifying and post-signifying régimes, with Pharaoh and Moses, despot and
scapegoat, but then so also with segmented tribe, nomadic war-band and the
despotic régime.

Conclusion
The signifying régime and its multiple oppositions are, then, not merely
opposed to each in terms of inside versus outside. This much Deleuze and
Guattari admit, even if I have had to coerce them a little to make them
blurt out the truth. I see no need either to reiterate my criticisms of Deleuze
and Guattari here, or indeed to repeat the potential contributions to Marxist
and biblical debates over ancient societies. Instead, I would like to mention
briefly the implications for understanding political tensions within religion
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Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 121; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 152.
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 120; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 151.
Deleuze and Guattari 1988, pp. 120–1; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 151.
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as such, although I will return and deal with those tensions more fully in
the conclusion to this book. In line with the arguments in this chapter, the
political tensions in religions should be seen as internal as well as external,
multiple and fluid. Religions like Christianity do not have a default-setting
for cosy and corrupt deals with power and the state, even though it often
seems to be the case. Instead, there is an internal dynamic that constantly
tempts religion to make such trysts as well as oppose them. This much we
have already seen with Horkheimer, Thompson, Ste. Croix and even Löwy.
Deleuze and Guattari go further on two counts. Instead of a binary contrast
so beloved by the others with whom I have dealt in this book, Deleuze and
Guattari suggest that modes of opposition are multiple, overlapping and
frequently mixed. Further, against the penchant for congealing resistance into
identiﬁable groups – people, language, place, class, political party, faction
or what have you – the modes of opposition are far more fluid, constantly
reforming into new assemblages.

Chapter Seven
The Radical Homiletics of Antonio Negri

What a sublime and, at the same time, sordid
vocation this theological discipline has.1

I close this book with Antonio Negri since he is one
of the few that deeply and thoroughly engages me,
drawing me back, time and again, to read one more
time. It is not just the energetic joy and enthusiasm
that suffuses his texts (even the most dense and
involved), nor the effort to reconstruct Marxism for
our times, but that he has not, like so many, become
fixed and opinionated. Instead, he links rigour with
a refreshing openness of mind that is always prepared to consider a new position, explore a blockage
and enthuse over a discovery. And he has been a
militant as few of us will ever be.
In this chapter, my major concern is Negri’s
recently translated The Labor of Job,2 a detailed philosophical exegesis of the ‘marvellous’ biblical book
of Job.3 Five features of Negri’s analysis stand out,
at least for one trained in that arcane discipline of
biblical criticism: radical homiletics, philosophical
Negri 2009, p. 29.
Negri 2009. This chapter is a much expanded version of the afterword I wrote for
the publication of The Labor of Job.
3
Negri and Defourmantelle 2004, p. 157. In offering a careful reading of a biblical
book, Negri enacts an older form of freedom – free access to the Bible that was once
considered so dangerous by the authorities. The analogous form of freedom in the
present is access to knowledge and language, especially by the poor. See Negri and
Defourmantelle 2004, p. 63.
1
2
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commentary, the opposition of kairós and ákairos, one between measure and
immeasure and then the politics of cosmogony. Let me say a little more about
each one, as I follow the ropes that moor Negri’s The Labor of Job to the Bible
and biblical criticism.
At the heart of the book is what I would like to call a radical homiletics. A
discipline much neglected these days, homiletics is really the art of connecting
a text like the Bible with the realities of everyday-life, moving from the intricacies of textual analysis to the application to life. Negri’s homiletics is radical for
two reasons, one political, resting on Marx, and the other textual, reading Job
as a pre-eminent document for our time. Job both describes our time and offers
a way through the impasse of left action. Further, this book is a philosophical commentary. Caught in the rough ground between two camps – radical
philosophy and biblical criticism – it is not conventional biblical criticism, if
such a thing actually exists. Negri does not come to the text with all of those
unquestioned assumptions, methods and skills that characterise all too many
of your garden-variety biblical critics. Is he then a lone philosopher making a
foray into biblical analysis? Without a sense of what may be called the ‘megatext’ of biblical criticism, is he bound to trip up? Not quite, for there is another
patchwork-tradition of what may be called philosophical exegesis or commentary. Some texts of the Bible – Genesis 1–11, the letters of Paul, Job – continue
to call forth commentary from philosophers and sundry critics of other persuasions. Negri’s text falls in with this group.
Third, Negri broaches the theme of kairós and time, Job being a challenge to
mechanical, dead and chronological time. At this point, I turn to some other
works, especially Kairós, Alma Venus, Multitudo,4 where Negri develops his
argument for kairós in much greater detail. However, I find Negri wanting on
kairós, mainly for missing the subversive side of ákairos. And the reason I do
so is that the base-senses of kairós and ákairos connect with the fourth major
theme, namely measure and immeasure, arguably the major organising axis
on the commentary on Job. After exploring the permutations of this opposition, moving as it does from negative measure and immeasure to a positive
and creative immeasure and measure (in that order), I seek to reshape that
tension as one between chaos and order, opting for the former rather than
the latter. Political cosmogony, or, more specifically, the political dimensions

4

Negri 2003, pp. 139–261.
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of chaos, then enables a creative linking of the akairological and immeasurable, what is out of place and untimely. In some respects, my reading seeks
out undercurrents and hidden connections in his thought, only to find them
embodied in his interpretation of a crucial final text in Job. But more of that as
this commentary unfolds.

Radical homiletics
The problem of salvation is all the more important for those who have
been Marxists.5

The basic question for homiletics is: how does this ancient grab-bag of various
types of texts from very different places and times connect with our lives as
we live them now? In other words, how does the text ‘speak’ to us? I do not
have in mind some theological agenda – the text becomes God’s medium of
addressing us – except in the way such an agenda highlights the issues of
relevance and application. We might equally argue that Homer’s Odyssey
seems extraordinarily contemporary, as does The Epic of Gilgamesh, but one
will be hard pressed to argue that it is God who addresses us through these
texts (I am sure there are one or two who would do so, but we may conveniently ignore them). Yet homiletics is, above all, a matter of technique: it
brings together the skill in languages, the minute task of textual exegesis, the
craft of writing for an audience and the skill of an orator. It is the art of the
sermon, except that ‘sermon’ bears the sense of haranguing and hectoring.
For that reason, I have opted for the slightly archaic term, homiletics.
In Negri’s hands, such homiletics is radical on two counts. The more obvious sense is directly connected with his politics, radically recasting Marx in
a form that he feels will work in our vastly changed situation. But there is
another sense that relates to his practice of exegesis: Negri reads Job as a document for our time. The various arguments, positions and issues may be read
off as descriptors of what is happening now, to us. Above all, it offers a way
through the dilemmas we now face in the politics of overcoming capitalism.
As an example of what I mean, let me begin with the radical homiletics of
another Italian, Pier Paolo Pasolini, who wished to make a film about Paul set

5

Negri 2009, p. 9.
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in our current world. As Badiou reports, on the basis of the full script of a film
that was never made,6 Pasolini’s idea was to situate Paul in the modern world
but keep all of his statements unaltered. Thus, while Rome becomes New
York, Jerusalem becomes Paris, Damascus becomes Barcelona and the early
Christians become the resistance, Paul’s condemnations, attacks, pain, calls for
repentance and statements of love and acceptance all speak directly to our own
situation. As Badiou puts it, ‘The most surprising thing in all this is the way
in which Paul’s texts are transplanted unaltered, and with an almost unfathomable naturalness, into the situations in which Pasolini deploys them: war,
fascism, American capitalism, the petty debates of the Italian intelligentsia . . .’.7
Another Italian radical with another biblical text attempts very much the same
thing. Like Pasolini on Paul, Negri on Job offers a radical homiletics.
Sprinkled throughout the book, we find statements that bring Job into very
intimate contact with today. On theodicy, he writes: ‘It was, of course, a very
different route from that travelled by classical theodicy, and by Job in particular, but in the end it was all the same’.8 Above all, Job speaks directly to the
question of a ‘theodicy of capital’. With neither bourgeois theory nor proletarian practice able to provide such a theodicy, everything becomes far more
brutal:
Capital is truly Behemoth and Leviathan, Hiroshima and Auschwitz. And
here we are on the other side, where the proletariat is able to directly
construct value thanks to the accretion of pain that it has experienced.9

Job and the proletariat mesh here, while capital goes the way of Leviathan
and Behemoth. Or, on the question of retribution, the theological position of
Job’s three friends, we find that all the great systems have been fundamentally retributive:
The great historical time of the Occident has been dominated by empty
retributive conceptions – from Aristotle, through Christianity’s reactionary
accounts of it, and through to the more advanced capitalist ones. Socialism

Badiou 2003, pp. 36–9; Badiou 1997, pp. 38–41.
Badiou 2003, p. 39; Badiou 1997, p. 41.
8
Negri 2009, p. xix; emphasis mine.
9
Negri 2009, p. 75–6. For a different reading of Behemoth and Leviathan as monsters outside the order of being and therefore a location of resistance, see Negri and
Casarino 2008, p. 195.
6
7
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is the apologia for a retributive theory of justice, of human action, and of
social rewards.10

Before Job’s withering sarcasm all of them are found desperately wanting. There are many more examples, such as the Church’s appropriation of
Bildad’s ‘divine over-determination’ (it is all due to God’s grace and power),11
or Job’s very modern-seeming ‘cosmogonic materialism’ that resists positions
like those of Bildad,12 or the critique of unexpected and overwhelming love,
pushed by the last interlocutor Elihu, rubbished by Job and targeted at the
purveyors of ‘Christian love’.13 At the end of the last chapter of the book, Negri
goes into overdrive. Job is nothing less than the ‘parabola of modernity’:
The Book of Job is the parabola of modernity, of the forever unfinished dialectic
of world and innovation, being and relation, which characterises it. And the
problem of the Book of Job is that of modernity – of the alternative between
the totalisation of the domination of science and technology over the world,
and the liberation of new subjectivity.14

The problem of the book of Job is that of modernity – radical homiletics
indeed. But Negri goes on to sweep into Job’s modern agenda all of the
subjects of the book: ethics, pain, labour, value, power, subjects, collectives,
in short, ontology and metaphysics. Indeed, we can organise the very sense
of modern time in terms of the great narrative pattern of Job: ‘We can see no
better way to periodise the time within which we live than through the analogy with the suffering and resurrection of Job’.15 Or, rather, this is the source
of communist hope, which must pass through Behemoth and Leviathan in
order to see the ﬂowers that grow on the thorns.
Both the figure of Job and story that bears his name (Negri often elides the
two) become the exemplum for Negri’s own practice. Job functions as the
fulcrum between Italian revolutionary practice and French thought (Negri
escaped from one to the other while writing the book). More than one reader
may begin to ask the question he himself poses: why Job? The obvious answers
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may be gleaned from the text: the text of Job helped him process the abysmal defeat of the radical movements of the 60s and 70s. With its challenge to
Power and God, with the massive question of ‘Why?’, the book of Job is, in one
respect, a natural refuge. But then Negri could have chosen any other great
text or thinker to explore the same problems. Or, in terms of biblical interpretation, it is the old problem of exegesis versus eisegesis, reading (literally
‘leading’) out of a text over against reading ‘into’ a text. Does not Negri engage
in a heavy bout of eisegesis here? Is all this really in Job? Yet biblical interpretation is neither one nor the other: eisegesis and exegesis are inseparable: the
heuristic framework with which one begins reading invariably wobbles and
changes shape in the face of the text’s own words and sentences. More simply,
what we bring in is altered, often drastically, by what comes out.

Philosophical commentary
In general, the biblical texts have always been extremely important for
me.16

The royal road to homiletics is the careful task of textual interpretation, or
what is usually called exegesis (somewhat misleadingly as my earlier comments indicate). My argument is that Negri takes up what can be called a
philosophical exegesis or commentary. In this respect, he offers a commentary on Job in a way that is comparable with his reading of other philosophers
such as Spinoza, Marx or even Descartes.17 Indeed, Job joins the ranks of these
philosophers and so may be read in a way that raises profound philosophical
questions. That may seem obvious to anyone who reads this short book, but
there is a thicket of issues that comes with such a commentary. They all turn
on the point that Negri’s philosophical exegesis is a way of resolving a series
of tensions in interpretation. Those tensions range over style and structure
and over the struggle between historical-critical and literary readings of the
Bible. In each case, the desire for philosophical exegesis is an effort at resolution and a way forward.
I begin with style. As one who has become somewhat accustomed to the
careful, even plodding philosophical texts of Negri, where he deals with a
16
17

Negri and Casarino 2008, p. 168.
Negri 1991b; Negri 2004; Negri 2006; Negri 1991a.
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string of knotty problems, this pamphlet on Job breathes a different life. Here,
we find very careful sections (especially when he is drawing on biblical critics and interpreting the text directly) interspersed with ﬂowing rhetorical
fire. Poet meets scientist, careful philosopher meets lyrical ecstatic. It is as
though the careful textual work of The Savage Anomaly and Marx Beyond Marx
meets the brio and political passion of the essays in Subversive Spinoza or the
speeches collected in Empire and Beyond.18
This bifurcation of style is but the first step, the first sign of deeper tensions,
for we also find them in the structure of the book. What jumps out is the way
Negri uses a conventional chapter-structure (with a neat pattern of three subheadings in each chapter) and then a series of ‘Notes’ irregularly added to the
tails of the chapters. What we find is that the notes carry on an intermittent
conversation with a motley collection of philosophers while the remaining
text largely concerns itself with the biblical text. So, we find an exploration of
the likenesses and differences between Spinoza and Job in Note A, a short and
sharp engagement with René Girard’s mistaken reading of Job as scapegoat
in Note B, a fascinating intense burst on laughter in Note C, the sublime in
Note D, negative theology in Note H, pain, community and communication
in Wittgenstein in Note I, and then Habermas’s mistakes concerning modernity in Note J.19
(Let me add a note of my own. Everybody, it seems, loves negative theology – often the meeting ground between theology, literature and philosophy.
So it is refreshing to find Negri taking such theology to task. Using Eckhart
as his model, Negri stresses the distance between Job and the via negativa:
‘The ontological consistency of power, which the entire Book of Job illustrates,
serves to exclude any relationship with “negative theology”’.20 Not only do I
applaud Negri’s suspicion of apophatic theology, but the fact that much of the
Bible is not theology at all needs to be stated loudly, clearly and often.)
I have listed the topics of most of these ‘Notes’, since I want to stress that, in
his main text, Negri by and large keeps away from the cloud of philosophical
witnesses to Job. Occasionally, philosophers do turn up, such as Spinoza and
then Hegel early on in the text, and then Plato and Aquinas a little later on the
Negri 1991b; Negri 1991a; Negri 2004; Negri 2008b.
Note E deals with the resurrection of the ﬂesh, Note F with Marx and Note G
with negative theology.
20
Negri 2009, p. 91. See also Negri and Defourmantelle 2004, p. 101.
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matter of love being beyond measure since it is the measure of all else. Apart
from these slips, Negri maintains the discipline, carefully exegeting the text of
Job in his own main text and then allowing his philosophical desires to have a
controlled run in the notes tacked onto the end of the chapters.
What is going on here? Negri could have taken a line like that of Agamben’s
The Time That Remains,21 a book on Paul where we find precious little engagement with biblical critics and a cloud of philosophical witnesses and issues.
Although there are one or two stunning insights, such as the unstable nature
of the remnant or the implicit relativising of theology, the danger with Agamben’s effort is that it runs the risk of leaning too far towards using Paul as a
convenient sounding board. By contrast, Negri is careful to ensure that the
philosophical interlocutors have their place, out in the backroom, where one
might go for a smoke and a chat. Pride of place is reserved for the text of Job
and a small number of biblical commentators. Quite simply, Negri wants this
to be a close engagement with the book of Job, the text on which he wishes to
work out some crucial issues. They may be philosophical matters (hence my
descriptor as ‘philosophical commentary’), but he wants to work those matters through an engagement with the text. The focus is the text and then its
application – i.e. homiletics – and not the thoughts of other philosophers.22
As if to reinforce his point, Negri structures his study to show just how
much he wants this to be a reading of Job. Often, we find that there are large
slabs of text quoted from Job (in translation, of course) interspersed with running commentary and linking passages. What we have here is not the use of
a biblical text as an example of a point Negri has made but the meshing of
Job’s text with Negri’s argument. That is, the words from the biblical book
and Negri’s own adhesive comment meld into one another as he develops his
argument. This structure proclaims loudly and clearly that this is a biblical
reading. So also does the charming appeal to read your ‘family Bible’, and
Agamben 2005; Agamben 2000. See also Boer 2009a, pp. 181–204.
In this way, Negri avoids the problem that bedevils many of the current efforts to
engage philosophers and biblical critics on the letters of Paul. Biblical scholars, locked
into their own history and set of assumed questions, tend all too quickly to dismiss
the engagements of the likes of Badiou, Agamben, Žižek or even Kristeva. On their
side, these philosophers find the questions that interest biblical scholars – authorship, textual provenance, context in the Jewish milieu and Roman Empire – do not
connect with their own interest in Paul as a political thinker. What we really have is
a dislocation of two traditions of commentary with their different histories, rhythms
and mega-texts. See further Boer 2008a; Boer 2009, pp. 121–54.
21
22
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the comment that, if you do not have one, you should go and buy one. Apart
from the term ‘family Bible’, which evokes an unread and dusty tome with a
family-tree in the front-cover, I find such a comment refreshing. Most works
on the Bible assumes that its readers know the text. Even more, these works
throw up a barrage of textual references to back up their arguments in a way
that implicitly invokes the hidden authority of the text for those arguments.
Negri has no such assumption. He does not wish to rely on the text’s sacred
or literary authority. Instead, he enters into a contract with the reader: just as
you will be reading your Bible, I will read mine with you.
However, this desire for Job’s text leads Negri quite nicely into a problem
that lies at the heart of biblical criticism. It is another tension with which he
must grapple, namely between what is called historical criticism and literary approaches to the Bible. The former may be more homogenous and the
latter quite scattered, but, in Negri’s discussion, they take the shape of two
options: either the text is a fragmented collection gathered over time, or it has
a literary integrity that gives unity to a disparate piece. (Very roughly, and
for those not up to speed on biblical criticism, historical criticism arose in the
heady mix of religion and politics of Germany in the early to mid-nineteenth
century and became the hegemonic method for a century or so; over against
historical criticism’s search for the history of the literature of the Bible and
the history behind that literature, the so-called literary approaches represent
a breakout from historical-critical orthodoxy from the 1970s onwards, asking
a whole range of different questions about the nature, ideology and function
of literature.)
Even with the limited resources that were at his disposal when writing The
Labor of Job, Negri is very careful to read both text and biblical commentators.23
In the process, he replicates this tension between historical criticism and literary approaches within his discussion. So, we find a careful representation
of the historical-critical assumptions concerning the structure and history of
the text now known as Job. The prose prologue and epilogue (Chapters 1–2;
42: 7–17) become the most ancient layer of the text, after which we find the
poem of Job’s complaint, the engagement with the three lawyers Eliphaz,

23
After a comment on the translations of Job that he used, Negri is careful to list
the biblical materials first before adding the philosophical works with which he is
more at home. Yet these works do not swamp the list.
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Zophar and Bildad, the subsequent additions of the mythical cosmogony and
the monsters Leviathan and Behemoth, all of which we find in the famous
voice from the whirlwind in Chapters 38–41, then the insertion of Elihu’s
speeches, and finally the last added layer, the ‘Hymn to Wisdom’ (Job 28).
Negri even provides the obligatory ‘dates’ that stretch from an unspeakably
ancient and un-datable basis through to the third or second century BCE.24
Now, one would expect that such an approach to the book would produce
an inevitable fragmentation, especially if it is coupled with an assumption
(still far too strong in biblical criticism) that what is earliest is the most authentic and genuine. Indeed, fragmentation is one of the well-known outcomes of
historical-critical analysis. All we are left with is a text broken in little pieces.
Another outcome is the interminable and irresolvable debates about precisely
how to break up the text. Or, rather, how many layers do we have and how do
they relate to each other? For example, I was taught that the prose-prologue
and epilogue were actually later accretions to the poetic text. And, in a typical
twist, the folktale may be old (but then who really knows?) but it was added
at a later date. Necessary as such engagements may be, they are also highly
hypothetical. With nothing more than the text in hand (there is simply no
external evidence as to how Job might have come together or when it was
written), historical critics have notoriously claimed a ‘scientific’ status for
their work. Even now, when it is on the defensive, I still hear, all too often, the
claim that such an approach is ‘real’ biblical criticism. Negri neatly sidesteps
the quagmire of such minute arguments, a quagmire that has swallowed up
more than one promising mind.
For all his obligatory nods to historical-critical positions concerning Job,
to the point of listing in his bibliography some of the main commentators on
Job, Negri is by no means beholden to them. In fact, when I first read his text,
I thought he was opting for a poetic-literary coherence characteristic of some
of the newer literary readings. Inﬂuenced in part by the ‘new criticism’, as
well as a half-concealed reverence for the text that was proclaimed in terms
of literary artistry and the compositional skill of the supposed authors, one
branch of the newer approaches argues strenuously for a deeper coherence
and integrity of the biblical texts that had been torn to pieces by historical
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criticism.25 This seemed to be Negri’s path. Add to it the names of some of
the commentators whom he invokes and the picture looks complete. We find
Norman Habel’s commentary,26 a curious work that attempts to use narrative
theory in order to interpret a poetic text, but a work that does argue for the
composite integrity of Job. More regular than Habel is Samuel Terrien’s sensitive commentary.27 Terrien is no hack, having written some very fine work,
but he also a theologian. He has written variously an atlas of the Bible for
children, works on music and worship and two well-known books on biblical
theology.28 From this background, Terrien is keen to find texts from the Bible
that are – to put it bluntly – good for you if you read them. For all my enjoyment of Terrien in the 1980s, when his work was quite popular, he always
struck me as a bit of SNAG (sensitive new-age guy).
Despite the number of times Negri defers to Terrien’s judgement, he sidesteps those more ‘snaggy’ bits. Indeed, although Negri initially seemed to me
to be opting for a poetic-literary position of integrity and coherence, or even
a theological assumption concerning the text’s deeper role for good, he does
neither of these things. Instead, what we find is an argument for philosophical
coherence. Let me give a few examples. When he broaches the supposedly
final and late-layer addition of the ‘Hymn to Wisdom’ in Job 28, he writes:
It is almost certainly a passage inserted very late into the book of Job –
perhaps the very last of the additions to the text. But, like the other additions,
a logical and fitting one – this, and only this, interests us.29

The issue with which the wisdom-hymn must deal is: who is God if he is
not a just judge? Negri makes a similar move for philosophical integrity
See especially Alter 1981; Alter 1985; Polzin 1980; Polzin 1989; Polzin 1993.
Habel 1975.
27
Terrien 1963; Terrien 2004a. Terrien also provides Negri with useful surveys
of positions and a rather full bibliography (for the time at least). Negri also relies
heavily on Italian materials, especially when working with the text since he does not
have Hebrew. For example, in a note on p. 41 he refers to Gianfranco Ravasi, Giobbe,
Commenti biblici, Rome: Borla, 1984, pp. 527ff., and the summary of ‘the best of the
research’ he finds there. In a subsequent communication with me, Negri points out
that, while in Paris writing his book on Job, he made use of the Dominican Le Sauchoir
Library, which assisted him in overcoming, in some respects, his sense of working in
a field outside his own. I would actually argue that this situation is to Negri’s benefit,
since he is not tied to the expectations and limits of biblical criticism, especially those
critics with some religious commitment to the Bible as sacred text.
28
Terrien 1972; Terrien 1986; Terrien 1994; Terrien 2004b; Terrien 1978.
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Negri 2009, p. 45; emphasis added.
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when he engages with the wonderful figures of Leviathan and Behemoth
and related cosmogonic content (the supposed third layer): ‘There should be
little doubt about where I place myself on the question of the interpretations
of these passages: where we are led necessarily by philology we are also led
by strictly poetic and philosophical considerations’.30 Then again, in relation to
Elihu’s speeches (fourth layer of the text):
In whatever manner things stand, I am interested in studying these
discourses for what is said in them, for the further, strong variant that they
insert in the philosophical architecture of the book of Job. These discourses
are in fact far from being simply an internal articulation of the text; they
represent rather a new critical position.31

So, we have a collection of observations – a logical and fitting addition, philosophical considerations, a new critical position within the philosophical architecture – that really point toward an argument for philosophical integrity.
Each new insertion or each new layer on the historical-critical reconstruction
of the text actually becomes an effort to deal with the problems that have
arisen from the previous insertion or layer. In short, what Negri has done
is absorb the historical fragmentation and layering of the text, bounce off
the literary and the theological arguments for coherence and then make his
own argument for philosophical integrity. Not a bad way to move, if you
ask me.
To sum up, Negri’s philosophical commentary is the outcome of various
efforts to deal with tensions in his reading of Job. His initial step is to focus on
the biblical text and keep the philosophers in the background (the ‘Notes’). But
this then leads him into an ongoing tension over method within biblical studies: either the fragmented layering and insertions of historical-critical readings
or the poetic coherence of literary and, indeed, theological readings. Here, he
takes on board the first, listens closely to the second and then argues for his
own brand of philosophical integrity. What we end up with is a philosophical
commentary that faces the text and mediates the critical positions it generates.
Implicitly, this position is also a challenge to the age-old assumption of the origins of theology: the Bible might have supplied the stories but the philosophy
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comes from the Greeks. The blending of the two in the first centuries of the
common era produced that unique discipline known as theology. By contrast,
for Negri, a text like Job is a fully ﬂedged philosophical text.

Kairós and ákairos
Religion is a big rip-off in itself, but it can also be a great instrument of
liberation.32

What does this philosophical commentary find in Job? I focus on two key
features which will turn out to be closely connected to one another: the opposition between measure [misura] and immeasure [dismisura] and the question
of kairós. Brieﬂy put, for Negri, (im)measure is the thread – much like a
necklace – that strings together value, labour, pain, ontology, time, power,
evil, theodicy, creation and cosmogony. It is a complex opposition that has
both positive and negative registers for each term, with Negri searching for a
way beyond the negative senses of measure and immeasure – as oppressive
order and unending evil – to find more positive senses. As for kairós, it falls
into a rather conventional sense of the opportune time and thereby, via the
New Testament, the time of crisis, the end-times with their trials and hopes.
Or, in Negri’s words, kairós is a time of rupture, an ‘exemplary temporal
point’.33 Immediately, we face a problem, for even though I seek to connect
(im)measure and kairós, Negri does not do so himself. So, I have some work
to do, tracing how these terms are involved in an intimate embrace. In what
follows, I begin with kairós, exploring what Negri both does and does not
say about the term, before offering a rereading of kairós that will bring it into
the arms of (im)measure.
For Negri’s most compelling statement concerning kairós, we need to turn
for a moment to another study, the extraordinary Kairós, Alma Venus, Multitudo. Here, two comments capture his effort to reshape time as kairós: it is
the ‘moment when the arrow of Being is shot’ and it is ‘the immeasurability of production between the eternal and the to-come’.34 The first picks up

Negri and Scelsi 2008, p. 205.
See Negri and Defourmantelle 2004, pp. 104–6; Negri 2003, p. 152.
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the sense of the ‘exemplary temporal point’. Kairós is an opening up in time
that is eminently creative; it is the edge of time when Being is created. Two
brief comments in Negri’s conversations with Anne Defourmantelle reveal
the obvious theological connection: we are always at the point of creativity;
it is the moment each day when, ‘one creates God’: everything one does is a
creation of God, since ‘to create new Being is to create something that, unlike
us, will never die’.35 Further, this process of creativity is marked by naming,
especially the common name. In Kairós, Alma Venus, Multitudo Negri observes
without comment, ‘Whatever thing I name exists’.36 In case we missed the
gloss on Genesis 1, when God names the items of creation, and Genesis 2,
when Adam names the animals, Negri makes it explicit in his discussion with
Anne Defourmantelle: ‘Naming is at once the Bible and what makes epistemology possible’.37
The second comment I quoted above – ‘between the eternal and the tocome’ – constitutes Negri’s challenge to the measurable piling up of time as
past, present and future, in which our present is a moving point between the
fixed detritus of the past (to be collated, measured and studied by historiography, to be celebrated in triumph or mourned as disaster) and the future (as a
repeat performance of the past). Instead, he proposes that the ‘before’ should
be understood as the sign of eternity – time rests in the eternal – and that the
‘after’ must be recast as the ‘to-come’. Once again, it is not difficult to pick up
a theological undertone: kairós operates not merely sub specie aeternatis, for it is
part of eternity; from that context kairós, as a perpetual moment of creativity,
looks towards an eschatological ‘to-come’. In its passage, kairós gathers more
and more features: it is immeasurably productive, the home of living labour,
restlessly in motion, multiple, common, the source of joy, corporeal and material, and thereby resists domination and oppression.
Despite all this compelling energy, Negri still rests with a very temporal
kairós, opposing it to chronological time and then attempting to reshape it in
terms of revolutionary creativity and desire. Indeed, his book on Job shows
how regular Negri’s approach to kairós really is.38 For Negri, Job provides an
energetic counter to the idea that time is empty, static and measured. This
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sense of time came into its own only with neo-Platonic thought, when time
became abstract, a form of being, transcendent and dominating – precisely
when Christianity became the dominant ideological force of empire. What
does Negri find in Job? Here, time is concrete, lived, painful, common, immanent and even filled with theophany; it is a stark contrast with abstract and
dominating time. In particular, the time of Job is characterised by rhythm,
movement and event (what Negri calls time-movement). In short, it is ontological time. Is this notion of time really in Job? It is when you take pain and
death – and, here, Negri is able to deal with death in a way that few materialists are able to do – as the basis for understanding time as the common reality
of our existence and as the source of the desire and power to eliminate such
suffering. More specifically, Negri argues that, in Job, time is both a being
towards death (he quotes Job 7: 4, 6–8 and 9: 25–6) and a fullness and state of
happiness (now it is 29: 2–6). As content and part of existence, this time in Job
is the point of contact between lived, concrete time and the linear movement
of divine epiphany – here, earth and heaven touch. This is, of course, kairós,
which now becomes the point of contact between Job’s lived time of pain
and divine epiphany, the creative labour of suffering opening out to liberation. This ontology of time is nothing less than the ‘immeasurable opening of
kairós’.
These arguments are variations on a persistent motif, kairós as the time of
crisis and as a period of what can only be described as opportune, revolutionary time. With some modifications, we find comparable arguments in Walter Benjamin (blast and ﬂash), Giorgio Agamben (time that remains), Alain
Badiou (event and laicised grace), Ernst Bloch (Novum and Ultimum), apocalypse and rupture (Fredric Jameson). However, on this score, the New Testament bears heavy responsibility.39 In that collection of texts, kairós may mean
the period when fruit becomes ripe, a season (spring, autumn and so on),
the time of birth or death, the present, a designated period that is more often
signalled by the plural, kairoí. But the term also identifies a specific moment,
often in the dative ‘at the right time’, which may be opportune or favourable,
or it may be dire and risky. However, increasingly, the word takes the definite
article, ‘the time [ho kairós]’, and, in this form, its sense is the time of crisis or
the last times. So it becomes one of the New Testament’s major eschatological
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terms, specifying the longed-for, albeit troubled, time of final conﬂict, the end
of history, the reign of the Evil One and Christ’s return to vindicate the faithful. These senses dominate, for good or ill, our sense of kairós, holding up and
restricting kairós as a term devoted to time and gathering the semantic field
around that point.
However, in order to undermine the surreptitious dominance of the New
Testament on our perceptions of kairós, I would like to move back to classical
Greece. And, there, a few surprises await us. To begin with, kairós is not only
a term of time but also of place. The temporal sense is largely the same as the
one I have explored above – the right, critical and proper time or season. For
a largely agricultural economy, kairós indicates the right season for planting
or reaping, with a particular emphasis on the time the fruit is ripe, so much so
that kairós also bears the sense of fruitfulness and advantage. But, in its spatial
sense, kairós designates what is in or at the right place, particularly in terms
of the body. Kairós and especially its adjective, kaírios, designate a vital part of
the body. For example, in Homer’s Iliad, the adjective is used to mark the right
place on the body for an arrow to find its mark. And, in the works of Pindar,
Aeschylus and Euripides, the word means a target, especially on the body in
battle: it is the point where a weapon can inﬂict the most damage.40
What are we to make of this extended sense of kairós, one that goes well
beyond time? To begin with, both temporal and spatial senses of the term
find their basis in the meaning of measure, proportion or fitness. As time,
kairós is, then, a distinct measure or the appropriateness of time – the exact,
critical and opportune time. As place, it becomes measured space, as well as
the way space is proportioned, preferably ‘correctly’ when one refers to the
body where everything is in its right place. It takes little imagination to see
that such a kairological, that is, properly-proportioned, body would be a male
body, athletic, warlike and virile. There is a distinct sense that kairós actually refers to what is in its right place and time, duly measured, appropriate
and opportune. Indeed, although kairós takes on a range of meanings – convenience, decorum, due measure, fitness, fruit, occasion, profit, proportion,
propriety, symmetry, tact, wise moderation, as well as opportunity, balance,
harmony, right and/or proper time, opening, timeliness – the semantic cluster coalesces around the idea of what is duly measured and proportional, in
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short, the right time and right place. As Hesiod puts it in Works and Days:
‘Observe due measure, and proportion [kairós] is best in all things’.41
Not quite the sense of kairós to which we have become accustomed – due
measure and proportion. Yet, given this fuller meaning of kairós, a question
lurks in the shadows of this classical kairós: what is its opposite? Not kronos,
and thereby chronological time – the standard line in most philosophies of
time (including Negri’s) that seek to oppose kairós and kronos – for kronos
became a byword for an old fool or dotard, especially in the comedies of Aristophanes. As a proper name, Kronos is, as is well known, the father of Zeus;
but he also designates that period before our era, the distant past which may
be either a golden age or the dark ages, depending on one’s perspective.
Instead of kronos, the opposite of kairós is determined by a series of prepositions: apó kairoû, away or far from kairós; parà kairón, to the side of or contrary
to kairós; pró kairoû, before kairós or prematurely; kairoû péra, beyond measure,
out of proportion and unfit. These senses all bear the weight of what is outside
the zone of kairós, untimely and out of place. But these various senses of what
is opposed to kairós gather together under the term ákairos. If kairós designates
the well-timed, opportune and well-placed, then ákairos means the ill-timed,
inopportune and displaced. I cannot emphasise enough how important this
opposite of kairós is: over against measure we have beyond measure; timely
versus untimely; in the right place versus the wrong place. One who is ákairos
is in the wrong place at the wrong time. This opposition will become vitally
important soon enough when I return to Negri.
Before I do, one or two further points demand attention. Too often, commentators neglect the unavoidable economic dimensions of kairós, especially with
its agricultural ﬂavour. In this case, as the quote above from that agricultural
text par excellence, Hesiod’s Works and Days, indicates, kairós means the right
season of the year for planting, cultivating and harvesting crops and fruit. But
it also indicates the right place, due to soil, landform and amount of moisture, for planting a particular crop or orchard. But now, the economic sense
explodes well beyond these agricultural references. I would suggest it beats
a path to a collection of terms in Greek that have simultaneous moral, classand economic dimensions. Kairós and ákairos join words such as agathos and
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kakos, good and bad, as well as a host of related terms, in which moral and
class-status, as well as physical appearance are closely interwoven – good
vs. bad, wealthy vs. poor, noble vs. ignoble, brave vs. cowardly, well-born
vs. ill-born, blessed vs. cursed, lucky vs. unlucky, upright vs. lowly, élite vs.
masses, pillars of society vs. dregs, beautiful vs. ugly.42 It soon becomes apparent how the spatial sense of kairós, with a focus on the human body as one
that is appropriately proportioned with every item in its ‘proper’ place, also
has a class-sense. The (male) body out of proportion, one that is ‘ugly’ and
ill-formed, is also the body of the poor, exploited majority of Greek society –
what, following Negri, we might call the monstrous.43 From here, kairós may
also, in connection with this cluster of other terms, apply to social measure
and order. A kairological social order has everything in its proper place –
aristocratic élites, exploited peasants, driven slaves, women and so on. It goes
without saying that such a proportioned and fit society, one characterised by
‘eugenia’, ensures the ruling élite remain precisely where they are. Disorder
and immeasure, what is contrary to kairós and thereby ákairos, designate an
unfit society, one in turmoil and on the rocks, when time is out of joint and
events take place outside their proper time and season.
Is not the wildcat-strike an excellent example of ákairos? For Negri and his
comrades, of course, the industrial involvement of the 1960s and 1970s, with
its ongoing battles and wildcat-strikes, was a key component in the development of workerism, or operaismo. And, for the ferociously independent
Georges Sorel, the strike was as much a potent political weapon as it was a
myth.44 This great admirer of action over against contemplation saw in the
general strike the most forceful weapon in the war of socialism against capitalism. And both Negri and Sorel still have a point, given the way business
and the owners of capital seek to curtail the possibility of the strike. While we
still see the use of scab-labour to replace striking workers, in our own time
the big end of town prefers to pressure governments to enact more and more
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legislation in order to restrict the strike to an appropriate time. They say: you
may strike only at this point [kairós] in the process of negotiating a new award;
before or after is illegal and you will be charged. The untimely, ákairos-strike
must be brought to order, allotted its place and time.
Kairós has turned out to be far more multifaceted than we might have
expected. Not content to be restricted to a temporal register, it has now
spilled out to include agricultural and bodily spaces, the sense of measure
and then blurted out its sinister class-allegiances. In this light, any alignment
with or appropriation of kairós is a risky move to make. For the invocation of
kairós runs the danger of siding unwittingly with the well-proportioned over
against ill-fashioned bodies, ruling élites rather than downtrodden peasants
and slaves; in short, with the interweaving of moral, economic and biological
factors, kairós sides with the good, beautiful, well-born, wealthy and educated
aristocrats. In this wider context, my own political options are clear: I would
rather join the bad boys and girls, ugly bodies, poor peasants, cowardly slaves,
ill-born labourers, cursed, unlucky and lowly masses, in short, the dregs of
society. And this means that I side with what is contrary to and beyond kairós,
with akairós, with what is untimely and out of place.
Now that we thrown in our lot with ákairos, what are the implications for
Negri’s use of kairós? Should we dispense with them as weighed down too
heavily with a theological heritage of opportune or exemplary time, at the
edge of creation? Or should we rough it up – shirt torn, pants filthy, blackmarket cigarette scrounged from a passer-by – and cross to the wrong side
of the tracks, taking kairós into the zones of ákairos? I prefer the latter, but, in
order to do so, I draw upon the opposition between measure [misura] and
immeasure [dismisura] that is central to his exegesis of the book of Job. I am
intrigued: measure-immeasure immediately connects with my earlier discussion of the base sense of kairós-ákairos; yet Negri makes nothing of the link (I
can only assume he is not aware of it). So let us see what happens when we
bring the two together.

Measure and immeasure
However, before I make the connection, I need ask what Negri does with
measure and immeasure. This opposition may be regarded as a substantial
realignment of some old philosophical distinctions, especially those between
eternity and contingency, universal and particular and, on a theological or
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mythical register, of chaos and order – a basic motif of myths of creation
and one that both is central to the book of Job and has significant political
ramifications. In the commentary on the book of Job, measure-immeasure
also becomes the means of reorganising an impressive string of topics: value,
labour, pain, ontology, time, power, evil, theodicy, creation and cosmogony.45
I would like to focus on three items in relation to measure and immeasure:
their changing values in Negri’s interpretation; their intersection with the
themes of chaos and creative order; and their overlap (unbeknownst to Negri)
with kairós.
To begin with, Negri (through Job) dismisses all forms of measure and
comes out as a champion of immeasure. However, this is only the beginning;
although Negri wants to dispense with a negative, retributive measure in
favour of a creative immeasure, that chaotic moment is only a transition to a
new, positive form of measure. That is to say, by the time Negri draws near
to the end of his commentary on Job the valuation of measure and immeasure shifts: at first, measure is negative and immeasure positive, but when we
encounter a negative immeasure, a new, creative measure begins to appear.
As for measure, it affects the crucial categories of value, labour, time, ethics,
justice, good and evil. And it does so through the filter of retribution, which
turns up in the mouths of Job’s erstwhile legal friends, Eliphaz and Zophar.
The logic of retribution goes as follows: if I perform an evil act, I will be punished for it; so also with a good act. Balance is the key: evil at one moment will
find an equal measure (now as retribution) at another moment; so also will
good eventually produce a balance of good in the moment of reward. Ergo, if
Job is suffering, he must have done something evil to deserve it, even if he does
not know what that evil act is. In other words, one can measure evil and good
in neat quantities.46 So also with justice, which becomes a simple formula that
matches the correct measure of reward or punishment for the act in question.
Or ethics, which becomes a calculation of the balance of good and evil and
which, along with justice, provides us with vital advice as to how we should
live our lives. In our own day, we can add labour and time: our economic
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system relies on the ability to calculate how much labour is spent on a job,
how overtime is to be calculated, what the right wage is for the labour-time
sold, with heavy emphasis at the moment on the measurement of immaterial
labour, and so on. It is all so simple – even the eternal conundrum of theodicy
ceases to be a problem, for it is merely a question of calculated and quantifiable measure. The operation of retributive measure seems so common sense,
working its way into the smallest mundane acts: the cost of a loaf of bread,
whether I should reciprocate that invitation from people I cannot stand, the
grades a child receives at school – the lex talionis of everyday life.
Job’s response is simply to dismiss any form of measure in these situations.
In reply, Bildad, the third ‘friend’, tries to compensate for the loss of measure.
Bildad advocates an over-charged and extra-transcendent God (Negri calls
this over-determined approach the ‘mystical deception’) who comes in as an
enticement to and guarantee for worthiness. All one can do before such a God
is surrender and offer devotion and adoration. Or, as Negri points out, it is a
craven apologia for dictatorial power. Job’s perpetual refusal to acknowledge
either a system of retribution or an over-charged deity who commands devotion simply does not compute for his friends: ‘When Job decisively rejects the
transcendent motif as well, his lawyers – who are on the brink of becoming his
ideological enemies – accuse him of titanic hybris’.47
One term from my original list of items which are strung together under
the theme of measure-immeasure is left: value. Superficially, Negri is after
another theory of value, especially since he is scathing about the Marxist
labour-theory of value. One can no longer measure labour-power (x hours in
the working day), surplus-value (x+ hours and greater efficiency within those
hours, i.e. absolute and relative surplus-value), or, indeed, exchange- and usevalues. They are all so much scrap-iron. One of Negri’s tasks is to find a completely new theory of value and Job is one of those enlisted to help him do it.
Quite straightforward, it would seem: a recovery of value without measure.
The catch is that this is not the only sense of value operating in Negri’s text.
Alongside the economic one, there is also an ethical one: the labour-theory of
value slips into an ethical code of value and back again.
On this ethical calculus, what is the value of labour? It is evil, argues Negri.
And it is evil precisely because labour is subject to immeasurable exploitation.
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Now, we need to pay very close attention, for the argument has some sharp
turns and we need to choose our path with care. Negri wishes to recover value,
to rescue it from its subservience to measure, control or limit. He proposes
to do so via the theological narrative ‘of an immensely powerful, creative
ontology that emerges from chaos’.48 This slow process involves Job gaining
power in his stand against God, which requires, as it were, a return to the
chaos that precedes creation and a re-creation of the world from the ground
up. A tall order, perhaps, but Negri sees it in Job and wants it for his own
time.
However, in the process of making this argument, the opposition between
measure and immeasure begins to shift. It happens first with immeasure.
One’s initial impression is that Negri attaches a positive value to immeasure
and a negative one to measure. Chaos, in other words, is good and order
not so much. But, when Negri mentions that exploitation itself is immeasurable, this all-too-convenient opposition starts to break down. Add to this the
immeasurable nature of evil,49 which, in itself, questions the realms of reason
and measure, and we have a different ball-game entirely.
The more conventional track from this point is to attribute this immeasurable exploitation and evil to the unsettling realm of chaos and then seek out
order in response as some way of controlling such evil. Social sanctions, the
law, police and army all play this role, attempting to keep a lid on the riotous riff-raff on the streets. But Negri is not interested in that path – he has
suffered too much at the hands of the forces of order. Instead, he fixes on the
immeasurable nature of pain and suffering – the central topic of Job – and
argues that the only way to overcome the immensity of evil is through the
immeasurability of pain. Only when we have descended into the depths of
immeasurable, undeserved and guiltless pain are we able to get anywhere at
all. From the midst of this undeserved suffering, power first emerges, a power
that is creative. In short, one immeasurable force responds to and is greater
than another; endless suffering and pain overcomes immeasurable evil and
exploitation.
Even more, pain leads to the creative power of labour. So, the opposition
shifts again: the immeasurableness of evil now finds itself face to face with
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the immeasurable creative power of labour. The stakes are high, for, on the
one side, we find God. In a move reminiscent of Ernst Bloch, God becomes the
name for all that is oppressive. So, even though the book is set up as a struggle
between God and man, it is a very unequal struggle. God, it would seem,
is far too powerful, or, as Negri puts it, immeasurable, imbalanced, disproportionate.50 Since God’s plays the role of both judge and an adversary who
laughs sarcastically at an increasingly rebellious Job, God actually takes the
side of oppression: ‘God is the seal of the clearest, fiercest, deepest of social injustices (Chapter 24 screams forth human anger and desperation in this regard –
from within the darkness, the misery and the most terrible unhappiness)’.51 In
other words, in contrast to the measured God of the scholastic theologians for
whom God was an ordered being with fixed characteristics,52 this God of Job
is the site of immeasurable evil. A quick survey of Christian or indeed Jewish
or Islamic history (the three religions that claim Job as a sacred text) leads to
quick agreement with such an observation: persecutions, Inquisitions, Crusades, jihads, genocides, wars on terror and dispossessions in the name of
God only begin the list.
In response to the firepower of evil, Negri piles up as many desirable terms
as he can on the side of immeasurable pain: power, creation, love, labour,
democracy (pain is democratic over against fear which is dictatorial), community, time (as a concrete, lived and common reality which can lead to a
time for liberation), value and, later than the book on Job, the common.53 In a
sentence: the value of labour may be found in democratic pain and suffering
which produces the power of creative labour. This lived experience is quite
literally ontology. So it not merely immeasure that has value over against measure, but, rather, two types of immeasure, the one evil, oppressive and divine
and the other chaotic, creative, powerful, and … good. Soon enough, I will
stitch this sense of immeasure in with what I have called akairós, but note
what has happened: measure has been revalued. Not restricted to the dreadful patterns of payback, in which reward and punishment are appropriate to
the initial act, measure has been dismantled and reshaped for a new task. This
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powerful and creative ontology that emerges from chaos is comparable to the
chaotic immeasure that precedes creation so that the world may be re-created
from the beginning. In other words, through the two types of immeasure,
one evil and oppressive and the other creative and powerful, a new measure
emerges, the creation of a very different and just order.
Let me summarise the moves as follows: negative measure ⇒ negative
immeasure ⇒ positive immeasure ⇒ positive measure. If we think that a
retributive system of carefully measured patterns of labour, time and value
is bad enough, then we are in for a shock; immeasurable labour and exploitation are far worse. Yet, in the midst of this untold pain and suffering, a new
creative power emerges, one that will lead to a thoroughly new measure, a
new order that has nothing to do with the old.

The politics of cosmogony
Even the old God of Genesis, not at all inclined to benevolence, was satisfied
with his work.54

That is all very well, but is not the far more interesting moment that of
immeasure? I must confess to being drawn to immeasurability rather than
some search for a new measure, particularly because Negri’s terminology
overlaps significantly with that old mythological (and biblical) pattern of
chaos and created order. Indeed, a politics of myth and of cosmology surges
beneath Negri’s text.
As far as myth is concerned, Negri’s interpretation of Job in terms of measure and immeasure, pain and release, evokes the mythical pattern of descent
and return. It has many variations, but it comes back to the same rhythm. It
may be pain that leads to power, suffering to creation, sacrifice to liberation,
abjection to exultation, torture to salvation, or death to resurrection. This is
the fundamental pattern of Negri’s argument: immeasurable evil is overcome
by the creative power of labour. Indeed, at the close of the book, he invokes
precisely this pattern, but now in a theological key:
We can see no better way to periodise the time within which we live than
through the analogy with the suffering and resurrection of Job. And it
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appears beautiful to us to conceive of redemption as the growth of our
passion. Of course, it is paid for by an even higher possibility of suffering.
But who, through historical avarice, would refuse us this happiness on the
basis that its ﬂower is full of thorns? Or refuse communism because the
path that leads to it passes through Behemoth and Leviathan?55

This pattern is not new, by any means, nor is it exclusively Christological. You
will find it in the earliest myths and in the latest propaganda put forward by
one politician after another – pain now for a glorious future. The Jewish myth
of oppression and exodus, exile and restoration, or, indeed, the Christ-myth
of passion, death and resurrection are by no means the sources of this theme;
they are variations on a deeper and more pervasive rhythm.56 This mythical
pattern does not need to be new in order to be effective. From oppression
comes liberation; from death resurrection. The question is: does Negri or
the Left in general really want to re-appropriate this mythical rhythm for
its own agenda?
Even more, I wonder whether Negri wants to bring about another created
order that overcomes chaos. Now, the thread of the measure-immeasure contrast starts to show its deeper layers. I am interested here in the way Negri
sinks himself into the matter of cosmogony and how the opposition of immeasure and measure becomes one between chaos and order. There are more than
enough suggestions in Negri’s text for the connection between immeasure
and chaos. For instance, the primeval beasts of chaos, Leviathan and Behemoth, appear without measure. Indeed, at this point, his ambiguous reference
to ‘a great chaos, a great immeasurableness’57 puts us squarely in the realm
of the myths of creation. The basic narrative sequence of the story of creation
is deceptively simple and perhaps too well known: out of chaos comes the

Negri 2009, p. 104.
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careful ordering of creation in which every thing finds its place. We might fill
out this bare structure with all manner of detail – chaos may be the destructive
force of older, cranky gods, as in the Mesopotamian creation-myth, Enuma
Elish, or it may be the formless and void state of the ‘deep’, the tehom, in the
account of Genesis 1, or it may be the pure absence of apparent form and
clear demarcation, the proverbial primeval swamp. In response to such chaos,
creation involves victory over chaos (variously, a monster, the sea, a serpent,
an older opponent from an earlier generation of the gods), the demarcation
of heaven and earth, planets in their paths, seasons at the right time, and the
careful ordering of created life, usually in some form of hierarchy that places
humans at the top or, as is more often the case, subordinates human beings to
the gods. Or, we might turn to the ﬂood-narrative of Genesis 6–9 for another
version of the same story: the initial creation (measure) has turned out to be
ﬂawed, characterised by extraordinary evil and exploitation. In order to begin
again, God makes use of a beneficial chaos (the ﬂood) to wipe out the old
and begin again with a new, created order. Or, in Negri’s own take on this
narrative, when ‘measure fades into the disorder of the universe and evil is
reﬂected in chaos, in the immeasurable’,58 we need ‘the collective creation of a
new world’ that ‘is able to reconstitute a world of values’.59
The effect of these mythological connections is to highlight the way cosmogonic myths are inherently political. The crucial questions are: is it chaos
that is revolutionary or is it (re-)creation? Translated into Negri’s terms: is
immeasure the truly revolutionary moment, or is that moment found in
another form of measure? Negri wants a new creation that emerges out of
immeasurable chaos, and he wants to claim it for radical politics. But I am
more interested in cosmological chaos, since there is a feature of that chaos
which too often slips by without notice, camouﬂaged behind the screen of
natural chaos: it is also, if not primarily, a political chaos.
Once again, Negri unwittingly brings the connection to the fore,60 although
now in his opposition between eugenics and the monster, the one a favoured
theme from the Greeks onwards (meaning to be well-born, good and
beautiful – note the connections with kairós) and the other a marker of what
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resists. In the creation-myths, the monster is, of course, the one that must be
overcome through the creation of order. These stories of creation are usually
depicted as cosmogonic (creation of the natural world), theogonic (creation of
the gods) and anthropogonic (human beings come into the picture). Nice and
neat, but far too limited, for they are also what I would like to call poligonic.61
They deal with the origins of, and thereby provide ideological justification
for, the current political and social order. For instance, the Mesopotamian
myth Enuma Elish is keen to point out that the Babylonian king is a direct
descendent of Marduk, the warrior- and creator-god, and the myth spends
a good deal of time with the ordering of society, the construction of Babylon
and the establishment of the state. Similarly, the creation-story in the Bible
does not end with the seven days of Genesis 1 or indeed the alternative story
of Genesis 2 with its more earthy narrative of the garden. It runs all the way
through the stories of the patriarchs and matriarchs (Abraham and Sarah,
Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Leah and Rachel, and then the twelve sons and
one daughter, Dinah), the migration to Egypt, Moses and the Exodus, wilderness wandering and formation of a state in waiting, and then ends with the
conquest of the Promised Land. In other words, it is primarily a political myth
of creation. So, if created order means political order, then the chaos against
which that order continually struggles is as much political as it is natural.
Primeval abyss and catastrophic ﬂood are inseparable from disobedience
regarding the tree of good and evil in the garden, from murmuring and insurrection in the wilderness, from the perpetual challenges to the divinely-given
power of Moses and so on.
Now, at last, I can come back to the matter of kairós, which begins to look
rather different from my initial foray into Negri’s treatment of that theme.
Two lines intersect at this point: the extraordinary way measure slots into
kairós, immeasure into ákairos; and the way in which chaos and order have
an inescapably political dimension. As for the first line, recall that the base
sense of kairós is indeed measure, and that the temporal and spatial senses
of the term are modifications on this basic sense. Kairós is both the properly
proportioned body (physical, political and social) and the right or opportune
time. It takes little imagination to see that the myths of creation – especially in
their poligonic dimension – express this double sense of kairós: they provide
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narratives as to how everything finds its spatial (from the heavenly bodies
through the creation of human beings to seat of power in the city) and its temporal (days, months, seasons and their proper relations) order.
What, then, is contrary to kairós, is outside it or far away from it, or indeed
beyond kairós? Immeasure, obviously, or as I have called it earlier, ákairos –
the ill-timed, unseasonable and out of place. Negri, of course, wants to find
a retooled measure and indeed kairós, but he tarries long with immeasure,
with the monstrous and thereby with ákairos. Here, the very political nature
of chaos comes into play, for, if chaos marks the constitutive resistance to
oppressive power, then we need to dwell in the midst of that chaos. Among
others in the innovative operaismo-movement in Italy, Negri should be the
one to identify most closely with such resistance; as he has argued repeatedly, state- and economic power are not givens to which people resist; no, that
resistance is primary and to it oppressive political and economic power must
constantly respond and adapt.62 So it is with the narratives of chaos, which
have already been joined by our comrades, immeasure and ákairos – the fathomless, ill-timed and displaced. We see it again and again in those creationmyths where chaos – disobedience, murmuring, insurrection, challenges to
divinely appointed leaders and simple refusal – is the constitutive force that
must be countered in ever new ways. But we also see it in our own day with
the running riots in Paris in 2005, even in the hooligans who burn cars and
smash shop-fronts, the brazen disregard for police by gangs of youths, the
massed protests in Seattle, Genoa and countless other moments of anticapitalist protest. All of these are dubbed as chaotic and monstrous, threats to social
order and the state, the work of thugs and criminals. They are, I would suggest, manifestations of ákairos.
It is time to review my argument concerning kairós and (im)measure. In
exploring Negri’s radical homiletics and philosophical commentary, we began
with what turned out to be a rather conventional and biblical understanding
of kairós – as the right season and opportune moment – only to raise questions
about its moral and class-allegiances in classical Greek thought. After siding
with ákairos, we turned to investigate the organising role of (im)imeasure in
Negri’s commentary on Job. But, as we did so, the close interweaving with
kairós and ákairos began to emerge, so much so that we sought the political con-
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nections between immeasure and ákairos. It has been a creative engagement
with Negri’s commentary on Job, an effort to take a productive argument a
few steps further – all by means of a book of the Bible. Here, the various lines
came together, especially in the immense possibilities of immeasure, which is
not only cognate with ákairos but also intersects with the theme of chaos as a
distinctly political motif. In short, I have sided quite clearly with those who
are untimely, not in the right place, chaotic and beyond measure.

Negri’s aporia
I have drawn my major argument – the connection between ákairos and
immeasure – out of Negri despite his own argument, seeking connections
implicit within his text, a search that has also led me to read against his own
take on kairós and even (im)measure. But does this possibility of my reading
appear more obviously in Negri’s text? It does and it occurs in a small but
crucial moment when Negri offers what is a brilliant and original reading
of the infamous ‘Voice from the Whirlwind’ in Job 38–41. ‘Then Yahweh
answered Job out of the whirlwind’,63 it begins, and from there we get a grand
tour of the created universe, as well as the question thrown to Job: what is
your suffering compared to all this?
In contrast to many opinions on this text – a useful reminder of our puny
status before such powers and wonders; or the need for thanks and awe; or
a useless effort at divine boasting – Negri offers a unique reading: the very
fact that God actually appears is the sign of Job’s victory.64 Up until this point,
God had remained conspicuously silent, not even bothering to answer Job’s
increasingly bitter challenges. In God’s place, we found the various arguments, such as retribution (Eliphaz and Zophar), mystical overdetermination (Bildad) and transcendent providence (Elihu), each of which Job rejects.
Finally, Job stings God enough to make an appearance and actually respond
to the accusation. At this moment, Job triumphs. The key verse is Job 42:5: ‘I
had heard of thee by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees thee’. Job has
seen God, an event that normally leads to instantaneous death. Even Moses
Job 38: 1.
‘Job is really the theory of the vision of the inside of desire – a desire that
contains its object: my God, I have seen you, therefore I possess you’ (Negri and
Defourmantelle 2004, p. 157).
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was allowed only a glimpse of the divine derriere. Job has seen God, and he is
not bowed. As Negri puts it:
I have seen God, thus God is torn from the absolute transcendence that
constitutes the idea of Him. God justifies himself, thus God is dead. I
have seen God, hence Job can speak of Him, and he – Job – can in turn
participate in divinity, in the function of redemption that man constructs
within life – the instrument of the death of God that is human constitution
and the creation of the world. The materialist reading of the vision of God
has, thus, the capacity to capture the creative moment of this ontological
immersion of man – whether it be Adam or Job – in the relationship with
the divine; and, thus, of linking ontologically – not morally, not merely
intellectually – the human powers [potenze] to those divine, i.e., the singular
in the universal.65

Somewhat ecstatic, is it not? In fact, the last pages of the book breathe a
prophetic fire of ecstasy. Yet the point is clear: Job reaches up to God and
sees him, he calls God to account and forces him to justify himself. Or, as
Negri puts it elsewhere, it is the moment when ‘transcendence is bent into
immanence’.66 No matter how much God tries to belittle Job, God is forced
to answer Job.
Excursus on the Messiah
In a moment, I will explore a profound uncertainly in Negri’s reading, but
before doing so, let us explore a little what it means for Job to be the hero
of the book, for he is the one who calls God to account and forces him to
answer. The key-term here is messianism. Negri makes much of the messiah,
claiming that the ‘sense of the Messiah is present throughout the Book of Job’,67
a sense he tries to track in detail so that he can declare: ‘In 16, 19–21 the idea
of a divine conciliator finally appears fully-formed’.68 Further, in Note F, we
come across a short burst on the proletarian Adam and the Marxist mes-
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siah. And this messiah certainly achieves a lot: labour can become value
without measure, that is, as creative labour. How does the messiah achieve
this revaluing of labour? He does so through the resurrection of the ﬂesh,
which is really, within communism, ‘the sign of the resurrection of labor’.69
Or, rather, the messiah is this sign. Finally, the messiah is the pivot on which
time moves from the time of exploitation to the time of liberation, that is,
from death to resurrection.
I must admit to having an innate suspicion of messiahs, especially since the
Left, on occasion, succumbs to the personality-cult and expresses a deep wish
to find a messiah or two.70 It might be Eagleton’s recovery from his early days
in the Catholic Left of a very earthly, political Jesus of Nazareth in his latest
works. Or it may be Walter Benjamin’s enigmatic search for a weak messianic
time, a softly-softly messiah who has always left the room the moment one
arrives. Or it may be Giorgio Agamben’s effort, inspired in part by Benjamin, to uncover the logic of messianic time in Paul’s letters in the New Testament. As I have argued elsewhere, these messiahs fall under the strictures of
Adorno’s ban on idolatry and the logic of the personality.71 At times, I wonder
whether we should, as with love,72 ban all talk of messiahs or the messianic for
at least half a century.
In regard to the book of Job, Negri seems to get himself into trouble by
relying too heavily on the biblical commentators, whose theological agendas betray them into finding messiahs with a distinctly Christian hue. To be
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fair, these commentators actually want to correct Christian mis-readings by
arguing that Christ is not at issue here; what we have is the development of a
Hebrew messiah. All very well, but, after some two millennia, the search for
messiahs cannot escape the Christian taint.
However, just when Negri seems to have succumbed to conventional and
problematic notions of the messiah, he gives the whole idea an extraordinary
twist. Although he never says so directly, Negri pushes towards the suggestion that the messianic figure is none other than Job. He is a strange messiah
indeed, for rather than being some agent of God who inaugurates redemption
and a new age, Job actually takes on God. The key verse is Job 19: 25: ‘For I
know that my redeemer [go’el] lives, and that at the last he will stand upon
the earth’. As any commentary will tell you, go’el (participle of g’l) is originally
someone who pays the cost to ‘redeem’ a dispossessed relative or property of
a relative.73 It refers to a financial transaction to meet someone’s unpaid debt,
usually a clan-member to keep them from debt-slavery. Of course, the term
later becomes one of the metaphors used to speak of Christ’s redemption on
the cross – he pays the price for you and me – but in the text of Job it is someone who will come to Job’s aid, someone who will stand up to God, challenge
him and exonerate Job. The catch is that this redeemer is neither God nor an
agent of God. Job himself comes to his own assistance, stands up to the suffering inﬂicted by God and challenges God to give account.
Back to the whirlwind
As brilliant as Negri’s reading – in the midst of the whirlwind – of the last
sections of Job might be, it faces at least two problems. Firstly, this argument for the creative sun of human beings is not so new. Marx himself
became quite ecstatic when, in the first ﬂush of Feuerbach’s ‘discovery’ that
the gods and all that they entailed were projections by human beings, he
proclaimed that ‘for man the root is man himself’. In contrast to the illusory
sun of religion, man needs to ‘revolve round himself and therefore round
his true sun’.74 And Ernst Bloch argued that, in the Bible itself, we find the
‘exodus out of Yahweh’, the seeds of a protest-atheism that would eventually
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depose God and allow the homo absconditus to emerge and stand on his or
her own feet for the first time. The creative and powerful man without God
would face the universe with confidence.75 What we have in Negri’s hands
is a well-worn Marxist story, although he cranks it up to the mythical level
of cosmogonic creativity.
The problem is that I am not sure it is the best sort of political myth Marxists would want to latch onto. The reason is that it over estimates the ability of
human beings to engage in such grand creative tasks. My misgivings do not
concern hybris (their efforts may indeed be seen as an effort to stare hybris in
the face and say that it’s a worthwhile goal) so much as a need for some modesty and awareness of limits. Far too many projects of reconstruction by the
Right or the Left have ended in brutal failure for one to get too carried away
by the re-creative potential of human beings.
The problem I have just outlined feeds into the second trip-wire with this
argument of the re-creative power of human beings. Let us recall my earlier point about anarchism and socialism, especially the difference between
revolutionary chaos and revolutionary order, or, in Negri’s terms, between
immeasure and measure. I have shown in some detail how Negri keeps revalorising these terms, but, in the end, he wants a very different, re-created
measure, where we find reconstituted labour, value, time and so on. In refusing the vertiginous appeal of the abyss of chaos and immeasure, Negri is, in
the end, a Marxist. And the hard-nosed realists will agree: a chaotic, anarchistic agenda may be very appealing (it is for me, to some extent), but no society
can function without some type of sanctions, without some order. But there is
a catch. Let me put it this way: the schema of Negri’s overall argument may be
represented as follows: bad order ⇒ bad chaos ⇒ good chaos ⇒ good order
(substitute ‘measure’ for ‘order and ‘immeasure’ for ‘chaos’, if you so wish).
What is to prevent the next step from occurring (again): good order ⇒ bad
order. It is the old revolutionary problem: how do you prevent the revolution
from running into the mud?
For these reasons, I prefer the undercurrent of uncertainty in Negri’s text,
one that draws nigh to an akairological and immeasurable reading.76 He
Bloch 1972; Bloch 1968.
I prefer this incompleteness to his effort to claim that Job has been misinterpreted. In each case – Job is patient, his hybris becomes pietas, the text is misogynist
(Mrs Job wants him to suffer) – Negri argues that there is a misrepresentation or
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cannot actually close out his reading as he would like, stumbling over the
famous Verse 6 in Chapter 42 of Job: ‘therefore I despise myself and repent
in dust and ashes’.77 As the last line of poetry before the prose-epilogue,78 it is
supposed to sum up the vast personal-cosmic struggle of the preceding two
score chapters. As might be expected, commentators have been drawn to it
like bees to a honey-pot. Traditionally, the idea that Job actually ‘repents’ is
enough of a sign that he has reconciled himself with his suffering and God and
seeks forgiveness for his blasphemous challenges. Yet others have pointed
out that the Hebrew is highly ambiguous and may well mean: ‘therefore I
reject and repent of dust and ashes’, or even ‘regret’ or ‘avenge myself on dust
and ashes’. The key Hebrew words are m’s, the meanings of which include
reject and despise, and nhm, which covers senses such as regret, repent, have
compassion, comfort oneself and avenge.79 With these possible senses of the
two key-words, a range of opposed meaning are possible: Job either despises
himself and repents of dust and ashes (he gives in), or he rejects and avenges
himself on dust and ashes (he does not give in). And, so, commentators line
themselves up on either side: does Job actually give in and repent or does he
stand up for himself and not give in? However, it seems to me that the ambiguity between repentance and resistance is crucial to this verse. It is unclear
what Job the character does in response to God’s rant from the whirlwind.
Does he crawl to God in abject submission and repent of his rebellion? Or
does he turn his back on dust and ashes and stand up to the God he has called
to account?
To his credit, Negri reﬂects this uncertainty. It shows up first in his puzzlement over why Elihu in Chapters 32–7 seems to say largely the same as God
himself in Chapters 39–41. Why, asks Negri, does Job reject what Elihu says
but accept what God says? I would add to this something Negri, without the
benefit of knowledge of Hebrew, does not pick up: the confusion in the tex-
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tual status of Job. It has a very high number of hapax legomena, words whose
meanings can only be ascertained through educated and not always reliable
etymological arguments. Also, the further we delve into the book the more
confused the speakers become. This is particularly true of the Elihu chapters
(32–7), where Job is apparently attributed with Elihu’s words and vice versa.
Translations and commentators do the same as the editors of the Marx and
Engels Collected Works – they correct these ‘slips’ without comment. The text,
then, is not so clear and full of inconsistencies and ambivalences – Job, Yahweh and Elihu meld into one another.
Finally, Negri’s discussion of the crux in Job 42: 6 – on whether Job repents
of or rejects dust and ashes – shifts around a great deal. To begin with, the
real problem is that Job seems to acquiesce to Yahweh, so Negri must come
to terms with this outcome without the Hebrew. Then he falls back on a long
quotation from Samuel Terrien’s commentary, who argues that Job does not
repent. After all, Negri suggests, repentance is not needed for redemption or
liberation. Not altogether happy with this, he then suggests that the answer is
not to be found in the words but in the vision-prophecy. Once again, Negri is
not entirely satisfied, so he quotes Paul quoting Job in Galatians 1: 17–25, and
then, finally, reverts to talking about the messiah. This formal uncertainty on
Negri’s part manifests the biblical text’s own ambiguity. It is as though Negri
has picked the ambiguity up at a subliminal level and then replicated in the
form of his own text.
Job 42: 6 is an immeasurable verse, one that refuses to be roped into a concise, measured and kairological interpretation. Unruly and akairological, the
verse leaves Negri unresolved, open, with a little more chaos than he perhaps
expected. That is how it should be, it seems to me.

Conclusion
I close with a slightly different question, one that emerges from the preceding engagement: why on earth is Negri, the avowed atheist and frequent
critic of the brutality sanctioned by religion, reading the Bible? One reason
is that it provides him with a way to think through the brutal defeat of the
Left in Italy in the 1970s – the police-roundup, court-cases, prison-terms and
exile. Another is that, for this atheist, Job enables him to make some sense
of Judaism and Christianity, if not his brief time with Catholic Action in the
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1950s where theology and politics came into contact with one another and
where the central problem of the common – community, giving a hand, love
of others – first arose.80 As he points out, he has nothing against religion,
admits to an omnipresence of a pagan ‘religiosity of doing’ in his work, finds
the ascetic tradition immensely appealing, calls for a thorough rethinking of
communism comparable to the way the church-fathers reshaped Christianity
in the first few centuries, admits somewhat tongue-in-cheek to having offered
the smallest of prayers to his mother when in prison awaiting word on his
petition for parole, and goes so far as to say that the only definition of God
he is prepared to admit is one of ‘overabundance, excess, and joy’ – these
are the ‘only forms through which God can be defined’.81 These are some
of the reasons why Job draws him in, for Job is, in fact, a figure of the new
militant (like Francis of Assisi),82 one who brings transcendence to account
through a sheer act of desire.
Yet two far deeper reasons inform Negri’s reading of the Bible. The first
concerns a long tradition of revolutionary readings of the Bible, which we
have already encountered earlier in this book. The hint that Negri is aware of
this tradition comes with his salute to liberation-theology’s intersection with
historical materialism. As I have discussed liberation-theology at length in the
chapter on Michael Löwy, I see no need to repeat those points here, save to
note Negri’s salute:
It is very important that we underline the convergence, through the
revolutionary process, of materialist and religious thought in this reinvention
of value. The Marxist thinkers of the 1930s, in the hell of fascism, the
Christian authors of the 1970s, in the hell of underdevelopment, have
rediscovered the same themes: it is no coincidence that Ernst Bloch has the
same rhythms of the Job of the Theology of Liberation.83

What themes? They are the convergence of salvation and liberation and a
pattern that moves from misery to liberation.84 The allusion in this quotation
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is to Ernst Bloch’s Atheism in Christianity, especially the section on Job where
Bloch argues that Job stands up to God and challenges the arrogant deity who
refuses to answer and then finally tries to dismiss Job. The hero of this story
is one of the bearers of the seed of atheistic rebellion, a standing on one’s feet
against an oppressive God of the rulers.85 Negri ends up disagreeing with
this position on Job in some respects (the dismissive deity of Chapters 38–41
is in fact one who has been called to account and squirms as a result), but
he implicitly acknowledges Bloch’s inﬂuence.86 As for the phrase, ‘the Job of
the Theology of Liberation’, I cannot avoid thinking of Gutiérrez’s book, On
Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent,87 even though Negri never once
mentions it directly. For Gutiérrez, the issue is undeserved suffering, both
that of Job and of the poor in Latin America. The answer lies in prophecy
when Job moves beyond his own suffering (admittedly a consistent focus)
and contemplation in response to God’s own appearance in the whirlwind
of Chapters 38–41.
All this discussion of liberation-theology lands us squarely in the revolutionary tradition of the religions that claim the Bible as their sacred text.
This is an old theme of which we can find a hint in Marx with his comment
that religious suffering is ‘a protest against real suffering’ and that religion ‘is
the sigh of the oppressed creature’.88 But it was Engels who would take this
idea and run with it, to the point where he sits at odds with Marx. We find
the theme of revolutionary Christianity scattered throughout Engels’s writings, but it culminates in one of the last texts published before he died, On the
History of Early Christianity. Engels argues that Christianity was originally a
revolutionary movement among the poor and oppressed, one that eventually
won over the Roman Empire, although it lost some of its revolutionary fervour on the way and tended to offer an other-worldly solution to this world’s
problems.89 Given the imprimatur of one of the founders, a series of Marxists
have pursued such a theme, especially Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Kautsky, Ernst
Bloch, Max Horkheimer, E.P. Thompson and, most recently, Michael Löwy.

Bloch 1972; Bloch 1968.
See Moylan 1997.
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Gutiérrez 1987.
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Marx 1975a, p. 175; Marx 1974b, p. 378.
89
Engels 1990b; Engels 1972. See the detailed discussion of this consistent theme
in Engels’s writings in Boer forthcoming.
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Negri, I would suggest, reads Job in a comparable fashion: this is a revolutionary text, one that seeks nothing less than a re-creation of the world.
Or, rather, this is one side of his reading, for he is fully aware that the Bible,
and indeed theology as a whole, also contain plenty of material that may be
described as reactionary.90 All too often, we come across the call for obedience
to an oppressive ruler or God, for the subservience of slaves, the grovelling of
repentance for the ‘sin’ of rebellion, beginning with none other than Eve and
Adam in the Garden. Even in the New Testament, we find a profound tension
between Paul’s doctrine of grace as an undeserved and unexpected eruption
and the call to obey one’s rulers since they have been placed where they are
by God. For these reasons, Negri has always been careful about ‘continuously
winking on the sly at superstition’,91 a superstition that is regressive and reactionary. Yet he also wishes that he might have been able to write a history
of what he calls ‘the other European civilisation’,92 a monstrous civilisation
with its alternative stories, characters, needs and exigencies. At this point,
Negri draws nigh unto Ernst Bloch,93 who was keen to establish an alternative tradition, a thread of resistance, heretical, sectarian, taking myriad forms
in its opposition to the dominant forms of Power and running through from
the Bible into Marxism. In the same way that Bloch sought an ‘exodus’ out of
an all-powerful and repressive Yahweh of the Bible, so also does Negri seek
an exodus from and refusal of the repressive patterns of capitalism. And, like
Bloch, within Negri’s ‘other civilisation’ are Machiavelli, Spinoza (of course),
Francis of Assisi, sectarian elements of Protestantism like Thomas Müntzer
and heretical strains of theology that sought to bend transcendence into revolutionary immanence.94 Job, too, joins this heretical tradition.
Another, deeper reason informs Negri’s reading of the Bible; or, rather, this
reason enables him to read the Bible and indeed deal with theology without
succumbing to secularised theology or being trapped by the absolute truth
90
‘At times there is a certain type of theology that intersects with revolutionary
events. It is necessary, however, to clearly designate exactly what kind of theology
we are speaking about. We must be clear here because it is equally certain that not
all theologies cross revolutionary phenomena but, on the contrary, there are some
theologies that cross the opposite of revolution: namely, pure ideological reproduction
of Empire’ (Negri and Fadini 2008, p. 666).
91
Negri and Scelsi 2008, p. 45; see also p. 134.
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Negri and Casarino 2008, p. 81.
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See especially Negri and Fadini 2008.
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Negri and Fadini 2008, pp. 666–8; Negri 2008a, p. 129.
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claims of theology. The key is that Negri enacts what I have called the relativising of theology,95 which negates theology’s claims to both absolute truth
and to the origins of much (if not all) contemporary thought. In a crucial footnote to the essay ‘Reliqua Desiderantur’ in Subversive Spinoza,96 Negri deals
with the arguments for the continuity of theological concerns in Spinoza’s
secularisation of political concepts. It may be the unfolding of a theological
nucleus, the internal logic of secularisation within theology, or the argument
that Spinozian democracy was a result of a specific form of religious alliance
and civic association. In reply, Negri initially questions whether one can guarantee continuity across the treacherous bridge of secularisation; he suspects
not. But then he takes a much stronger position, arguing that Spinoza, like
Marx and Machiavelli, brings about a profound rupture with any process of
secularisation or laicisation, offering a materialist and atheistic break with
any theological continuity.97 Elsewhere, he identifies this break in terms of the
refusal to rely on the transcendence that bedevils Western political thought,
for which transcendence is manifested in hierarchy and legitimacy. He calls
this refusal of obnoxious transcendence as an ‘operational materialism’ and
‘wholehearted atheism’.98
However, I suggest that Negri is pushing towards a relativisation of theology. By questioning the continuity of theology in secularisation, and especially
by arguing for the profound rupture of a materialist approach, he effectively
negates the claims made on behalf of theology to be the fons et origo of all
(political) thought. And, by arguing for the brand new beginnings of Spinoza,
Machiavelli99 and Marx, he puts theology in its place as one possible mode of
thinking politics, or indeed culture, economics, society and so on. Or, rather,
this is how I read what he is doing, even if he pushes the argument for a
profound rupture a little too hard at times. This process of relativising theology shows up time and again in his detailed engagements with Spinoza, the

See Negri 2004, pp. 203–41, 49–50.
Negri 2004, p. 54, n. 4. See also Negri 1991b, pp. 92–3.
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So also, implicitly, with the interpretation of the Bible. See Negri 2004, pp.
98–101.
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Negri 2004, p. 24. See also Negri and Defourmantelle 2004, p. 158.
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2004, p. 54, n. 15.
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comrade of Job.100 Thus, in both The Savage Anomaly (itself a brilliant materialist reading of the Dutch and Spinozian anomalies) and Subversive Spinoza,
Negri constantly interprets Spinoza’s engagements with theology – the proofs
of God’s existence, prophecy, miracles, pietas, love, salvation and the Bible –
in terms of other substantive issues – Power and power,101 imagination, liberation, freedom, democracy, collectivity, the body, hermeneutics and so on. In
other words, Negri enacts the relativisation of theology by reading Spinoza
in a materialist register, or, as he puts it, Spinoza’s ostensibly theological concerns, such as theism and pantheism, are ‘dissolved’ in his materialism.102 But
that also means that theology does not need to be cast out into the outer darkness, there to gnash its teeth in the company of other superstitions; it becomes
part of a much wider intellectual and political programme, as Negri finds
with Spinoza’s Ethics. Spinoza does so with his radical synthesis of reason
and religion, materialism and religiosity [pietas], but only when he has made
his own exodus from the strictures of religion (for Spinoza it was his Jewish heritage) and created his own new philosophical universe.103 Thus, theology and materialism become two possible codes, two ways to approach the
same problems, often at loggerheads but, at times, crossing paths. So too with
Negri’s commentary on the book of Job.

100
See ‘Note A’ in The Labor of Job (Negri 2009, pp. 16–17) and Negri 2004, p. 51:
‘If there is a biblical spirit here, it is certainly not that of the secularized version of
the TTP [Tractatus Logico-Politicus] but instead of the extremely profound materialist
pietas of the Book of Job’.
101
Following Michael Hardt’s decision in translating The Savage Anomaly, the
Latin potestas becomes Power and potentia power – the key issue in Negri’s reading
of Spinoza.
102
Negri 2004, p. 95.
103
Negri 1991b, pp. 10–15.

Conclusion

As with the previous two volumes in this series –
Criticism of Heaven and Criticism of Religion – I do
not propose to dwell on the problems and shortfalls
of the seven with whom I have dealt in this book. I
much prefer to focus on what may be salvaged and
reshaped for a constructive approach to Marxism
and theology. So, let me briefly summarise the criticisms before passing on to those retrievable items.
Even though Max Horkheimer’s argument for
an authentic and resisting Christianity which was
then betrayed provides a distinctive approach to
Christianity from a Marxist, I found the argument
problematic, largely because he has a tendency to
let his dialectical rigour slip from time to time. With
E.P. Thompson, the difﬁculties were strongest in
his characterisation of methodism as psychic terror.
Thompson’s agenda in his dealings with methodism
I can actually applaud, namely the need to debunk
the legend that methodism lay at the roots of tradeunionism and working-class radicalism in England.
Yet, he pushes the argument too far and tries to
argue away the consistent evidence for a deep political ambivalence within methodism. Later, of course,
Thompson comes around to see that certain aspects
of Christian theology, especially the antinomianism
of various religious sects in England with which
William Blake had contact, have distinctly revolutionary resonances. As for G.E.M. de Ste. Croix, he
too follows a narrative of betrayal comparable to
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that of Horkheimer: the words of Jesus of Nazareth may well have attacked
the assumptions and self-serving justiﬁcations of the ‘propertied class’, but
the early Church worked overtime to blunt those attacks through ingenious
interpretations. I found that this historical narrative misses some of the complexity of the early Church, a complexity that shows up within Ste. Croix’s
own evidence, especially in terms of the anomalies in the early Church in
which some leaders and theologians recognised the radical nature of Jesus’s
sayings and acts. On the economic front, I took Ste. Croix to task for failing to
deal with matters of property (particularly when a key term for his analysis
is ‘propertied classes’) and mode of production. In regard to Michael Löwy,
I found that, while the idea of ‘elective afﬁnity’ shows some promise, it was
far too vague and left too many methodological issues unresolved. All the
same, his engagement and indeed advocacy for Latin-American liberationtheology is an important moment for Marxist reassessments of religion, even
if his analysis is limited in some respects.
In the case of Roland Barthes, I found that his take on myth via a nascent
semiology was not only too negative, but that too many cracks appeared in
his argument. So, I read him against himself, seeking to make the ﬁbres of his
argument open up and reveal other patterns whereby myth may also be of
use to the Left. As for Deleuze and Guattari, my wariness of the pair actually
enabled me to identify a good deal that was worth embracing and developing further – especially the multiple forms of resistance. However, I did ﬁnd
problematic their assumption that resistance was external to the despotic state
instead of being part of the very possibility of that state. Finally, with the
engaging Antonio Negri, I exegeted closely The Labor of Job, trying to unfold
the many layers of his usage of measure and immeasure, re-reading it in terms
of a conjunction with kairós and ákairos, as well as the deep pattern of chaos
and order/creation in Job. And so, I wondered whether Negri wanted, in
the end, a refashioned order, a beneﬁcial and thoroughly new ‘measure’ that
overcame the destructive possibilities of unfathomable ‘immeasure’. Why not
stay with an akairological immeasure a little longer? Why not allow revolutionary uncertainty and chaos to run on?
So much for the criticisms; now, let me move on to the much more enjoyable task of collecting the odd bits and pieces from these seven (at times wayward) Marxists and see what I can construct. I like to imagine a process which
I undertake on a regular basis in my spare time. Scouring piles of old building
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materials, demolition-sites and stacks of hard rubbish, I am constantly on the
watch for quality-timber that may have been thrown out – a piece of cedar
on an old chest here, some Oregon pine on a bench there, a plank of ironbark
elsewhere. Then, I ponder what may be constructed out this disparate collection of raw, painted and chipped wood, drawing up plans in my head, how
these odd pieces might be transformed into a larger whole. Sawing, paintstripping, pulling out rusty nails, sanding, hammering and dowelling, I eventually come up with something – a bookshelf perhaps, or a desk, or a chest,
or a small table. In what follows, I undertake the preliminary task of collecting quality items that will be reshaped and reworked for the last book in the
series.
For convenience, I list the main points ﬁrst,1 before undertaking the task of
reshaping:
1. The major theme that has emerged in my study is the pattern of accommodation and resistance within theology. This theme took almost as many
forms as critics who dealt with it: resistance and accommodation as two
grand protagonists who cannot see eye to eye (Ste. Croix) but are, in fact,
dialectically connected (Horkheimer); an authentic resistance that ends up
betraying itself (Ste. Croix and Horkheimer again); implacable denunciation of reactionary Christianity to an awareness of more radical possibilities (E.P. Thompson); an ‘elective afﬁnity’ between some radical strains
of Christianity and Marxism (Löwy); a proposal for multiple forms of
internal resistance rather than one (Deleuze and Guattari); and a rereading of the complex patterns of measure and immeasure in terms of kairós
and ákairos (Negri).
2. The question of myth appeared most obviously in the chapter on Roland
Barthes, but also in the way Deleuze and Guattari deal with biblical texts,
so I wish to say something further on myth.
3. Economics, especially in the ancient Near East, ancient Greece and thereby
biblical societies came to occupy my attention in the treatments of Ste.
Croix and Deleuze and Guattari.
1
Two other valuable topics also turned up in my reading, namely fetishism and
utopia. However, I have dealt with them at some length in the conclusions to Criticism
of Heaven (Ernst Bloch), Criticism of Religion (Fredric Jameson) and Criticism of Earth
(Marx and Engels) – Boer 2007a; Boer 2009a; Boer forthcoming.
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4. The combination of myth and economics raises the persistent matter of the
tension between idealism and materialism, speciﬁcally in relation to religion.
This issue rose to the surface in my engagements with Löwy and Ste. Croix,
but it has lurked below the surface for much of the way.
Since the ﬁrst topic – the patterns of resistance and accommodation in religion
– is by far the most important one, I shall leave it to last. I begin, then, with the
second topic, myth, which, somewhat minimally, I have deﬁned elsewhere as
an important story. The mention of myth usually invokes the speciﬁc concerns
of anthropologists, historians of religion and perhaps the occasional biblical
scholar. To my mind, this is a mistaken approach to myth, for, as I have argued
in my Political Myth,2 it is vitally important for any engagement with politics
and thereby for Marxism. The great value of Barthes’s very political analysis
of myth is that it reminds us, more than ﬁfty years after it was published,
how crucial such analysis remains. Indeed, one of the reasons for engaging
with Barthes on myth was to bring him into touch with other thinkers on
the Left who have argued for the importance of myth, especially Georges
Sorel and Ernst Bloch.3 Barthes’s approach may be one-sided, denouncing all
myth as distortion and theft of language, universalising the nature of myth
from the particular examples drawn from the dominant culture of the French
bourgeoisie. But, in this respect, he shares a profound suspicion of myth
with Theodore Adorno and Walter Benjamin, to name but a few. However,
I argued in the chapter on Barthes that his treatment betrays a more complex function of myth, which I will not hesitate in calling dialectical. Barthes
argues that myth is a vehicle of deception and oppression, the worst form
of propaganda because it remains unnoticed and natural. Yet, in his effort
to characterise myth in this way I spied a few strands that suggested within
Barthes’s own analysis a somewhat different way of reading myth. It is as
though he has told one side of the story and that the other side lies poorly
concealed within his own dominant narrative, a side that indicates cunning,

2
Boer 2009b. See also my brief discussion of myth in Criticism of Religion, especially
the chapters on Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Kautsky (Boer 2009a, pp. 80–8, 113–18),
where I argue that the myth of early Christian communism has remained an empowering utopian story.
3
Sorel 1961; Bloch 1972; Bloch 1968. See my discussion of Sorel in Boer 2009b and
of Bloch in Boer 2007a, pp. 1–56.
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the inability of myths of domination to control the agenda, the constant presence of an alternative position that resists the prevailing story. Myth turns
out to be, in Barthes’s own analysis, politically volatile. Oppressive myths can
be so only by negating, demonising, punishing and concealing the voices of
resistance within them. It is surprising how often a myth involves an act that
is condemned – as sinful, disrespectful, rebellious and so on. Think of the
story of the Garden of Eden, or the murmurings against Moses and Yahweh
by the Israelites in the wilderness, or the evil Canaanites whom the Israelites
must dispossess in order to conquer and colonise the ‘Promised Land’, or
indeed the myth of the saluting black man (in my re-reading) that is one
of Barthes’s most well-known examples. The catch is that in the very act of
condemning rebellion, oppressive myths preserve that voice of resistance;
once preserved, resistance risks breaking out once again.
At this point, Deleuze and Guattari come into the picture, since I argued
that some of the key biblical texts on which they focus – Exodus 18 (on Jethro’s
advice to Moses) and Leviticus 16 (concerning the scapegoat ritual on the Day
of Atonement) – are drawn from mythical material. The Exodus text comes
from the early stage of the wilderness wandering of the Israelites, soon after
they left Egypt and awaited the Ten Commandments and a host of other
instructions, such as the interior design of the tabernacle, while the Leviticus
text comes from a later stage of the same wanderings. As I pointed out in that
chapter, no reputable biblical scholar would argue that these texts are anything but myth, a foundation-myth to be precise. Indeed, the whole stretch
from creation to the founding of the state in Canaan is a complex political
myth, comparable to others from the ancient Near East such as the Babylonian
Enuma Elish, which give divine sanction for the current ruling order by constructing a narrative that begins with creation of the world. I would suggest
recasting Deleuze and Guattari’s signifying system of the despotic state as the
dominant voice of this biblical political myth. However, they also show that
such a despotic state also faces multiple forms of resistance, especially from
within. Moses, for one, signals the internal nature of that resistance, being
both the despot himself in Leviticus 16 and the oppositional nomadic chief
(the counter-signifying régime) who numbers his forces in Exodus 18. The
doubling soon becomes a tripling, for the Israelites in the wilderness are also
the positive appropriation of the scapegoat, the post-signifying régime that
is constitutive of the despotic régime itself. They are despotic state, nomadic
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war-band and scapegoat-community all rolled into one, internally opposed
and fractured. Add to this the pre-signifying régime of anticipatory resistance
and the multiple patterns of resistance from within this larger political myth
are difﬁcult to avoid.
With the reconstructions of the economies of ancient Greece, the ancient
Near East and Israel, I move to what seems to be different ground. In the
chapters on Ste. Croix and Deleuze and Guattari, economics soon came to
the fore, although at different levels. For Ste. Croix the concern was class as
the motor of Greek history, while Deleuze and Guattari raised implicitly that
perennial Marxist problem of the Asiatic mode of production – really two different levels of the embracing concerns of Marxist economic analysis. So let
me make a few comments about each level. As far as Ste. Croix is concerned,
he offers an extraordinarily detailed defence of class as the key to history in
his ‘Greek world’. He also provides welcome comments on the limits of trade
as the generator of surplus, comments that still need to be heeded today. And
I found most persuasive his account of the fall of the Roman Empire in terms
of class – the disaffection of the peasants who had been driven into the status of serfs or coloni and who simply could not care less about Rome. However, since this later period begins to fall outside my brief, I prefer to focus on
what is the most promising (and curiously under-developed) element of Ste.
Croix’s proposal, namely the spatial analysis in terms of chora and polis, with
particular reference to Palestine and other places conquered and colonised by
the Romans. In these cases, the polis became the locus of Roman imperial control, Hellenistic culture and the basis for widespread exploitation and enslavement of the people. The chora was, by contrast, the zone outside the polis, the
countryside with its farms, flocks and villages, where Aramaic and not Greek
was spoken. This distinction is vitally important for understanding why the
texts of the New Testament exhibit such political tensions, which were then
bequeathed to Christianity in terms of the opposition between accommodation and resistance to the powers that be. I will return to this matter below.
On one matter, I did ﬁnd Ste. Croix wanting and that was the studied avoidance of mode of production. That aversion actually hobbles his analysis of the
changes in class-structure from slavery to serfdom as the way in which surplus was produced for the ruling classes. He argues that they were two types
of unfree labour and that the Romans viewed the serfs in the same terms as
slaves. However, Ste. Croix neglects a basic point: change in class-structures is
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one of the signals of shifts in modes of production. On this matter, let us turn
to that very unconventional engagement with mode of production by Deleuze
and Guattari. In their case, I sought to connect the various régimes of signs
with the diverse modes of production – an issue Ste. Croix studiously avoids –
that have been proposed for the ancient Near East. In doing so, I was trying to
encourage both Marx and the Bible to come out of the shadows of Deleuze and
Guattari’s text. So I suggested that the despotic signifying régime of signs is,
at one level, a retooled Asiatic mode of production, or, in terms used by Marxist biblical critics, the tributary mode of production.4 Further, I sought links
between the pre-signifying, segmented tribe and what has been described in
Marxist biblical criticism as the familial or household-mode of production,
which was opposed to the tributary mode. Yet, Deleuze and Guattari also go
well beyond these two possibilities with the numbered nomadic war-band
and the scapegoat-community of the wandering Israelites. Each type of resistance to the despotic state I read in terms of internal patterns of constitutive
exemptions, or the internal contradictions of any mode of production. But,
here, I need to point out that the proposed tributary mode of production
within Marxist biblical criticism faces a basic problem: tribute or tax, which
may be understood as forms of plunder, needs something to be plundered. In
other words, the production of surplus from tribute is secondary. The primary
mode of producing surplus, or at least the material subject to tribute (which
was often not even ‘surplus’), was agricultural. So, any reconstruction of the
economy of the ancient Near East must begin at this point. Further, Deleuze
and Guattari, or, rather, my rereading of them offers a distinct angle on the
opposition between tributary and familial modes of production which is popular in biblical criticism. Why, I wonder, must this opposition be cast as an
external one? Why must they constitute distinct modes of production? Surely
the opposition between a tribute-gathering and plundering ruling class and a
‘familial’ – that is, village-based and agricultural – productive class is one that
is internal to the system. The mistake, in this case, is to confuse external modes
of production with an internal class-dynamic. Of course, some biblical critics
are keen to ﬁnd a model for communal and less exploitative living within the
4
At one level, because Deleuze and Guattari, of course, argued that the signifying
régime, or indeed any régime of signs, cannot be located in any one social formation,
people, language or place. Yet, many of their examples keep coming from the ancient
Near East. See further Reed 2003.
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Bible, and early Israel as a familial mode of production provides that model.
But it simply does not work as a mode of production on its own. This all-toobrief discussion of ancient economics is another way of saying that the matter remains wide open for a creative, Marxist-inspired reconstruction of the
economies of the ancient Near East and biblical societies.
Thus far, I have concerned myself with myth and ancient economics, two topics that may seem to have little to do with each other. However, they embrace
one another, albeit stiffly, when it comes to the hoary contrast between idealism and materialism. Is not myth, and indeed religion as such, an idealistic
category, belonging more properly to the superstructure and there joining the
likes of philosophy, culture and politics? This question will become important
when I turn to discuss the various mutations on the tension within Christianity between reaction and revolution. Here, Löwy does have something to
contribute: in his The War of Gods he deftly shifts his focus from liberationtheology to liberationist Christianity. The reason: liberation-theology belongs
to the realm of ideas, but liberationist Christianity is a matter of action, life
lived and institutional structures. And that liberationist Christianity opposes
the very concrete realities of economic exploitation. Yet, I would suggest that
this move is not completely necessary, for an ideological system like theology does not operate in a vacuum. It entails various apparatuses (to gloss
Althusser) such as ecclesial structures, or for those not inside the Church,
institutional structures like a university or other support-networks. Those
institutions have their economic concerns – pay for staff, buildings, facilities,
production of written work and so on – which are meshed in with wider economic realities. This much is obvious, although it unfortunately needs to be
restated since too often one gets the impression that theology floats free in the
minds of theologians. A Marxist response would be to point to the difference
in starting points; is theology itself, as a more or less coherent system of ideas,
the ultimately determining instance, or is it those wider institutional and economic formations? While the answer is obvious for any historical-materialist
analysis, I would like to take it a step further and argue that such an analysis
should deal as much with the idealist side as the materialist side; an inclusive
analysis, characteristic of full-scale Marxist approaches, is the key rather than
one’s starting point. In many respects, this is the approach I have taken in this
and the other volumes in the series.
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From these observations on idealism and materialism, it is a small step to
what became, more by accident than design, the key theme of this book –
the tension between reaction and revolution within Christianity. One may
exchange the terms of the opposition – oppression and resistance, domination
and insurrection – but it comes down to a tension at the heart of Christianity.
That tension has turned up again and again in nearly all the ﬁgures studied in this book. For Horkheimer, it is one between resistance to this world
and betrayal. Authentic Judaism and Christianity owe their allegiance to a
totally other and for that reason will not, or rather, should not be conformed
to this world, especially in terms of the state. Horkheimer offers a materialist version of the ontological reserve characteristic of liberation-theology.
If these religions do compromise, then they have betrayed themselves and
made a deal with the devil. While Horkheimer eventually provides a more
dialectical understanding of this tension, especially where betrayal is necessary for survival of the impulse to resistance, the same cannot be said of Ste.
Croix. Jesus may have resolutely opposed the economics and values of Hellenistic society, but his followers soon betrayed that position and made their
dirty deals with the state in unseemly haste. For E.P. Thompson, the tension
became one between the psychic terror of methodism and the antinomianism of William Blake and other fringe religious sects, although I also found
enough hints within his texts for a tension within methodism itself. In Löwy’s
case, the devil, at least within liberation-theology, became vicious capitalist exploitation in Latin America, which is characterised as an omnivorous
idol (or fetish), and against which liberation-theology took its stand. With
Barthes, bourgeois myth turned out to be the distorting, all-powerful force
against which resistance was well-nigh impossible, except perhaps through
a utopian myth in which signs were effaced. Deleuze and Guattari offered a
more complex proposal in which the tension is not binary but multiple; the
despotic signifying régime faces multiple forms of resistance from within and
without. Finally, Negri showed that he is fully aware of the reactionary or
revolutionary ‘crossings’ of Christianity, identifying in Blochean fashion an
alternative tradition he wishes he could have explored in more detail, one
that includes Machiavelli, Spinoza, Francis of Assisi, sectarian Protestantism,
Thomas Müntzer and heretical theological traditions. His early book on Job
joins that tradition.
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In nearly every case, I argued for a complex, often dialectical approach to
the various permutations of this opposition between reaction and revolution. In some cases, our critics provided a distinct angle on such a dialectic
(Horkheimer, Löwy, Deleuze and Guattari, and Negri), but, in other cases,
I worked closely with their texts to uncover some dialectical complexities
(Thompson, Ste. Croix and Barthes). But a question remains: what should I do
with all these permutations on the patterns of resistance and oppression within
Christianity? The answer to that question has two terms: multiplicity and economics. The ﬁrst of these terms obviously comes from Deleuze and Guattari,
but, in ﬁlling it out, I simply list the various types of resistance: against the
state (Horkheimer and Deleuze and Guattari); against the law (Thompson);
against property (Ste. Croix); against economic exploitation (Löwy); against
oppressive myth (Barthes); and against a god who is enmeshed with state
and cruel Church and who is brought to account (Negri). In other words,
these types of resistance are political, legal, propertied, economic, mythical
and even theological – multiple, indeed, and all from within a religion like
Christianity!
The ﬁnal word belongs to economics. Here, I would like to draw down from
earlier my comments on idealism and materialism, for now I widen my analysis to offer a distinctly materialist analysis. I am not the ﬁrst to observe that
Christianity has this inherent tendency to both revolt and reaction. In earlier
volumes, I explored in some detail the way Ernst Bloch had made a similar
argument, as did Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Kautsky, and Slavoj Žižek. However,
none of these analyses offer a plausible materialist reason why Christianity
has this tendency. It is not enough to point to some of the words of Jesus, say
they are radical and leave it at that. Nor will it do to suggest that Paul offers
resistance to empire through his doctrines of grace or his observations on love
and not ask why they can have this radical sense. Even more, it does not work
to argue that an original voice or two – Jesus, Paul, the early Christian communities – were radically anti-empire, anti-property, antinomian and communistic, but that these ideals were later betrayed, the rough edges smoothed
over as Christianity slipped into a seat among the powerful.
The reason for the constant play of reaction and revolution lies, I would suggest, with two different economic situations. For the Hebrew Bible, these tensions are the literary manifestations of irresolvable tensions with an economic
system I prefer to call the sacred economy. However, for the New Testament
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and early Christianity, we ﬁnd a clash between two modes of production,
one a slave-economy brutally imposed by Rome and the other made up of
remnants of the sacred economy. I will not go into the reasons here for using
the term ‘sacred economy’, sufﬁce to point out that it is a thorough reworking of what has variously been called the Asiatic mode of production or the
tributary mode of production characteristic of the ancient Near East. What is
relevant for my purposes here is that the system operated with a basic tension
between the agricultural village-commune and the mechanisms of exploitation focused in a small ruling class made up of the monarch with his entourage of clerics, scribes, courtiers and body-guards. As I pointed out earlier,
among Marxist biblical scholars, these two are usually separated in terms of
familial and tributary modes of production. I cannot think of one good reason
why they should be separated in this fashion, for they are really two elements
of the same economic system. However, this conflict at an economic level
makes sense of the diverse and apparently contradictory political positions
that appear in the texts of the Hebrew Bible. I do not mean a simplistic lining
up of all radical and insurrectionist texts on the side of the village-communes
and all texts of domination on the side of the exploiting class. Rather, I suggest
that the economic tensions manifest themselves in all manner of ways in the
literature produced. Those manifestations may be formal, they may concern
content and they may shape the very structure of the myriad myths of the
Hebrew Bible that concern rebellion, sin and its punishment. And they show
up in the multiple patterns of resistance and reaction in the Hebrew Bible.
A very similar argument applies to the New Testament, except that the conflict is now an external one between a slave-economy and an older sacred
economy, or rather its remnants. As the Romans gradually but brutally
imposed a slave-economy in the province of Judaea in the period of the New
Testament and the early Church, the members of the ruling class of the older
sacred economy either made their deal with the new order and adapted or
they were simply eliminated. At this point, Ste. Croix’s distinction between
chora and polis has some traction, for the polis marks the increasing presence of
a new form of exploitation in the slave-economy while the chora is the location
of the older village-communes and countryside. However, unlike Ste. Croix, I
do not argue that Jesus took a dangerous stand against the propertied classes
only to have that stand betrayed by later interpreters of the Church. Instead,
I suggest that the tension between resistance and reaction is generated out of
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this clash between economic systems. Once again, everything radical does not
belong to the chora and everything bad to the polis; rather, the tension itself
generates all manner of efforts to overcome it at a literary level, efforts that in
turn lead to the multiplicity of conflicting political positions. For example, the
fact that the Apostle Paul can be read either as a solid conservative, concerned
for order, the subordination of women and one who did nothing to alleviate
slavery, or as a progressive who saw the explosive possibilities of a doctrine
of grace that overcomes the law, is due precisely to the economic conflicts I
have sketched all too briefly. Indeed, the manifold binaries within his texts –
between grace and law, death and life, flesh and spirit, man and woman, Jew
and Greek and so on – are manifestations at the level of thought of these deep
tensions in the social formation in which he lived. The question is not whether
one Paul or another is the ‘real’ Paul – both are equally real.5
Since this is the close of the third volume in The Criticism of Heaven and
Earth series, let me say a few words about how these various items I have
discussed in the conclusion ﬁt within the series as a whole. Here, I have gathered a number of items: myth, economics, idealism versus materialism and
the patterns of resistance and reaction. I have drawn them out from the eight
Marxists studied in this volume, but, soon enough, they will join the choice
pieces I have gathered from the preceding two volumes – Criticism of Heaven
and Criticism of Religion. Along with a large collection from my study of Marx
and Engels, Criticism of Earth, I will set out to cut, resize and reshape the whole
lot in the ﬁnal book of the series.
However, the last word at this stage of the series belongs to Antonio Negri,
whose radical homiletics not merely of the Bible but also of a range of philosophers, social theorists and activists, is a good model to follow. Homiletics
is, of course, steeped in the theological tradition of identifying an urgent message from these ancient texts for today. In Negri’s hands, it becomes a call to
comprehensive rethinking and radical action, for, as Marx would have it, the
point is not merely to interpret the world, but to change it.

5

See further Boer 2009c.
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Preface

I have put off writing this book for too long, daunted by the endless volumes
of Marx and Engels’s writings. At long last, I opened the first volume of their
Collected Works. Over the next eight months, I read the whole lot, instead of
the select pieces I had read until then, finishing the last volume on the evening before boarding a freighter-ship bound for New Zealand in June 2008.
Vast, tiring and exhilarating, it was one of the greatest reading experiences
I have ever had.
From the nooks and crannies of their youth, with bad poetry, love-letters,
angry and worried parents, the story unwound in volume after volume.
Marx soon showed up as an obsessive and brilliant writer who cared nothing for his health, even when there was a long history of unstable health
on his side of the family. Engels, by contrast, obviously knew how to enjoy
himself and unwind: good beer, fine wine, exquisite tobacco and women,
mixed in with long-distance hiking and a love for swimming. We follow them
through the obstacle-course of early political journalism in the face of censorship, arrests and exile in Paris, Brussels and then London. I found myself
enticed by Engels’s background, one that was so similar to my own, as well
as his remarkable ability with languages (I have come across French, English, Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, Danish, Dutch, Frisian, Russian, Bulgarian,
Romanian, Devanagari or Sanskrit, as well as classical Hebrew and Greek).
While Engels passed through his hawkish phase and wrote some amazing
pieces on battles, campaigns, and the histories of matters such as infantry,
riﬂes and castles, Marx buried himself in piles of economic data and wrote
endless notebooks working out his breakthrough-theories. As Marx peaked
and burned himself out with the monumental first volume of Capital, Engels
kept the whole show together, maintaining his partnership in the firm in
Manchester, sending Marx endless pound-notes in the post, until at last he
could retire and set up both Marx and himself in relative comfort. The formality of intellectual work and the immediacy of journalism finally make
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way for the intensely personal correspondence. Here, Marx’s obsession with
his declining health – especially the interminable reports on those famous
carbuncles – shows up starkly (if before he disregarded his health, now it is at
the centre of his attention), as does Engels’s patience and irrepressibly jovial
take on life. And this is how the story closes, with Engels dutifully ensuring
Marx’s legacy through a mountain of editorial work on Marx’s unfinished
manuscripts (not always understanding them) and yet utterly enthused by
the strides taken by the working-class and socialist movement.
When I began writing, I became conscious of the fact that Marx and Engels
too were primarily writers. I started to gain respect for Engels as a writer.
At times, he may have been too categorical and doctrinaire, not quite shining as bright as Marx, but, at other times, his texts sparkle with insight and
observation. Unlike Marx’s intense and obsessive prose, Engels could have a
lightness of touch and way of turning a phrase that draws one in. I have read
his accounts of the walk from Paris to Berne in Switzerland many times, the
travel-notes on Sweden and Denmark, his glorious description of the cottonbale that passes through so many handlers and merchants (swindlers) before
reaching Germany, or his letters full of comments on smoking, drinking and
women, or indeed his continuous doodles, portraits and battle-scenes. Only
Engels could write, ‘. . . now I can shit in peace and then write to you in peace. . . .
Damn, there’s somebody sitting in the lavatory and I am bursting’.1 No wonder he lived to a good age. His motto, written in young Jenny’s notebook,
would have helped: ‘Your favourite virtue – jollity; Motto – take it easy’.2
Often, Engels had to remind Marx to get some fresh air and exercise instead
of sitting on a broken chair at a worn desk in order to write. For Marx was
driven by a demanding muse, one that allowed him three or four hours’ sleep
a night, rushed breaks for meals and those endless cups of coffee and reams
of tobacco. There are plenty of notes in the letters about working all night, or
for thirty hours straight until his eyes were too sore to go further, or Jenny
taking over letter-writing since he had dropped from sheer exhaustion. No
wonder he became so ill – liver, carbuncles, sores, abscesses, rheumatism,
lungs (the letters are full of them) – and no wonder he recovered when on the
sea at Margate where he ate well, went for long walks (up to 27 kilometres to

1. Engels 1839ff, p. 411; Engels 1839gg, p. 354.
2. Engels 1868k, p. 541.
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Canterbury), swam every day and slept. He was already sick from overwork
in his 30s, was alternating between periods of enforced rest and frenetic
writing in his 40s, was spent after Capital appeared at the age of 49, and he
could not write anything substantial after that. He was lucky to get to 65.
The image Marx’s father, Heinrich, had of his son in Berlin pretty much
sums up the way Marx wrote: ‘God’s grief!!! Disorderliness, musty excursions
into all departments of knowledge, musty brooding under a gloomy oil-lamp;
running wild in a scholar’s dressing-gown and with unkempt hair instead of
running wild over a glass of beer’.3 Or, in Marx’s own words:
The writer does not look at all on his work as a means. It is an end in itself;
it is so little a means for him himself and for others that, if need be, he
sacrifices his existence to its existence. He is, in another way, like the preacher
of religion who adopts the principle: ‘Obey God rather than man’.4

The result was that Marx’s texts are often rushed, dense, endless and written
in that atrocious hand. Yet he could also rise from that tangle and produce
extraordinarily brilliant stretches of text, such as the Eighteenth Brumaire and
The Civil War in France, but it came less naturally to him. I find myself caught
in between, preferring Engels as a writer over against Marx, but then taken
up with Marx’s sheer originality. And I must confess that I too often succumb
to that demanding muse.
In citing the many works of Marx and Engels used in my research, I have
opted to list both German and English where the work was first published in
German. However, by the 1850s, both Marx and Engels wrote a good deal that
was first published in English and then translated into German (and often
other languages). In these cases, I cite only the English version. When a work
was first published in a language other than German or English, I provide
both references. The references mention the date the work was first written
(when not published until much later) or first published (when it appeared
in the lifetimes of Marx and Engels). Anyone who works with the various
‘collected works’ of Marx and Engels soon realises that the overlap between
them is not very neat. The standard collection in the Werke (MEW) is highly
selective, not merely in terms of the earliest writings, but also the multitude

3. Marx (Heinrich) 1837, p. 688.
4. Marx 1842i, p. 175.
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of journalistic pieces. Initially, some of the early material appeared in two
extra volumes not listed in the official 39 – the two Ergänzungsbande, one for
Marx and one for Engels. In later editions, they became Volumes 40 and 41,
and then another couple of volumes were added, especially with the text of
the Grundrisse. The comprehensive Gesamtausgabe (MEGA), projected to be a
mammoth 114 volumes, is barely halfway through to completion. For these
reasons, my references move between the three collections, at times finding
that a work is published in one and not found in another.
This volume is the fourth in the series called The Criticism of Heaven and
Earth. It was written during a hermit-like period while those close to me were
busy in their own lives. But those who read my blog – Stalin’s Moustache – will
have seen quotations, comment and reﬂections as I wrote this book. I would
like to thank Peter Thomas and Sebastian Budgen for their enthusiasm for the
project, Sara Farris for our ongoing discussions over Marx, Calvin and Weber,
Jan Rehmann and David Roberts for insightful comments on an earlier version of the manuscript, as well as Marti Huetink at Brill for his keenness to get
the whole lot into print. There is also an increasing number of readers who
send me comments, observations and requests after having come across Criticism of Heaven, the first book in the series. Among others, they include tradeunionists from Norway, theologians from Taiwan, activists from Australia,
and an increasing number of translators. I can honestly say that all this has
come as a complete surprise, so I thank them sincerely. Above all, Christina
has found herself listening to all manner of quotes, comments, questions and
ideas. For her patience (not a gift for her) I am deeply thankful.
The Hill
December 2008

Introduction

This is a work of intimate commentary. Before an
image comes to mind of all those voluptuous volumes
by Marx and Engels sharing my bed or snuggling up
sensuously on a couch, let me explain what I mean.
By intimate, I mean the patient and careful reading
of texts, especially of the primary sources. It entails
that one does not rush over texts, paying attention
to the various twists, contradictions, problems and
insights of a text. No small feat, I must admit, since
Marx and Engels wrote an astounding amount. But I
can say that I have come to know their works rather
well. Actually, the source of this approach is none
other than the age-old practice of biblical commentary. Too often left in the hands of that insular group
of biblical critics, it really is an approach suited to all
manner of texts.
I need to be more specific: this is a theological commentary. By that, I mean not the recourse to some
transcendent authority in order to assess Marx and
Engels. Not at all. Instead, I read their texts with an
ear tuned to the various theological allusions, references, undercurrents, protests and arguments that
turn up all too often. That process includes arguing
with them when I feel that they have come up short.
It is common enough to deal with the question of
‘religion’ in Marx and Engels.1 But I want to be far
1. After the drought of the 1980s and 1990s, the Marxism-and-religion question is
beginning to generate renewed interest. It does not take too much effort to realise that
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more specific than that, for what they engage with overwhelmingly is not
so much ‘religion’ but theology and often the Bible itself.2 I should not have
to make this point, but it is still needed: in a Europe still saturated with its
Christian heritage, ‘religion’ really means Christian theology. Even today, we
find ‘religion’ used as a stand-in for theology. Whenever I hear the term, I find
myself wanting greater specificity, a grounded sense – historically, socially
and culturally – of what religion we are talking about. The same applies to
Marx and Engels.
I should no longer be surprised by the way Marxists keep engaging with
theology – ostensibly a discipline that concerns itself with what does not exist
and has no independent history. When I first began this project (this is the
fourth volume), I kept coming across more material than I first imagined there
would be. One by one, the major Marxists turned out to have produced extensive studies of theology. Adorno, Bloch, Benjamin, Luxemburg, Kautsky, Goldmann, Althusser, Gramsci, Lefebvre, Thompson, Žižek, Badiou, Eagleton . . .
the list goes on. So it was time to turn to the daunting task of becoming intimate with Marx and Engels.
Standing before the vast pile of their interactions with theology, I have
wished on more than one occasion for a smoke to help me ponder how on
earth to deal with it all. I might have taken what has become with many retellings the standard approach, ordering my whole discussion in terms of the
well-worn development-of-thought model with its various ‘conversions’ to
Hegel or Feuerbach or communism.3 In following this path, I would have
picked out the threads that eventually led into the ‘mature’ historical materialism of a few years down the track. The problem is that one’s thoughts
never seem to develop in a neat temporal sequence and they certainly do not
appear in the order in which they are published (or not). More importantly, it
makes no sense of the continued interest in theology by Marx and Engels in
this resurgence is directly related to global politics. See, for example, Bhattacharyya
2006, Molyneux 2008, and Löwy 1996. The brilliant study by Kouvelakis (Kouvelakis
2003) tends to take Marx at his word when he states that he has moved beyond theology, which Kouvelakis takes as a marker of the Prussian ‘Christian state’ from which
Marx went into exile.
2. Their very occasional comments on Islam, Buddhism and so on are therefore outside my scope.
3. In what seems to be an effort to outdo the conventional search for Marx’s ‘conversion’ to communism (as Avineri 1968, pp. 33–4, and Hunt 1974, pp. 74–5, do), Breckman 1999, pp. 258–97, is after multiple conversions over a very few years.
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their later years – for example, Marx’s fascination with fetishism or Engels’s
unﬂagging concern with Christianity and its origins.
So, I prefer to organise my discussion in terms of some key-themes that wind
through their work, some with a longer shelf-life than others. These include:
the continual myriad allusions to the Bible and theology that run into the hundreds if not thousands; the ever-present Bruno Bauer and his alternative path
to radical politics; the need for producing a narrative of world-history and
its crucial lever in response to Max Stirner; the breakthrough of Feuerbach’s
inversion; the question of the theological or secular state; the long-running
concern with fetishism; the hint of ambivalence in theology in Marx and its
full-scale articulation in Engels; the extensive engagement with the Bible and
theology in Engels’s writings, which would become his famous argument for
the revolutionary origins of Christianity. Each of the topics forms a chapter by
itself, so let me say a little more about them.4

Synopsis
In the first chapter, I set out to trace the various types of biblical and theological references and allusions in the texts of both Marx and Engels. I begin with
these allusions since they provide a synoptic view of many of the issues in this
study, especially those of ambivalence over theology, the context in which
Marx and Engels operated, and the overlap between theology and economics.
Anyone who reads their works soon picks up this pattern of allusions, but,
to my knowledge, the mammoth task of tracking all of them and identifying
their different functions has not yet been undertaken. In the chapter itself,
I have chosen the best examples of each type. Initially, I began compiling
4. An adequate introductory survey on Marxism and religion may be found in
McLellan 1987, although he is dismissive of Engels. At times, I engage with the double
volume by Arendt van Leeuwen (Van Leeuwen 2002a and 2002b). Despite languishing out of print for almost four decades, this deep theological engagement with Marx
is well worth a read, even if van Leeuwen is a bit too sincere, has a tendency to find
‘confessions’ and go off on all manner of tangents, theological and otherwise. Van
Leeuwen is the only one I know who suggests that Marx had a religious commitment, so much so that he was fully ready for confirmation in light of his Gymnasium
examination-paper on the Gospel of John. Needless to say, I am not so reverent. All
the same, I agree with van Leeuwen’s premise that Marx could never quite escape the
criticism of heaven in his work. Despite my criticisms, van Leeuwen is a better read
than the blustery and eclectic discussion of Milbank 1990, pp. 177–205, who plunders
Marx for his own development of ‘radical orthodoxy’.
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an appendix of the remainder of these allusions but soon realised that they
would form a massive volume on their own, so I resigned myself to referring to them in the footnotes. These allusions and references are quite revealing. While we would expect those that attack the ruling classes, whether the
vestiges of the old nobility in Germany or the relatively new bourgeoisie in
England, or indeed the side-swipes at the clergy as part of that corrupt ruling class, the others are less known. They include the attempts to outsmart
the censor, the huge number of theological allusions in economic texts such
as Capital, the thick use of such allusions against other opponents, usually
within the communist movement, and – of most interest to me – those that are
appropriated positively. In this case, Marx and Engels refer to a biblical text or
theological motif and take its meaning on for themselves. In the midst of these
appropriations, we come across the occasional reference that recognises the
political ambivalence of the Bible or theology. These allusions cluster in some
works more than others, but they appear throughout their writings.
After this synoptic sweep, I focus on specific pieces and arguments. So, in
Chapter Two, I comment in detail on a neglected early essay by Marx. It comes
from 1842 and has a title one can only wish to emulate – ‘The Leading Article
in No. 179 of the Kölnische Zeitung’. It is written in response to the editor of
a rival newspaper by a certain Hermes, who was not only the editor of that
paper but also a conservative Roman Catholic and government-agent. Here,
Marx responds to a broadside against the young Hegelians and the relatively
new critical approach to the Bible and theology. So Marx touches on the relations between theology on the one side and scientific research and history on
the other. We also find the vexed issue of church and state turning up, especially in the context of the ‘Christian state’ of Prussia. Finally, we come across
one of the first mentions of fetishism. Here it is a response to Hermes’s schema
of history that moves from sensuous animal-worship through fetishism to the
highest form of Christianity – which just happened to exist in Germany at
the time. Marx is scathing in his reply, pointing up contradictions, trading in
ad hominems and generally sharpening his polemical skills. Apart from showing us a Marx who tackles theology at some length, this essay introduces
some themes that would stay with him, especially those of church and state,
and fetishism.
There follow three chapters that deal with what is mainly Marx’s struggle with the theological Hegelians, Bruno Bauer, Max Stirner and Ludwig
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Feuerbach. Bauer was Marx’s one-time teacher, friend and mentor who
taught him a course on the book of Isaiah at the Friedrich Wilhelm University
in Berlin in 1839. Soon enough, Bauer becomes a target for Marx’s polemic
in The Holy Family and The German Ideology, as well as On the Jewish Question.
The problem with Bauer is that he developed a reasonably radical political
position – his later works dealt extensively with politics – through his work
as a biblical critic. Marx sought to close this path off entirely, although he
does admit in a telling phrase that Bauer follows the ‘detour of theology’.
For all the polemic, Bauer and Marx kept in touch, the former visiting Marx
in London many years later. By contrast, Engels developed a rather different
approach to Bauer, using his New Testament criticism to argue for the revolutionary origins of Christianity, as we shall see in Chapter Ten.
Max Stirner was a different proposition. In by far the longest part of The
German Ideology – it runs to hundreds of pages and is all too often ignored –
Marx and Engels undertake a detailed demolition of Stirner. Or, rather, they
tackle his effort to identify a lever of history – the ego – and then rewrite
history itself. Stirner felt that he was dispensing with theology entirely, but
Marx and Engels point out that his alternative is still deeply historical. This
is especially so with Stirner’s identification of a very human Jesus Christ as
the model of the lever he seeks. Jesus is actually a signal that the individual
human being with no social ties may rise up to be the key to history. In reply,
Marx and Engels gradually develop their own position. Its content may be a
radical break, with its collective focus on division of labour, class-struggle and
mode of production, and the lever of history – contradiction – is a world away
from Stirner’s ego. Yet, this alternative theory of history is formally related
to theology. I realise this is a contentious issue, especially in light of the persistent criticism that Marxism is really secularised theology. The final section
of the chapter on Stirner deals at length with this question, especially to make
the point that I am not trying to uncover some embarrassing theological skeleton beneath the ﬂoorboards. Rather, I seek a productive way of dealing with
their very complex relation with theology.
The interaction with Feuerbach – the topic of Chapter Five – is vastly different, for Marx and Engels were very taken with what I call the Feuerbachian inversion: God may appear to be an omniscient and omnipotent being
to whom limited human beings are subject, but we actually create this God
by projecting and hypostasising the best of ourselves. This argument becomes
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the theological springboard for the most famous of Marx’s arguments concerning religion – that it is the ‘opium of the people’ and the ‘heart of a heartless world’. As far as Marx was concerned, this was the vital breakthrough,
so much so that the criticism of theology was complete, at least in Germany.
He would, of course, extend the argument to point out that religion is not
the projection of the best in human beings but the sign of alienated social
and economic conditions – they should be the focus of criticism from now
on. The catch is that Feuerbach also pointed this out, for Christianity diminished human beings in relation to the God to whom they attributed all their
best attributes. However, the solutions differed: Feuerbach wanted to recover
these projected items for human beings and thereby show the truth of Christianity; Marx wanted to deal with the alienating conditions that produced a
religion such as Christianity and then leave Christianity by the roadside. I
close with a surprising turn in Marx’s argument: the invocation of Luther as a
revolutionary forebear, albeit one who falls short.
The following three chapters explore the ramifications of the Feuerbachian
inversion along a number of different paths. Initially (in Chapter Six) it takes
me to Hegel, especially the Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of
Law. In contrast to the many readings of this text, which take it as a move from
theology to politics and law, I move in reverse, reading it as an engagement
with theology. Here, Marx deploys the inversion again and again to show that
Hegel is a formal theologian. His arguments concerning the state need to be
inverted or stood on their feet, as one of Marx’s favourite expressions would
have it. Marx tries to rule theology completely out of court by arguing that it
is otherworldly, heavenly and simply not real. Needless to say, I give close
attention to the turns of this argument. From there, I pick up and assess various statements by Marx (and, at one point, Engels) on the secular state. I am
particularly interested in the fact that they take up contradictory positions. On
the one hand, otherworldly theology has no business dealing with the state;
on the other, the secular state actually emerges out of the contradictions of the
Christian state.
The seventh chapter, ‘Idols, Fetishes and Graven Images’, picks up one of
the most interesting motifs in Marx, namely fetishism. In this case, I trace the
way he first comes across the idea in the early ethno-anthropological work of
Charles de Brosses, how he uses it in a religious sense in his early polemic,
and then its various permutations in relation to economics, especially in terms
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of money, labour, commodities and capital itself. All the while, the basic
assumption remains the same: fetishism involves the transfer of human social
characteristics to the products of labour while we human beings seem to
become objects. The connection with Feuerbach should be obvious, although
here Feuerbach’s inversion mutates in contact with the history of religions.
I stress two features of this multiple use of fetishism: for Marx, it is illusory
and the subjects of attack are the other political economists with whom he
engages. However, what draws me into the whole question of fetishism is
the way Marx never lost sight of the religious sense of the term, as The Ethnological Notebooks show, as well as the striking connection with the biblical
critique of idolatry – an assumption common to de Brosses and, I suggest,
Marx himself.
‘Of Flowers and Chains’, the eighth chapter, picks up one last item from
the engagement with Feuerbach, namely the ambivalence of theology. This is
really a search for hints and unwitting clues in Marx’s texts. Every now and
then, Marx recognises this ambivalence, especially in his point that religious
suffering is both the expression of real suffering and the protest against it. But
it also turns up in the multivalent metaphor of opium, which was both a medicine Marx regularly used along with most of the population and a drug that
was progressively vilified in the nineteenth century. This chapter is also an
opportunity to comment in detail on Marx’s very early essay, ‘The Union of
Believers’. It is the only direct attempt at biblical exegesis by Marx and a little
precocious. Yet what interests me about it is the fact that Marx cannot avoid
struggling with contradictions when faced with a biblical text. On top of all
this, Marx skilfully uses the Bible in some of his polemical works in a way that
illustrates the ambivalence I pursue in this chapter. While this awareness of
political ambivalence is muted in Marx and usually inadvertent, it is one that
Engels would take up with gusto.
The last two chapters are given over entirely to Engels. I actually have a
soft spot for Engels, partly because he grew up in a very similar environment
to mine – a staunchly Calvinist household. That background left its mark on
him, not least the habit of quoting a biblical text at will when it suited his purpose. But it also meant that he kept up an interest in matters theological and
biblical, returning to them on a regular basis, even if it was from a very different perspective. In contrast to Marx, who would occasionally touch on theology in the context of other topics, Engels wrote a good number of pieces that
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are exclusively concerned with theology. So, in this chapter, I dig deep into
his writings about Elberfeld, his hometown, and then Bremen where he spent
a couple of years. I also track the central issue of biblical contradictions in his
correspondence with his good friends and ministers of the church, Friedrich
and Wilhelm Graeber. And I see what he is up to in his three pieces on Schelling, whose lectures he attended in Berlin when on military service. All of this
is actually quite personal, for we encounter a young man coming face to face
with the radical biblical criticism of the time, his rapid shifts, and his senses of
loss and liberation. It is personal for me too, since it does show that the path
from Calvinism to Marxism is not such a strange one.
While Chapter Nine shows that Engels was no stranger to the intricacies of
biblical criticism and theology, the tenth chapter picks up a theme of Chapter
Eight – the political ambivalence of theology. It will lead us to Engels’s extraordinary piece, On the History of Early Christianity, which was written not long
before his death. It really is his final coming to terms with his background,
especially with his arguments for the revolutionary origins of Christianity,
the appeal to the lower classes and the myriad parallels with the communist
movement in his own day. In order to get to that point I follow two lines. One
is his persistent interest in the book of Revelation, moving all the way from
his uses of its apocalyptic language, in jest, satirically or to express his own
jubilation, to treating it as a purely historical work that provides a window
into early Christianity. The other line is his clear awareness of the political
ambivalence of Christianity. It can be the most oppressive religion and needs
to be debunked, criticised and held to account. But then it can also give voice
to revolutionary impulses. Both lines would lead him to Thomas Müntzer and
early Christianity.5
Some of the texts with which I deal are all too familiar. These are the usual
suspects one finds in any line-up when ‘Marxism and religion’ is the topic. But
there are others that sit on the periphery, at times troubling the fairly uniform
picture and nature of the debates. I include both types of text in this book,
not merely because they provide a fuller sense of the theological concerns of
Marx and Engels, but also because these less travelled routes often have a surprising turn or two, especially when juxtaposed with the well-known texts.

5. One topic with which I do not deal is the question of the Asiatic mode of production, mainly because it is part of another project called The Sacred Economy.
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Above all, I offer a critical commentary, exploring, expositing, questioning
and, where appropriate, extending the issues raised.

The terrain of struggle: theology and the Bible
There are two kinds of facts, which are undeniable. In the first place religion, and next to it, politics are the subjects, which form the main interest of
Germany today. We must take these, in whatever form they exist, as our
point of departure.6

So wrote Marx in 1844. In order to set the context for the following chapters,
I draw a sketch of the entwinement of religious and political issues in the
formative period for Marx and Engels – the 1820s and 1830s in Germany.7
Although it is going too far to argue that the idea of separating religion and
politics was simply not possible in those years, it is true that there was a massive effort to make sure they stayed an inseparable married couple, however
much they might have squabbled.8 As I pointed out earlier, at stake were
not merely religion but theology, which I take as a distinctly Christian activity with its own history, language and modes of argument. As for politics,
that took the specific form of the drive for a ‘Christian state’ under the pious
Friedrich Wilhelm III and his equally reactionary son, Friedrich Wilhelm IV.
Let me say a little about them before returning to theology.
When the new Prussian king, Friedrich Wilhelm IV, took power in 1840
he succeeded a father who had begun a process of ensuring the restoration
of authority in the monarchy. Frightened by those dreadful Frenchmen and
their revolutionary fervour across the border, one after the other, the two
Friedrichs busily set about shoring up their domain against the hordes of

6. Marx 1844k, p. 143; Marx 1844l, p. 344.
7. A few basic points are in order: ‘Germany’ in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries refers to a loose conglomerate of independent states, namely Prussia, Westphalia, the Rhineland and East Prussia. Westphalia and the Rhineland had been under
French rule for almost two decades, had absorbed French culture and politics (including the abolition of feudal social relations) and often looked to Paris rather than Berlin.
However, in 1815 they were annexed to Prussia.
8. See Breckman 1999 for a good treatment of this period, although he tends to deal
with it in terms of the history of ideas, especially by means of the key-motif of ‘Christian personalism’. Kouvelakis 2003, pp. 243–6, has an insightful treatment of the tensions between an archaic bedrock and the reforming push by a small group of liberals
in the Rhineland.
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barbarians keen to lop off their heads. In 1822, the devoutly Calvinist Friedrich
Wilhelm III had brought together the Calvinist and Lutheran churches to form
the Prussian Union [Preussische Landeskirche]. He enforced a single liturgy for
the church, ensured a strict hierarchy and in all modesty promptly placed
himself at the head of the church. One would have had to be a complete hermit not to notice the impression that theology and politics were united in a
broad reactionary front, all of it concentrated in one person who was both
political leader and Christ’s representative on earth.9 To use terms of which
Americans are fond, he was commander-in-chief and theologian-in-chief – all
rolled up into one humble person. Despite a few vague hints at reform to
keep the liberals hopeful, his son was even more reactionary, seeking to wind
back the clock even further. The ‘Christian state’ would be restored no matter
what stood in its way. One by one, the reforms that had been imposed on his
father in a moment of republican ferment after the unrest of 1805–15 (which
in its turn followed in the wake of the French Revolution) were rolled back.
In effect, what Friedrich Wilhelm numbers III and IV were trying to do was
hold back the push for political power from a newly wealthy bourgeoisie. At
all costs, that anti-church, anti-aristocratic and democratic impulse had to be
resisted in Germany.
For intellectuals, this reactionary tendency had a real effect on livelihoods
and opportunities. The monarch had a direct hand in university-appointments,
ensuring conservative appointments to positions in philosophy, law and,
above all, theology. Feuerbach ran foul of the system and ended up running
the porcelain-workshop of his wife’s family (Bertha Löw) in the small Bavarian town of Bruckberg. Bruno Bauer was removed from Berlin and then Bonn
and ended up living on a farm. David Strauss was dropped at Tübingen and
struggled to be appointed. Marx did not even bother with a university-career.
One of the most notable moments was the direct invitation from Friedrich
Wilhelm IV to a retired and increasingly reactionary Schelling in 1841 to take
up Hegel’s chair of philosophy in Berlin in order to ‘slay the dragon-seed of
Hegelian pantheism’. The young Hegelians were certainly not in favour.

9. It is this concentration that leads Breckman to speak of a type of personalism in
German thought and practice, a personalism that became the focus of struggle.
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So far the story is reasonably well known, at least for anyone with a passing
knowledge of German politics in the early-nineteenth century.10 However, for
my purposes, the theological questions are even more interesting. In contrast
to the radical anticlericalism of the Enlightenment philosophes in France or the
deism of English intellectual culture, Germany fought its cultural battles on
a different ground, namely that of theology.11 Or, rather, theology was crucial to all three, but in very different ways. While the French radicals either
rejected it and its institutions or developed a rather Christian form of communism, and while the radicals in England tended to slide from religious dissent
to deism (with a good dose of anti-establishment polemic against the Church
of England),12 in a Germany still saturated with the pietistic revival of the
1810s and 1820s as well as the well-known German backwardness in economics and politics, German intellectuals could hardly avoid fighting their battles
with and through theology. More specifically: they waged furious controversies over the Bible, especially the New Testament and its Gospels. In short,
the stories about Jesus in the Gospels were political gunpowder, precisely
because political and ecclesiastical power hinged on this figure. To offer an
immanent analysis of these texts, one that made no reference to God as cause
or agent, was a fundamental challenge to the structures of power which relied
on transcendent justification. So the Bible was the terrain of battle for the knot
of political struggles in nineteenth-century Germany – over the state, politics, freedom of the press, secularism, immanence and transcendence, reason
and religion.
It should come as no surprise, then, that both Marx’s and especially Engels’s
earliest writings should have so much theological and biblical commentary
in them. I must admit that even I am surprised at how much there is, much
more than the occasional collections on ‘Marx and Religion’ would lead us to

10. For more detail, readers may consult any number of histories of the period,
although Kroll 1990, Berdahl 1988 and Blasius 2000 are worth a look.
11. Or, as Engels puts it, ‘the battle for dominion over German public opinion in
politics and religion’ is in fact a battle ‘over Germany itself’ (Engels 1841a, p. 181;
Engels 1841b, p. 256). Marx often becomes exasperated at the backward religiosity and
piety of bourgeois German economists and political theorists, especially as compared
to those in England and France (Marx 1845a, pp. 266, 284–5).
12. See Thompson 1966.
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believe.13 But the question is: why theology, of all things? Let me suggest four
factors, one from France and the other three relating to Germany itself.
The type of socialism that did emerge from France was of a distinctly Christian type. Or, rather, arguing that the original form of Christianity was communist – as found in the legendary accounts of Acts 2:44–5 and 4:32–5 that the
early communities had ‘all things in common’ – it sought to transform Christianity’s teachings into codes of ethics without all the supernatural trappings.
So we find Saint-Simon’s critique of capitalism tied in with an argument that
both the Protestant Reformation and medieval Catholicism had distorted the
nature of early Christianity, which was really a religion of brotherly love and
not a dualistic one that elevated heaven and debased earth. The communities
that formed after his death established themselves as a ‘church’ replete with
a priesthood that proclaimed Saint-Simon himself as the messiah. Despite the
inevitable fractions in the movement, the defections to Fourier who had until
then managed to attract only a small band of followers for his phalansteries, and even the much ridiculed venture to the Middle East to find a female
messiah, this type of early socialism washed over the border to affect some
German radicals. It was the moral vision and sense of progress in human society towards brotherly love that inspired characters such as Heinrich Heine,
August von Cieskowski and an early collaborator with Marx and Engels,
Moses Hess.14 It also inﬂuenced some of the early leaders of the German communist movement, such as Wilhelm Weitling, Hermann Kriege, Karl Grün
and Gottfried Kinkel, against whom Marx and Engels worked overtime to
denounce and excise from the communist movement.15 Marx could be scathing about this French socialism, which ‘sentimentally bewails the sufferings
of mankind, or in Christian spirit prophesies the millennium and universal
brotherly love, or in humanistic style drivels on about mind, education and
freedom’.16 And, of course, Engels’s popular work, Socialism: Utopian and

13. Marx and Engels 1976a; Marx 2002. Less useful is Padover (ed.) 1974.
14. See especially Breckman 1999, pp. 131–76.
15. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 484–530; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 473–520;
Marx and Engels 1852a; Marx and Engels 1852b; see also Marx and Engels 1850c, pp.
528–32; Marx and Engels 1850d, pp. 459–63.
16. Marx 1852c, p. 142; Marx 1852d, p. 153. Despite his criticisms of Proudhon’s
economics, Marx did appreciate his resolute atheism: ‘Nevertheless his [Proudhon’s]
attacks on religion, the church, etc., were of great merit locally at a time when the
French socialists thought it desirable to show by their religiosity how superior they
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Scientific, argued that this type of socialism was fine for the early, crude stage
of socialism, but it really was not going to help mature socialism all that much.17
Indeed, the old League of the Just, which Marx and Engels joined before
changing its name to the Communist League, had a distinctly French socialist
and Christian slogan, ‘all men are brothers’. One example of this struggle will
suffice here. In the attack on Kriege, who was based in the United States, Marx
and Engels go to great lengths to debunk his emphasis on Christian love, the
holy spirit of community, cup of community and other biblical platitudes:
‘Kriege is therefore here preaching in the name of communism the old fantasy
of religion and German philosophy which is the direct antithesis of communism.
Faith, more specifically, faith in the “holy spirit of community” is the last thing
required for the achievement of communism’.18
As for Germany, it is often pointed out (following Marx and Engels, and
even Hegel) that Germany was economically and politically backward, with
industry barely established and the state engaged in a last gasp of absolutism.
For this reason, it did not feel the full effect of the radical anticlericalism of
France or the extremes of deism in England. Yet this is far from the full picture, for there are three other historical reasons, one much deeper and longer,
and the other two more immediate. In one sense, the controversies of the 1830s
and 1840s provided yet another turn in the rumbling history of the Reformation. From Luther’s defiance (and assistance by the Duke of Saxony) in the
sixteenth century to the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48) between Protestants and
Roman Catholics that raged over the German states, Italy and the Low Countries, Protestants in the North and Roman Catholics in the South had dug
themselves in to become deeply conservative. The Roman Catholics looked
to the Pope, while the Protestants (a mix of Lutherans and some Calvinists
in the far North) drew upon conservative streams of pietism, marrying an
inner walk with God to a tenacious hold on the Bible as the ‘word of God’.
Despite all the best efforts of the state to keep both Protestants and Roman
Catholics in a civil if often fractious relationship, the mutual antagonism ran
deep. Thus, during his early experiences with journalism, Marx found that

were to the bourgeois Voltairianism of the eighteenth century and the German godlessness of the nineteenth’ (Marx 1865a, p. 32; Marx 1865b, p. 31).
17. Engels 1880a, especially pp. 285–97; Engels 1880b, especially pp. 189–201; see
also Engels 1892a, pp. 283–300; Engels 1885a, pp. 316–20; Engels 1885b, pp. 210–14.
18. Marx and Engels 1846a, p. 45; Marx and Engels 1846b, p. 12.
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one of the major dividing lines between the various newspapers was in terms
of the Protestant/Catholic divide.19 There was one point on which these various conservative newspapers could agree: the young Hegelians were a threat.
These impertinent young radicals challenged the very foundations of Christianity; they were really atheists (Bauer ended up becoming one) hell-bent on
destroying everything that the Protestants and Roman Catholics held sacred.20
And they said so as often as they could in the various church-sponsored newspapers, as well as in the ear of the new king.
A more recent factor was the pietistic revival in the 1810s and 1820s. It was a
conﬂuence of the longer history of German pietism and revivalist waves that
rose across Europe in response to Enlightenment rationalism, ‘Godless’ revolutionary republicanism and the social dislocation produced by the inroads of
industrial capitalism. The emphasis was on recovering one’s walk with God,
the inner life of faith, the priesthood of all believers and the all-important rôle
of God’s word, the Bible. The big difference from earlier moments of pietistic
fervour in the eighteenth century was that the nobility and intellectuals took
it up with not a little enthusiasm. This combination of the aristocracy and
bourgeois intellectuals meant that it was not merely a revival from above,
but that it also took a distinctly conservative turn. Misgivings in the Prussian
state – for pietism could easily reject the state in favour of one’s direct relation
with God and others – soon gave way when it dovetailed nicely with obedience to God’s regent on earth and the purity of the Reformation itself. Crown
Prince Friedrich Wilhelm declared himself in favour (why would he not?) and
theology-faculties became watchdogs for orthodoxy. Among these was Ernst
Hengstenberg in Berlin, against whom Bruno Bauer directed his attack in Herr
Dr Hengstenberg of 1839 – one of his less-than-astute political acts, for it led to
his removal from Berlin.

19. This deep tension shows up in various observations and passing comments concerning German politics and society in Marx’s endless journalistic pieces. For example,
see Marx 1858e, p. 57; Marx 1858h, pp. 96, 99; Marx 1858b, p. 127.
20. In his broad survey, ‘Progress of Social Reform on the Continent’, Engels presents the young Hegelians as a loose group that relied on shock and surprise rather
than any organised and broad-based movement as such. Even though they claimed to
be Christians and Protestants and did their work on the Bible, they did not realise that
they were actually atheists until Engels pointed it out to them, or so he claims (in his
Schelling and Revelation). See Engels 1843e, pp. 404–5.
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A more immediate event still was a particular book by David Friedrich
Strauss called Das Leben Jesu. Not so much a book, it was a bomb. It was lobbed
out of the midst of that radical group known as the young Hegelians who met
in the small Hippel Café in Berlin from 1837.21 One feature of the writings
(and limited teaching) of this energetic group cannot be emphasised enough:
a good number of them were biblical scholars or at least theologians, and
their chosen ground of battle was nothing other than the Bible. The decades of
the 1830s and 1840s trembled and indeed rumbled with the seismic shift taking place. Bruno Bauer threw out his deep challenges to the Bible, in studies
on both the Hebrew Bible and the Gospels in the New Testament.22 Ludwig
Feuerbach’s Das Wesen des Christentums of 1841 caused a furore and sold out
a number of print-runs in a short time. Above all, it was David Strauss’s book
that set the hares running.
After deliberately taking time off from his first teaching position at the theological faculty in Tübingen (where he taught for only three semesters from the
summer of 1832 to autumn 1833 in logic, metaphysics, the history of philosophy, and ethics) in order to focus on his writing, Strauss published in 1835 his
Das Leben Jesu, kritisch bearbeitet in two volumes. It really is the kind of work
that most writers would dream of producing – a controversial, landmark text
that makes its mark way beyond the narrow confines of intellectual work.23
I must admit, however, that I could have done without the stress. Although
the liberals held Strauss up as something of a champion, he was surprised

21. For some strange reason, we seem to be living once again the time of the young
Hegelians. As Alberto Toscano put it to me (private communication), we, in our
own time, have not yet reached 1840. That may explain why interest in these rabblerousers and party-animals has revived somewhat. Three decades and more ago
it seemed impossible to discuss Marx without considering the young Hegelians
(for example, Berlin 1978, pp. 47–60; McLellan 1969; Hook 1994 and the unreliable
Kolakowski 1981, pp. 81–95), but the interest waned. Breckman’s study of 1999 is
the first of a small revival, but see also Moggach 2006 and the anthology edited by
Stepelevich 1997. One rule of the game that has not changed is trying to determine
who inﬂuenced Marx and when they did so. That game is not for me.
22. Bauer 1838, 1839, 1840, 1841, 1842a, 1842b, 1843a, 1850–1, 1852.
23. In the shadow of such a great book, Strauss was never quite able to repeat
the performance. Apart from the four editions of the Leben Jesu itself (Strauss 1835,
1836, 1839, 1840a), he kept producing support-works, responses to critics and further
explorations (Strauss 1840b, 1864, 1865, 1873, 1980, 1983, 1997, 2000), apart from his
penchant for biographies during a twenty-year hiatus from theology (Strauss 1851,
1858–60, 1924, 1978, 1991), along with the odd satirical and very polemical political
work (Strauss 1992).
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to find himself vilified and roundly attacked by both young Hegelians such
as Bruno Bauer (for ‘misreading’ Hegel)24 and a range of conservative forces
in theology-faculties, the churches and government, so much so that he lost
any chance of further offers of positions in either church or university.25 The
theology-faculty at Tübingen sacked him as soon as the book came out. The
closest he came to any university-position at all was in Zurich the year after.
Some of the liberal burghers invited Strauss to take up a chair in dogmatics
and church-history. Twice, their proposal was overcome by conservatives,
but in January 1839, with a majority in the city-government, they were successful. However, his arrival was anticipated with fear and trembling and in
the face of huge protests, and the government gave him a lifelong pension in
compensation.
So what was it about the Leben Jesu that so offended people? Strauss argued
that the key to the Gospels and their depiction of Jesus lay in myth. He played
off a double sense of myth: it did mean that we can never recover a distinct
picture of the historical Jesus (fiction), but he also argued that myth should
be read in a positive light, as a poetic expression of deeper truths that cannot
be expressed in any other form. Focusing on the miraculous dimension of the
Gospel narratives, from virgin-birth through the various miracles performed
by Jesus to the ultimate miracle of the death and resurrection, Strauss argued
that both a supernaturalist and interventionist understanding were hopelessly wrong and that the rationalist effort to explain the miracles in naturalistic terms (for example, Jesus did not walk on the water but walked on a
sand-spit so that he seemed to do so) simply missed the point. If the former
accepted the record at face-value, the latter argued that the New-Testament
writers misrepresented or misinterpreted what had actually happened. For
Strauss, however, what the New-Testament writers did was draw deeply
upon the mythical Jewish-messianic traditions which they knew all too well
and used these to portray Jesus as the Messiah. Indeed, myth is the natural
way in which life and indeed religion was understood by pre-scientific peoples (Lévi-Strauss was by no means the first to develop this idea).26 Strauss’s

24. See his response in Strauss 1980, 1983.
25. In 1830–1 he had brieﬂy been a pastor’s assistant for a local parish in Kleiningersheim near Ludwigsburg, his hometown, after studying theology at Tübingen.
26. The key-figures on whom Strauss relied in his treatment of myth are the classicist Christian G. Heyne (1729–1812), and the biblical scholars Johann Gottfried
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challenge was to apply such a mode of mythic interpretation to the New Testament in as rigorous a fashion as possible.
The result: after a lengthy introduction that establishes the need for mythical interpretation, with a characteristically German propensity for trawling
through all of the previous studies on both the Gospels and myth, Strauss
painstakingly works through each episode in the Gospels. In each case, he
presents the supernaturalist position, negates it with the naturalist one and
then offers a mythical interpretation in order to resolve the contradiction: in
light of the lack of corroborating evidence, the contradictions with known
physical laws, the presence of poetic language and the heavy use of prophecies from the Hebrew Bible (in both the narratives and in Jesus’s mouth), what
we have is mythic construction of the first order. The Hegelian echo in his
plan was not a mistake.
He then takes the final Hegelian step in the third part of the book (the first
two parts move through the Gospels) to offer his own positive proposal. In
short, he wants to ‘re-establish dogmatically that which has been destroyed
critically’.27 His proposal is what he calls a speculative Christology, produced
with a helping hand from Hegel. God is nothing other than the infinite spirit
that moves out of itself to produce ‘the Finite, Nature, and the human mind’
from which it eternally returns to itself in unity.28 Neither the finite spirit of
man nor the infinite spirit of God have any reality without being in contact
with one another. So, the ‘infinite spirit is real only when it discloses itself
in finite spirits; as the finite spirit is true only when it merges itself in the
infinite’.29 The result is none other than Jesus Christ, for the following reason:
‘If God and man are in themselves one, and if religion is the human side of this
unity: then must this unity be made evident to man in religion, and become in
him consciousness and reality’.30 The catch is that this union and this appearance are not restricted to one person, as the church would have it. By contrast,
this dialectical unity of infinite and finite can take place in every person, or
preferably in the whole of humanity.
Eichhorn (1752–1827), Johann Philipp Gabler (1753–1826), Georg Lorenz Bauer (1755–
1806), Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette (1780–1839) and Ferdinand Christian Baur
(1792–1860).
27. Strauss 1902, p. 757.
28. Strauss 1902, p. 777.
29. Ibid.
30. Ibid.
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This is the key to the whole of Christology, that, as subject of the predicate
which the church assigns to Christ, we place, instead of an individual, an
idea; but an idea which has an existence in reality, not in the mind only,
like that of Kant. In an individual, a God-man, the properties and functions
which the church ascribes to Christ contradict themselves; in the idea of the
race, they perfectly agree. Humanity is the union of the two natures.31

The question remains as to why this book, a lengthy and detailed work in
New-Testament criticism (where it has a lasting inﬂuence) should have had
such a wide political impact. And why was it the text around which much of
the ferment of the time took place, a ferment in which Marx and Engels were
also caught? There have been far more critical works that have hardly had
the same impact. Here I draw on Marilyn Massey’s Christ Unmasked,32 where
she argues that it was understood, championed and opposed as a text that
espoused ‘radical democratic politics’.33 Not only did its undermining of any
verifiable historical record of Jesus of Nazareth challenge the basis of both
Protestant and Roman-Catholic assumptions about the Bible and Christianity,
it also shook up the theological justifications for the hold of the old aristocracy on power and of the Prussian king himself. Even more, in developing a
Christology in which the divine and human rested not with one man but with
all humanity, Strauss was giving voice to a theological agenda with radicaldemocratic tendencies. Rather than God’s chosen ruler being, like Christ,
a chosen individual, all may potentially rule. In short, Strauss attempted a
reinterpretation of Christianity that questioned its cosy relationship with
the power of the state. In making a shift from the heroic individual to the
general community, ‘the potentiality seeming to belong only to one exalted
human belonged, rather, to humanity itself’.34 Massey’s conclusion is that
by ‘unmasking’ Christ not as the God-man of Christian doctrine but as the
democratic Christ, as the one who shows that the human species itself is the
embodiment of God-man, Strauss pointed to a model of popular sovereignty
instead of the monarchy.

31.
32.
33.
34.

Strauss 1902, p. 780.
Massey 1983.
Massey 1983, p. 12.
Massey 1983, p. 79.
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There are a number of ways of reading such a situation. A conventional one
is to suggest that Strauss used the dominant language of his time – theology
and biblical studies – to make political points. Should he have lived in a
different time, such as ours or perhaps in ancient Greece, his language may
well have been economic or political. Theology thereby becomes a code
for something else – in this case, the politics of German self-determination.
Another approach is to argue that Strauss’s purely theological work had
unforeseen and unexpected political consequences. Strauss’s own surprise and
dismay at the massive reaction suggest that any political consequences were
by-products.
A third possibility – the one that Massey pursues – is that Strauss clearly
articulated despite himself the key-tensions of the time. She points to the
differences between the first and third editions. In the first (the one I have
outlined all too brieﬂy above) Strauss pursued his radical critique of existing
scholarship and understandings of Jesus, concluding with a democratic reinterpretation of Christology. By contrast, in the third edition he made many
concessions to his critics and elevated the individual figure of Christ. In this
1838 edition, Strauss ‘offered the palliative of an aristocratic Christ, a genius
Jesus, who was the epitome of the perfection of the inner life’.35 He gave up
a massive amount of ground, allowing for the unique unity of divine and
human in Jesus’s religious consciousness and even granting a category of
miracles based on the unusual powers of nature. Partly an effort to secure
a teaching-post, Strauss soon regretted his back-peddling and in the fourth
edition of 1840 he returned to his former hard-hitting arguments. For Massey,
this tension within Strauss himself gave clear expression to the struggles
within Germany between the liberal, democratic movements and the forces of
reaction which waged a consistent campaign against Strauss and the liberals.
I would add a couple of points. First, the analysis developed by Strauss
was indebted to and characteristic of the new model of biblical criticism
developing in Germany at the time. It was an immanent analysis of the text,
eschewing the transcendent reference to God. In order to distinguish itself
from traditional theological exegesis, ‘scientific’ biblical criticism did not avail
itself of God as historical cause, reason for the actions of people, or as a factor
in the formation of the Bible. Instead, they sought for cause and effect in the
35. Massey 1983, p. 149.

20 • Introduction

same places as other historians and literary critics – in politics, economics,
culture, individual psychology and so on. The text was no longer a witness to
God but to history, both of the texts themselves and the history behind those
texts. That is to say, the assumed signifying link between the character known
as ‘God’ in the text and a being to whom the text referred was broken for the
purpose of biblical analysis (what people did in their lives outside biblical
criticism is another matter). This may seem commonplace in biblical criticism
today, but it was widely perceived in the mid-nineteenth century as a threat
to one’s faith, the church and the state. The first two are obvious, but the state?
A major reason for the challenge posed by David Strauss, Bruno Bauer and
a host of lesser biblical critics was that a criticism which removed God from
the picture and focused on immanent analysis challenged the claims that the
state and the monarchy were appointed and sanctioned by God. If the Bible,
which was the basis of the church and the state, could be understood perfectly
well without any transcendent reference-point, then so, by implication, could
the state. As we will see in the chapter on Engels’s engagement with biblical
criticism, these assumptions of immanent biblical criticism may be seen as one
of the inﬂuences on the immanent approach of historical materialism.
Secondly, and following on from the previous point, it is no surprise such
an articulation took place in the realm of biblical criticism and theology. As
I pointed out earlier, all of these furious debates were not purely the fussy
and pompous struggles of academics, the hot air of intellectuals vainly feeling that they were important for shaking up a few of their colleagues in the
faculties of theology at Berlin, Bonn or Tübingen. These debates hit at the
crux of the idea and practice of the ‘Christian state’ at the time. They also fed
off the long history of bitter struggles between Roman Catholics and Protestants, with their resultant conservatism, and the immediate situation of a
reactionary king, Friedrich Wilhelm IV, who sought to recover the lost glory
of Christendom. Apart from having a say in university-appointments, he also
oversaw the tightening of censorship-regulations. Besides liberal and republican movements, one of the main targets of this censorship were the young
Hegelian radicals. Wilhelm IV had, in fact, called for an answer from young
Hegelians in response to Strauss’s claim that he had made use of Hegel. Bauer
was nominated to take up the attack, but the King was not altogether pleased
with the result. The conservative papers had a field day, feeling that their
assaults on the young Hegelians were fully justified in light of the Crown’s
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support. In this context, the young Hegelians were both cornered and became
the champions of the liberal and republican cause.

Conclusion
These titanic struggles had an immediate effect on both Marx and Engels,
which often felt to their participants like the Reformation all over again with
its battles over the Bible, theology and the state.36 They left their mark not
merely in the pressing need to respond to this theological context, but also
in specific references to biblical matters. For example, in the midst of reading
and absorbing all these new works in biblical studies, we find Engels writing
to his friend Wilhelm Graeber:
Now, manikin, now you’re going to hear something: I am now an enthusiastic
Straussian. Just you come here, I have now got arms, shield and helmet; now
I am secure, just you come here and I’ll give you such a drubbing, despite
all your theologia, that you won’t know where to run. Yes, Guillermo, jacta
est alea [the die is cast] I am now a Straussian; I, a poor, miserable poet, have
crept under the wing of the genius David Friedrich Strauss.37

His enthusiasm is hard to miss. For Engels, at least when he was nineteen,
Strauss’s mythicism is like the ‘dawn-reddened, snow-capped peaks’ that signal a whole new world.38 In many ways, a book like Das Leben Jesu was the
decompression-chamber for Engels from his Calvinist upbringing. He may
have moved past Strauss, but he certainly made good use of the insights from
critical study of the Bible (see Chapters Nine and Ten).

36. As we will see, Marx saw Luther as a hero and nearly always cites him approvingly. Engels was less enthused, although he still felt Protestantism was superior to
Roman Catholicism. Gustav Mayer argued back in 1920 that the debates in the 1820s
and 1830s were the most intense since the Reformation (Mayer 1920, p. 416).
37. Engels 1839x, p. 471; Engels 1839y, p. 419. To Friedrich Graeber he also writes:
‘Your orthodox psychology must necessarily rank me among the most wicked, obdurate sinners, especially as I am now wholly and utterly lost. For I have taken the oath
to the ﬂag of David Friedrich Strauss and am a first-class mythic; I tell you, Strauss is a
grand fellow and a genius, and with powers of discernment such as nobody else has’
(Engels 1839bb, pp. 479–80; Engels 1839cc, p. 429).
38. Engels 1839dd, p. 486; Engels 1839ee, p. 435.
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While Marx, and later Engels, lost their enthusiasm for the young
Hegelians,39 they never ceased to be interested in the battles over the Bible. In
a letter to Engels in 1864, written while Marx was travelling after the death of
his mother, he points out that, although Ernst Renan’s popular The Life of Jesus
(which introduced critical biblical scholarship to France) has its problems, it
is a step beyond the German studies on which it is based. ‘Here in Holland’,
he writes, ‘the German critical theological school is so much à l’ordre du jour
that clerics openly proclaim their allegiance to it from the pulpit’.40 Some two
decades earlier, at the height of the furore, Marx thought about engaging in
some theological criticism. His close association with Bauer led him to plan
a review of a book by K. Fischer called Die Idee der Gottheit,41 a critique of
Hegel’s Philosophy of Religion and to edit a journal together with Bauer called
Archiv des Atheismus. None of these works came to fruition, or if they did they
have not survived. Further, in a letter to Ruge (10 February 1842) he offers to
write a review for the Deutsche Jahrbücher of a book, Die menschliche Freiheit
in ihrem Verhältniss zur Sünde und zur göttlichen Gnade, written by the Hegelian biblical critic and theologian Wilhelm Vatke.42 He writes, ‘my critical zeal

39. While on military service in Berlin in 1841, Engels soon joined the amorphous
group at the Hippel Café and became an active member. While he was busy defending
their positions in attacks on Schelling or in his marvellous poem ‘The Insolently Threatened Yet Miraculously Rescued Bible’, Marx was already becoming disenchanted
with the Berlin section of the group. He derides their ‘mania for genius and boasting’,
frivolity, ‘insipid aping of the French clubs’, rowdiness, blackguardism, ‘vague reasoning, magniloquent phrases and self-satisfied self-adoration’ (Marx 1842a, p. 287;
Marx 1842b, pp. 371–2; Marx 1842ff, p. 394; Marx 1842gg, p. 412; see also Marx 1842dd,
p. 390; Marx 1842ee, p. 406).
40. Marx 1864b, p. 507; Marx 1864c, p. 386. See also Marx’s comment to Engels in
1864 concerning a book from Holland by Professor Dozy of Leyden (the leading orientalist in Holland) in which Dozy argues from what would now be called a classic
biblical-minimalist position – the characters of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are fictional
characters, the Israelites were idolaters, and Ezra made up Genesis-Joshua in order to
generate reform. Marx comments that it is causing quite a stir, and: ‘Outside Germany
at any rate (Renan, Colenso, Dozy, etc.) there is a remarkable anti-religious movement’
(Marx 1864d, p. 541; Marx 1864e, pp. 414–15). In a letter of the same year to his uncle,
Lion Philips, he points out that Spinoza had already argued that the Pentateuch was
concocted after the Babylonian exile (Marx 1864f, p. 542; Marx 1864g, p. 665).
41. Fischer 1839.
42. Marx 1842v; Marx 1842w. Vatke (1806–82) was one of the significant contributors to the developing theories about sources in the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament). See
also Marx’s sarcastic comments in the letter to Ruge on 27 April 1842: ‘We were very
much amused with what you wrote in your letters about Vatke’s lack of a “full heart”.
This super-clever, diplomatic Vatke, who would so much like to be the greatest critic
and the greatest believer who always knows everything better than anyone else, this
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is at your disposal’.43 More substantially, there is the lost manuscript called
A Treatise on Christian Art that he also mentions to Ruge. It seems that at the
time Marx wrote to Ruge (5 March 1842) the manuscript was one step away
from a fair copy – he mentions that he would need to write one up and make
a few corrections before it would be ready for the Anekdota which Ruge
planned to publish in Switzerland.44
This, then, is the context in which Marx and Engels began their critical
explorations. Due to the proverbial tardiness of German economics and politics, as well as the Lutheran doctrine of sola scriptura and the long history of
struggles between Protestants and Roman Catholics,45 the debates over reason, secularism and politics took place on the territory of theology and the
Bible. Implicit in this historical situatedness is an assumption concerning theology that runs throughout this book: theology is a very particular beast that
occasionally makes false claims to absoluteness and universality. That theology has a beginning and a history is all too often forgotten. So the reason Marx
and Engels must engage with and try to extract themselves from theology is
because it was one of the dominant modes of thought and practice at that time
in Germany. Let me close with a dialectical point: the radicalism of German
biblical and theological scholarship, engendered from the deep conservatism
of their context, gave that scholarship a radical edge it was not to lose for
some time. Indeed, German biblical and theological scholarship was able to
surge to the lead in biblical scholarship for about a century, until a good number of the leading figures moved to the USA before World-War II.

Vatke has for one party no heart, and for the other no head. Hic jacet Vatke – a notable
example of what the passion for cards and religious music leads to’ (Marx 1842bb,
p. 388; Marx 1842cc, p. 403).
43. Marx 1842v, p. 381; Marx 1842w, p. 395.
44. Marx 1842x; Marx 1842y. Only one volume of Anekdota zur neuesten deutschen
Philosophie und Publistik ever appeared, in 1843, so the treatise never made it in.
45. Engels is somewhat correct when he points out that German Protestantism was
the basis of this critical scholarship, although he turns it into a good old Protestant
diatribe against the Roman Catholics (Engels 1873e, p. 608; Engels 1873f, p. 594).

Chapter One
The Subterranean Bible

Moses said: Thou shalt not muzzle the ox when
he treadeth out the corn. But the Christian lords
of Germany say on the contrary: ‘Serfs should
have a big wooden board fastened round their
neck, so that they can’t use their hands to put
flour into their mouths’.1

I begin with a synoptic effort, casting my eye over
the whole range of both Marx’s and Engels’s allusions
to the Bible and theology. Rather than begin with the
sustained treatments of theology in their works (they
will turn up in the chapters that follow), I open with
the allusions for a number of reasons. At the simplest level, these references show how extensively
Marx and Engels knew the Bible and theology; they
use these resources as a ready reserve of raw materials on which they call again and again for all manner
of purposes. Further, this synoptic view introduces
a number of key-themes that appear in their more
direct engagements with theology – themes such as
anticlericalism, the connections between economics
and theology, the context in which Marx and Engels
worked, and the ambivalence of their interactions
with theology.

1. Marx 1861–3f, p. 400.
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It would be tempting to sideline these biblical and theological allusions as
mere examples, as illustrations peripheral to the main argument. The catch is
that they are so persistent. I have noticed these for many years – a brief reference to the Bible or theology or church-history. But when I began gathering
material for this chapter by collecting the various references in a pile, all too
soon the pile became a massive mountain. So in an effort to discern the various types, I tried to imagine myself sitting in a vast shed, sorting an immense
mound of bolts, nuts, washers and what have you into their respective tins. In
what follows I outline the major types of allusions, offer a few select examples
and then relegate the remainder to the notes.
These biblical and theological allusions cover the full range of Marx and
Engels’s writings, from the earliest letters and articles through to the last.
The references cluster more tightly in some areas than others, such as Marx’s
journalistic essays in the Rheinische Zeitung, or Engels’s letters to his friends,
joint works such as The Holy Family and The German Ideology, or Engels’s occasional essays on biblical and theological topics. The early texts by both Marx
and Engels were written under the vigilant gaze of the censor. So we ﬁnd
them working hard to outwit the censor, either by writing under pseudonyms
(Engels), or provoking and attacking the censor directly, or neutralising him
through ingenious arguments. Next, we ﬁnd that many of the allusions are
polemical uses of the Bible and theology to attack the assumed privilege of
the ruling classes. In their earlier texts, such a class was still made up of the
remnants of the old feudal aristocracy, although now in the form of landed
nobility. These texts refer mostly to the German situation where the bourgeoisie was still largely excluded from power and pursued a vigorous liberal
agenda attacking the old ruling class. Closely connected with these polemical
allusions are the delightful anticlerical pieces, where the clergy as part of a
corrupt ruling class come in for a beating. On this matter, Marx and Engels are
part of a long German tradition that goes back at least to Luther. However, as
Marx’s economic studies gained momentum, the focus shifts to the new ruling class of the bourgeoisie. By this time, Marx’s family was based in England
where industrialisation was far more advanced and where the bourgeoisie
had a distinct political party – the Whigs – that ﬁrst undermined and then
joined forces with the Tories. The polemical attention shifts and the Bible and
theology become useful tools indeed for attacking the systemic exploitation
by the new capitalists, especially factory and mill-owners. From this point
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I move to consider the increasing number of economic allusions, especially
when Marx’s economic studies gained momentum.
The ﬁnal cluster shifts emphasis. I track the ways Marx and Engels make
use of the Bible as a polemical resource against opponents, within and outside
the communist movement. This use is often a positive one; that is, the Bible
is appropriated by Marx and Engels and used to criticise someone else. It is a
short step to the next category, namely, the act of lining oneself up with the
Bible and using it favourably for oneself. All of which leads me to the ﬁnal
group where the ambivalence of the Bible comes to the fore.

Outwitting the censor
Much of Marx’s early journalistic material, especially for the Rheinische
Zeitung, was written in the shadow of vigorous censorship from the Prussian
government. In the context of the ‘Christian state’, this censorship had a distinctly religious edge. Some of these articles are still a pleasure to read. Witty,
cutting and polemical, they delight in showing up the inconsistencies and
weaknesses of any rival. But they are also, as Kouvelakis points out, manifestations of a political style that tried to ﬁnd room to move in the small space
opened up by the pause in state-censorship.2 Mixing up mockery and serious
argument with a good deal of humour, these pieces fed a public starved of
open debate, as evidenced by the rapid increase in circulation of the Rheinische
Zeitung. Marx does not mind using whatever comes to hand, whether ad hominem attacks on the intellectual weakness of an author,3 mockery, satire, an
over-abundance of puns4 (he does have a tendency at times to run on like
the proverbial spermatic spluttering pen), close reading whereby he pulls to
pieces the arguments of the latest target sentence-by-sentence and phraseby-phrase, the merciless exposure of contradictions, inconsistencies and
sloppy thinking. Some of Marx’s phrases are delightful, such as ‘buffoon by

2. Kouvelakis 2003, pp. 256–7. Indeed, for Kouvelakis, the repression that followed
in 1843 closed down this space and brought on the political crisis that pushed Marx to
take the crucial steps to a revolutionary position (Kouvelakis 2003, pp. 276–8).
3. See the descriptions of Dr O.F. Gruppe as a dilettante and ‘comical character’ in
Marx 1842t; Marx 1842u. Gruppe wrote a short critique, Bruno Bauer und die akademische Lehrfreiheit (Gruppe 2010), of Bruno Bauer’s Kritik der evangelischen Geschichter der
Synoptiker (Bauer 1841).
4. Marx 1842h, pp. 184–5; Marx 1842i, pp. 172–3.
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profession’5 or ‘that egregious literary laxative’;6 so also with sentences such
as this: ‘The style of the whole is pretentious, puerile, piffling and of a complacent stupidity unequalled in the annals of world history’.7
When I ﬁrst sank into these texts, I had the impression of a long period of
writing (they run to 268 pages of MECW). Looking again at the dates I realised
it was barely over a year: his ﬁrst piece was written between 15 January and
10 February 1842,8 and the last, a note concerning his resignation as editor,
appeared on 18 March 1843. And what a tumultuous, productive and provocative year it was, ending with the closing-down of the Rheinische Zeitung
by order of the King of Prussia himself, Friedrich Wilhelm IV. By April, Marx
had married Jenny von Westphalen; by November, they found other ways to
outsmart the censor, such as leaving Prussia for Paris, and then Brussels and
London.
Marx uses all manner of tactics to slip by the censor, whether it is biting criticism of the state’s censorship where he delights in showing up its
contradictions,9 or responses to efforts at censoring the Rheinische Zeitung by
the Rhine authorities,10 or yet another polemical piece directed at his favourite
target, the right-wing Kölnische Zeitung,11 or short, sharp articles defending
Bruno Bauer12 and the like-minded Friedrich von Sallet, the army-lieutenant,
poet and critic of Christianity,13 or even the occasional lost pieces such as the
one attacking the Archbishop which he fears (as he writes to Ruge) may not
be approved by the censor.14 Throughout these various tactics, theology and
the Bible are not far from the scene.

5. Marx 1842t, p. 211; Marx 1842u, pp. 245–6.
6. Engels 1851k, p. 417; Engels 1851l, p. 305.
7. Marx 1851f, p. 360; Marx 1851g, p. 263.
8. Intended for Arnold Ruge’s Deutsche Jahrbücher (see Marx 1842v; Marx 1842w),
the ﬁrst piece, ‘Comments on the Latest Prussian Censorship Instruction’, never
appeared there due to the heavy hand of the censor. It did eventually see the light of
published day in Anekdota zur neuesten deutschen Philosophie und Publicistik in Switzerland in 1843.
9. Marx 1843a, pp. 116–21; Marx 1843b, pp. 103–9.
10. Marx 1842p; Marx 1842q.
11. Marx 1842h; Marx 1842i; Marx 1843e; Marx 1843f.
12. Marx 1842t; Marx 1842u.
13. Marx 1843o; Marx 1843p. A couple of articles deal with other matters, such as the
law punishing the use of fallen wood by impoverished peasants (Marx 1842n; Marx
1842o), or taking up the cause of the Moselle vine-growing peasants who faced tough
economic conditions (Marx 1843g; Marx 1843h).
14. On 9 July 1842, Marx wrote to Ruge: ‘What do you advise if the article on the
Archbishop is not stamped for publication by the high police censorship? It must
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Among many, I give three examples, two of them merciless uncoverings
of contradictions in the Prussian censorship-laws concerning religion and the
other a reply to a series of questions from the censor himself, namely the stern
Oberpräsident of the Rhine Province, von Schaper. So, in the article concerning the revision of the Prussian censorship-laws in 1842 (ironically, the article
itself could not be published due to censorship and appeared later in Switzerland), Marx points up one contradiction after another.15 The list grows and
grows: the original law of 1819 fell into the trap of protecting all religions and
thereby ended up being irreligious, for each religion lays claim to the truth at
the expense of the others. The particularity of each cancels out any notion of
religion in general. Or the new law of 1842 forbids both frivolous and hostile
attacks against Christianity itself or religion in general. Marx points out that
it thereby restricts the nature of attack to either frivolous (light-hearted and
particular) or hostile (serious and general) forms; no other forms are permissible. Then again, in repeating the ban on confusing faith and politics from the
earlier decree, the new legislation actually bans its own underlying agenda,
which is none other than the desire to establish a Christian state. Even with
this point he is not ﬁnished, for he goes on to ask how a state can be Christian
when it has Lutheran and Roman-Catholic elements within it. Which creed is
to be the ofﬁcial faith of this Christian state? On it goes, until he identiﬁes the
ﬁnal contradiction, where the charge is nothing less than hubris, arrogating
God’s own rôle:
Thus the instruction wants to protect religion, but it violates the most
general principle of all religions, the sanctity and inviolability of the subjective frame of mind. It makes the censor instead of God the judge of the
heart. Thus it prohibits offensive utterances and defamatory judgments on
individuals, but it exposes you every day to the defamatory and offensive
judgment of the censor.16

The second example involves Marx’s effort to overturn the argument that
the actual existence of the laws against freedom of the press is enough of a
refutation of freedom of the press. Based as it is on a conservative argument

appear in print because of 1) our Provincial Assembly, 2) the government, 3) the Christian state. Should I, perhaps, send it to Hoffmann and Campe? It does not seem to me
suitable for the Anekdota’ (Marx 1842dd, p. 391; Marx 1842ee, p. 407).
15. Marx 1843a, especially pp. 116–21; Marx 1843b, especially pp. 103–9.
16. Marx 1843a, p. 121; Marx 1843b, p. 109.
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that assumes and respects the wisdom of one’s forebears (i.e. the ruling
class), Marx cites some other examples of such residual convictions and legal
sanctions:
People were once ordered to believe that the earth did not go round the
sun. Was Galileo refuted by this? Similarly, in our Germany legal sanction
was given to the conviction of the empire, which the individual princes
shared, that serfdom was a quality inherent in certain human beings, that
truth could be made most evident by surgical operation, we mean torture,
and the flames of hell could already be demonstrated to heretics by means
of flames on earth.17

I hardly need to explicate the reference to Galileo’s ‘heresy’ or indeed to the
Inquisition, but with a couple of examples from the history of Christianity
what might have looked (at least to those stuffed up with inherited wealth
and titles) perfectly reasonable becomes quite ridiculous. Galileo too was censored, as were the heretics at the stake – hardly an argument for the wisdom
of censorship.
Finally, there is Marx’s reply to the charges of the censor, von Schaper, a
reply in which Marx draws heavily on the Bible.18 In response to the charge
of being ‘impudent and harsh’ against the government, Marx offers a skilful
mix of obsequiousness and deﬁance that effectively removed the possibility
of immediate prosecution. He makes a whole series of points – that the paper
was already subject to strict censorship, that a ‘noble purpose’ lies behind the
paper’s criticisms, that it wishes to enhance Prussia’s progress and so on. But
I am interested in his answer to the charge of being ‘irreligious’. His reply is
threefold. First, drawing on an argument he would use more than once, he
points out that Germany is divided between Protestants and Roman Catholics, so it is hardly appropriate to take one side in an unresolved debate.19
Second, he invokes the censorship-legislation itself, especially on the point
17. Marx 1842l, pp. 138–9; Marx 1842m, p. 127.
18. Marx 1842p; Marx 1842q. It is actually written in the name of Engelbert Renard,
the publisher of the paper, but Marx is the author.
19. See also his comments on the religious party-polemics between the RomanCatholic (Rhein- und Mosel-Zeitung and Kölnische Zeitung) and Protestant (Leipziger
Allgemeine Zeitung) papers (Marx 1843e; Marx 1843f). Once again, Marx asserts that the
Rheinische Zeitung does not engage in such one-sided polemic. Alternatively, ‘NorthGerman’ and ‘South-German’ culture stands in for Protestant and Roman-Catholic
(Marx 1843l, p. 364; Marx 1843m, pp. 352–3).

The Subterranean Bible • 31

that religious concerns should not be transferred to the realm of politics.20 On
this score, the Rheinische Zeitung actually carries out a necessary duty, for it
criticises those who would confuse religion and politics. Finally, Marx goes
as far as to promise not to raise theological or ecclesiological matters, with
the qualiﬁcation: ‘so long as other newspapers or political conditions themselves do not necessitate reference to them’.21 In other words, if they are going
to do it, we will do it. In the end, he asserts that the Rheinische Zeitung will
remain a vigorous and free newspaper, even threatening to take up legal
action if needed. Now, all this is good liberal defence, stressing the separation of church and state, the need to attack those who would confuse religion
and politics, and proclaiming freedom of the press. There is, however, one
point that it far more intriguing. In a passage deleted in pencil, Marx wrote: ‘If
Luther is not blamed for having attacked, in deﬁance of emperor and realm,
the sole mode of existence of Christianity at that time, the Catholic Church, in
a form that was even unbridled and exceeded all bounds, should it be forbidden in a Protestant state to advocate a view opposed to current dogma, not by
isolated frivolous invectives, but by the consistent exposition of serious and
primarily German science?’22 It is not clear who deleted this stronger statement, whether the publisher Renard before he sent the letter or Marx himself.
But it shifts the defence to another level. Quite simply, Marx invokes Luther
himself and the challenge of the Reformation to argue that deﬁant criticism is
at the heart of the German theological tradition. It is, of course, a clever move,
for it invokes a hero of the German Protestant state. More than that, however,
Marx also claims to stand in Luther’s own footprints.23 I will have more to say

20. Marx cites Article II of the 1819 censorship-decree on a number of occasions. It
stated that censorship is ‘to oppose fanatical transference of religious articles of faith
into politics and the confusion of ideas resulting therefrom’. Marx quotes it directly and
then later asserts that the Rheinsiche Zeitung had heeded it to the extent of criticising
others who did not (Marx 1843a, p. 117; Marx 1843b, p. 105, and Marx 1843l, p. 364;
Marx 1843m, p. 352).
21. Marx 1842p, p. 285; Marx 1842q, p. 396.
22. Marx 1842p, p. 284, n. a; Marx 1842q, p. 395, n. 1.
23. See also his delight in heretics who sought to bypass religious censorship by
disguising their works under innocent titles: ‘In Rome, the publication of the Koran
is prohibited. But a cunning Italian found a way out of the situation. He published a
refutation of the Koran, i.e., a book, the title page of which bore the heading “Refutation
of the Koran”, but after the title page it contained a simple reprint of the Koran. Have
not all heretics employed such a ruse?’ (Marx 1843e, p. 323; Marx 1843f, p. 341).
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later about Marx’s soft spot for Luther and sense that he followed the path
ﬁrst blazed by this Augustinian monk.
Censorship, then, was the constant backdrop to Marx’s writing even from
the earliest days. And his dealing with religious censorship was the continuation of a long history that preceded him.24 It would not leave him alone until
he and his family ﬁnally arrived in London. As for this short stint with the
Rheinische Zeitung, eventually he tired of the constant twisting, paying lipservice and trying to outsmart the censor. Indeed, later, after he had resigned
as editor, Marx admitted to Ruge, ‘As far as the Rheinische Zeitung is concerned I would not remain under any conditions; it is impossible for me to write
under Prussian censorship or to live in the Prussian atmosphere’.25 It was
not merely the constant dealings with the censor, but also the desire of the
paper’s liberal backers to tone down the polemic that frustrated him.

Against the ruling class
What often got Marx into trouble was his constant polemic against the
churches, Christianity and theology. Given Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s desire to
re-establish Christendom in the ‘Christian state’ of Prussia, any political criticism was bound to attack the Christian churches, and vice versa. Marx (and
Engels in his own essays) was merciless in his attacks on the old aristocratic
ruling class, the clergy and the new bourgeois rulers.
As for the German landed nobility, meeting every now and then in the
Assembly of the Estates in the different provinces, they could certainly ﬁnd
plenty of justiﬁcation in the Bible for their privilege and support of the king.
It may be Romans 13:1 (‘Let every person be subject to the governing authorities’) or the divine sanction promising to King David to establish the ‘throne
of his kingdom forever’ (2 Samuel 7:8–17), or the long and cosy relationship
between the churches and the state-powers of Europe. Marx’s response is
both mischievous and more serious. In using the same biblical text, the same
theology and the same church-history as they used to justify their position, he
shows how these materials are shaky foundations indeed. They often speak
with two or more voices, and he has little trouble in turning biblical texts and

24. Ibid.
25. Marx 1843q, p. 400; Marx 1843r, p. 418.
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theological examples against the privilege of the ruling class. Every now and
then, the Bible, theology and church become in Marx’s hands ambiguous and
ambivalent resources that provide plenty of polemical weapons.
Marx attacks this old nobility in a couple of overlapping ways, ﬁrst by
breaking open the seamless connection between theology and the ruling
class and then by attacking the ruling classes directly. On this matter we ﬁnd
delightfully ironic comments and asides that tend to belittle those in authority. Out of an insurmountable pile I choose the following. These include the
lightly ironic comment on the development of windmills – ‘In Germany the
nobles at ﬁrst maintained that the wind was their property; but then the bishops challenged them, claiming it as ecclesiastical property’.26 – as well as the
comment to Ruge concerning the pietistic relatives of Jenny, for ‘whom “the
Lord in heaven” and the “lord in Berlin” are equally objects of religious cult’.27
Or in response to the claim to divine inspiration by the Rhine Assembly, or at
least its speaker: ‘If a private person boasts of divine inspiration, there is only
one speaker in our society who can refute him ofﬁcially, viz. the psychiatrist’.28
One of my favourites from this massive collection is the following. On 26 July
1844, the Prussian king survived an assassination-attempt. Soon afterwards
he wrote a cabinet-order, which was duly published as an open letter. Marx
pulls it to pieces sentence-by-sentence and word-by-word with great relish.
So, when Friedrich Wilhelm IV writes ‘when the hand of the Almighty cast
the deadly bullet away from My breast to the ground’, Marx observes: ‘It
does not seem altogether appropriate to cause the “bullet” to be warded off
directly by the hand of God, since in this way even a slight degree of consistent thought will arrive at the false conclusion that God at the same time both
guided the hand of the criminal and diverted the bullet away from the king;
for how can one presume a one-sided action on the part of God?’29 Not a bad
theological point, for God makes the sun to shine and the rain to fall on both
the righteous and unrighteous,30 but it is a point that could easily land one in
prison at the time. While Marx is dissecting the epistolary style of his beloved
sovereign, I cannot help giving one more example. In response to the Prussian

26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

Marx 1861–3f, p. 399.
Marx 1843q, p. 399; Marx 1843r, p. 417.
Marx 1842l, p. 156; Marx 1842m, p. 144.
Marx 1844i, p. 209; Marx 1844j, p. 440.
Matthew 5:45.
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king’s comment that he goes ‘while looking upward to the divine Saviour’,
Marx observes dryly: ‘That His Majesty “goes while looking upwards to God”
“to complete what has been begun, to carry out what has been prepared”,
does not seem to offer a good prospect for either the completion or the carrying out. In order to complete what has been begun and to carry out what has
been prepared one must keep one’s eyes ﬁrmly ﬁxed on what has been begun
and prepared and not look away from these objects to gaze into the blue sky.’31
I can well imagine the laughter of the eager readers of Marx’s pieces and the
white rage of the king and his sycophants.
In the process, the Bible and theology become weapons against rulingclass privilege.32 In the backward German situation, the ruling class was
made up largely of the older nobility, so they are criticised extensively. For
instance, against the law which censors anonymous writers, Marx points out:
‘Moreover, when Adam gave names to all the animals in paradise, he forgot to give names to the German newspaper correspondents, and they will
remain nameless in saecula saeculorum’.33 More substantially, in his ﬁrst piece
for the Rheinische Zeitung34 he keeps returning to make theological jabs at his
opponent (apparently a speaker in the Rhine provincial assembly). To begin
with, this speaker argues that freedom of the press in other countries gives
free licence to all manner of boorish political debate. Apart from England and
the Netherlands, Switzerland is snobbishly dismissed (at the hands of the
speaker) for its party-quarrels in the newspapers. What can you expect, he
points out, when they use animal parts – such as the ‘claw-men’ and ‘hornmen’ – as names for their parties? Marx swoops:
But there is a press which he will hardly want to subject to censorship: we
refer to the holy press, the Bible. Does this not divide all mankind into the two
great parties of sheep and goats? Does not God Himself describe his attitude

31. Marx 1844i, pp. 209–10; Marx 1844j, p. 441.
32. That the Bible is such a ready tool for political satire and polemic should come
as no surprise, since it contains a good deal of such polemic and has been used for this
purpose for centuries. See especially the useful study by Weisman 1998.
33. Marx 1842l, p. 178; Marx 1842m, p. 166.
34. With the long-winded title, ‘Proceedings of the Sixth Rhine Province Assembly:
Debates on Freedom of the Press and Publication of the Proceedings of the Assembly
of the Estates’, it actually appeared in a series of instalments between 5–19 May 1842
(Marx 1842l; Marx 1842m).
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to the houses of Judah and Israel in the following terms: I shall be to the
house of Judah as a moth and the house of Israel as a maggot?35

The references are to the apocalyptic parable in Matthew 25:31–33 and Hosea
5:12. Add to this the earlier allusion, ‘By their fruits ye shall know them’,36
and we start to see that Marx uses the Bible against this noble speaker of the
Assembly precisely because it is a sacred text, one that was used to shore up
the tradition of privilege, wealth and power. This close connection between
the assumptions of the aristocratic rump of the ruling class and Christianity
often draws from Marx not merely irony but white fury. These purveyors of
inherited superiority may keep their ‘emotional affection’ and ‘fantastically
extravagant unction’37 in check, hiding behind the nonchalant and sober exterior of privilege. But, every now and then, the religious side comes forth, and
Marx cannot stand it. He ﬁres off one insult after another: it is mystical, arbitrary, base, fantastical, imaginary, other-worldly, and a sham, for it functions
as a ‘holy cloak’ for secular, political aims. It is no wonder that the communists tended to be atheists.
By contrast in England – ‘that land of Mammon’38 – in which Marx and the
family made their home and where he undertook his economic studies, the
ruling class was the result of a fractious alliance between the old aristocracy
and the newly powerful bourgeoisie keen to flex its muscles. When directed
against the bourgeoisie, the polemic becomes directly economic. One of the
best examples comes from the auspicious opening address to the inaugural
meeting of the International Working Men’s Association. Proclaiming the
success of the Ten Hours’ Bill as a high-point of working-class action, Marx
draws on the Bible: ‘Through their most notorious organs of science, such
as Dr. Ure, Professor Senior, and other sages of that stamp, the middle-class
had predicted, and to their heart’s content proved, that any legal restriction
of the hours of labour must sound the death knell of British industry, which,
vampire-like, could but live by sucking blood, and children’s blood, too. In
olden times, child murder was a mysterious rite of the religion of Moloch, but
it was practiced on some very solemn occasions only, once a year perhaps,

35.
36.
37.
38.

Marx 1842l, p. 144; Marx 1842m, p. 133.
Ibid. Here the biblical reference is to Matthew 7:20.
Marx 1842l, p. 152; Marx 1842m, p. 140.
Marx 1877g, p. 283; Marx 1877h, p. 302.
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and then Moloch had no exclusive bias for the children of the poor.’39 Moloch
(or Molech or Milcom) is one of the ancient Near-Eastern gods who appear in
the mythical and legendary accounts of the Old Testament.40 ‘To burn one’s
son or daughter as an offering to Molech’ (or as the older King James version
has it, ‘to pass through the ﬁre to Molech’) became proverbial as the lowest act
one could commit. For Marx, however, the dreadfully barbaric Ammonites
– the main worshippers of Moloch – appear in a much better light than the
factory-owners. The former might have demanded a few children once a year
on a solemn occasion, but the factory-operators demand poor children every
hour of the day.41
39. Marx 1864a, pp. 10–11. See also Marx 1840–1a, p. 104; Marx 1840–1b, p. 90; Marx
and Engels 1845a, p. 21; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 21; Marx 1845a, p. 266; Marx 1882a,
p. 234; Marx 1882b, p. 54; Marx 1855a, p. 95; Marx 1855b, pp. 132–3; Marx 1859a, p. 294;
Marx and Engels 1848f, p. 264; Marx and Engels 1848g, p. 251; Engels 1846a, p. 474;
Engels 1846b, p. 405; Engels 1893e, p. 234; Engels 1893f, p. 171; Eichhoff 1868, p. 330.
40. On Moloch, see Leviticus 18:21; 20:2–5; 1 Kings 11:7; 2 Kings 23:10; Jeremiah
32:35; Amos 5:26; Acts 7:43. Also, for Milcom, see 1 Kings 11:5, 33; 2 Kings 23:13. The
variation between Moloch, Molech and Milcom comes from the different arrangement
of the vowels (Hebrew vowels appeared much later than the consonants). So with the
root mlch one may obtain a number of different words depending of which vowels you
slip in between the consonants. The accounts are largely mythical and legendary and
provide little actual historical data.
41. I had originally set out to provide a full appendix of all the theological allusions and references in the work of Marx and Engels, but that would have become a
massive work on its own. So I have reconciled myself to listing further examples in
each category. It approaches a complete inventory. Marx 1842l, pp. 146, 168–9; Marx
1842m, pp. 134, 156–7; Marx 1844c, p. 178; Marx 1844d, p. 381; Marx 1844e, pp. 191, 198;
Marx 1844f, pp. 394, 401–2; Marx 1842n, pp. 230–1, 258; Marx 1842o, pp. 205, 232; Marx
1843i, p. 369; Marx 1843j, p. 359; Marx 1842z, p. 384; Marx 1842aa, p. 399; Marx 1842dd,
p. 390; Marx 1842ee, p. 406; Marx 1848a, p. 154; Marx 1848b, p. 102; Marx 1858e, pp.
56–7; Marx 1859b, p. 272; Marx 1859c, pp. 439–40; Marx 1859d, pp. 444–5; Marx 1860c,
p. 161; Marx 1860d, p. 518; Marx 1860a, p. 330; Marx 1862g, p. 131; Marx 1862h, p. 434;
Marx 1862i, p. 240; Marx 1862j, p. 545; Marx 1861i, p. 286; Marx 1861j, p. 165; Marx
1857f, p. 5; Marx 1856b, p. 106; Marx 1856c, p. 156; Marx 1857b, p. 219; Marx 1857c, p.
216; Marx 1857e, p. 296; Marx 1871a, pp. 317, 325, 353; Marx 1871b, pp. 325, 333, 360;
Marx 1858i, p. 482; Marx 1871e, p. 501; Marx 1871f, p. 559; Marx 1858d, p. 518; Marx
1877e, p. 275; Marx 1877f, p. 294; (also Marx 1868j, p. 148; Marx 1868k, p. 574; Engels
1865a, p. 58; Engels 1865b, p. 58; Engels 1868c, p. 509; Engels 1868d, p. 531; Engels 1849j,
p. 252; Engels 1862b, p. 428; Engels 1862c, p. 299; Marx (Jenny senior) 1876a, p. 442; Marx
(Jenny senior) 1876b, p. 520); Marx 1872b, p. 255; Marx 1872c, p. 160; Marx 1870a; Marx
1870b; Marx 1861–3f, p. 400; Engels 1840c, p. 97; Engels 1840d, p. 129; Engels 1844f,
pp. 491, 493, 503–4; Engels 1844g, pp. 571–3, 582–3; Engels 1844a, pp. 525–6; Engels
1843e, p. 393; Engels 1853e, pp. 307, 310; Engels 1853f, pp. 579, 581; Engels 1872–3a,
p. 322; Engels 1872–3b, p. 218; Engels 1882o, p. 349; Engels 1882p, p. 381; Engels 1885g,
p. 304; Engels 1885h, p. 331; Engels 1885i, p. 361; Engels 1885j, p. 397; Engels 1851i,
p. 392; Engels 1851j, p. 287; Engels 1845–6, pp. 20, 24–5, 30–1; Engels 1847k, p. 94;
Engels 1847l, p. 60; Engels 1847i, pp. 235–49; Engels 1847j, pp. 207–22; Engels 1847h,
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Clergy as part of a corrupt ruling class
A good dose of anticlericalism never goes astray and Marx and Engels do
not disappoint. By and large, the clergy fell into two groups: either they
hung onto the vestiges of feudalism and saw themselves as part of the ruling
classes, supporting king and nobility, or they had become part of the newer
class-conﬁgurations where they found themselves among the petty bureaucrats and state-employees such as schoolmasters and lawyers. All too often,
we ﬁnd them in precisely such a grouping when Marx and Engels roll out a
list of reactionary opponents and impediments to communist agitation, especially when it took the form of the International. So Marx writes, ‘In the eyes
of these honest advocates of religion, order, the family and property the crime

pp. 283, 287; Engels 1847a, pp. 362–3; Engels 1847b, p. 386; Engels 1847c; Engels 1847d;
Marx 1847c, p. 405; Marx 1847d, p. 422; Marx 1848bb, p. 455; Marx 1848cc, p. 447;
Marx and Engels 1848v, p. 487; Marx and Engels 1848w, p. 465; Engels 1848c, pp.
527–8; Engels 1848d, pp. 501–2; Marx and Engels 1848hh, p. 451; Marx and Engels
1848mm, p. 66; Marx and Engels 1848nn, p. 57; Marx and Engels 1848h, p. 68; Marx
and Engels 1848i, p. 59; Marx and Engels 1848oo, p. 103; Marx and Engels 1848pp, p.
93; Marx and Engels 1848l, p. 108; Marx and Engels 1848m, p. 97; Marx and Engels
1848r, p. 112; Marx and Engels 1848s, p. 101; Marx and Engels 1848d, pp. 280–2; Marx
and Engels 1848e, pp. 265–7; Marx and Engels 1848kk, pp. 310–11; Marx and Engels
1848ll, pp. 296–7; Marx and Engels 1848ff, p. 324; Marx and Engels 1848gg, p. 308;
Marx and Engels 1848n, pp. 377, 380; Marx and Engels 1848o, pp. 359, 362; Marx and
Engels 1848a; Marx 1848y, pp. 464–5; Marx 1848z, p. 421; Marx 1848w; Marx 1848x;
Marx 1848u; Marx 1848v; Marx 1848s, p. 489; Marx 1848t, p. 444; Marx 1848e; Marx
1848f; Marx 1848m, p. 38; Marx 1848n, p. 32; Marx 1848c; Marx 1848d; Marx 1848o,
p. 75; Marx 1848p, p. 56; Marx 1848dd, p. 81; Marx 1848ee, p. 62; Engels 1848a, pp.
67, 73; Engels 1848b, pp. 47, 53; Marx and Engels 1848ii, pp. 90, 92; Marx and Engels
1848jj, pp. 71, 73; Marx and Engels 1848z, p. 94; Marx and Engels 1848aa, p. 75; Marx
1848a, pp. 159–61, 170, 174, 178; Marx 1848b, pp. 106–7, 115, 119–20, 124; Marx 1848q,
p. 197; Marx 1848r, p. 138; Marx 1849g, p. 258; Marx 1849h, p. 187; Marx 1849c, pp.
273–4; 1849d, pp. 201–2; Marx and Engels 1849c, p. 310; Marx and Engels 1849d, p. 227;
Marx and Engels 1849a, p. 23; Marx and Engels 1849b, p. 333; Marx 1849e, pp. 66–9;
Marx 1849f, pp. 347–50; Engels 1849g, p. 94; Engels 1850e, pp. 14–15; Marx 1850a, pp.
55, 60, 77, 83, 118, 124–5, 131, 141; Marx 1850b, pp. 19, 24, 40–1, 47, 81, 87–8, 94, 104;
Marx and Engels 1850a, pp. 257–8; Marx and Engels 1850b, pp. 213–14; Engels 1850c,
pp. 292–5; Engels 1850d, pp. 235–8; Marx and Engels 1850g, p. 332; Marx and Engels
1850h, p. 287; Engels 1850i, pp. 363–4; Engels 1851–2, p. 5; Marx 1852c, pp. 105–6, 125,
132, 141, 158, 169–70, 196–7; Marx 1852d, pp. 116–18, 137, 143, 152, 170, 181–2, 206–7;
Marx 1853o, pp. 408, 412, 421, 457; Marx 1853p, pp. 419, 423, 432, 469; Marx 1853h,
p. 185; Marx 1853n, p. 464; Marx 1854j, p. 155; Marx 1854a, p. 197; Marx 1855p, p. 577;
Marx 1855q, p. 607; Marx and Engels 1855a, p. 616; Marx and Engels 1855b, p. 19; Marx
1855v; Marx 1855w; Marx 1855z, p. 57; Marx 1855aa, p. 98; Marx 1855r, p. 239; Marx
1855s, p. 265; Marx 1855h, p. 244; Marx 1855i, p. 269; Marx 1875c, pp. 52–3; Marx 1875d,
pp. 569–70; Marx 1878b, p. 247; Marx (Jenny senior) 1844, p. 580; Marx (Jenny junior)
1870a, p. 423; Marx (Jenny junior) 1870b, p. 586; Marx (Jenny junior) 1871a, p. 631.
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of falsification is not even a peccadillo’.42 At times Marx felt as though they
were lining-up all too gleefully to attack him and his family: ‘During the past
few days I have been pressed very hard by the baker, cheesemonger, assessed
taxes, God and the Devil’.43
It is no wonder that we come across regular pieces of pure anticlericalism.
Given his background, Engels could produce some delightful observations:
‘In the countryside and in the towns of England nothing is more hateful and
more contemptible to the people than a Church of England parson’.44 The parsons were a bad lot, seeking favours from the decrepit aristocracy and, more
often, the newly wealthy owners of factories, mills and mines. They tended to
care little for their flocks and a great deal for their own comfort. The situation
in England was exacerbated by the fact that dissenting ministers were often
far closer to the people.
One more example: in their extended discussion of the priest Rudolph in
Eugene Sue’s novel Fleur du Marie, Marx and Engels write:
He [Rudolph] wants to teach him to pray. He wants to convert the Herculean
robber into a monk whose only work is prayer. Compared with this Christian
cruelty, how humane is the ordinary penal theory that just chops a man’s
head off when it wants to destroy him.45

Knowing the church and its apparatchiks all too well I can only nod my assent
to such comments. With some two millennia of honing its skills, the church
is able to pinpoint one’s most vulnerable spot, hold onto it and then stretch
it to breaking-point on the rack.46 This Christian cruelty renders all external

42. Marx 1871c, p. 291; Marx 1871d, p. 301.
43. Marx 1868f, p. 62; Marx 1868g, p. 114.
44. Engels 1844f, pp. 502–3; Engels 1844g, pp. 581–3. See also: ‘At present, however,
the mere cry: “He’s a parson!” is often enough to drive one of the clergy from the platform of a public meeting’ (Engels 1846a, p. 421; Engels 1846b, p. 353). Here is Marx:
‘They know now, from the ofﬁcial declaration of Mr. Bruce, the liberal Home Minister, in the House of Commons – ﬁrstly, that without going through the premonitory
process of reading the Riot Act, any country magistrate, some fox-hunter or parson,
has the right to order the troops to ﬁre on what he may please to consider a riotous
mob; and, secondly, that the soldier may give ﬁre on his own hook, on the plea of selfdefence’ (Marx 1869e, p. 81).
45. Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 179; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 190.
46. As Marx points out, ‘General exploitation of communal human nature, just as
every imperfection in man, is a bond with heaven – giving the priest access to his
heart’ (Marx 1844g, p. 307; Marx 1844h, p. 547).
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forms of torture crude and ineffective (although it has never hesitated to use
these too).
All the same, we need to reiterate the old point that it is one thing to attack a
corrupt and venal clergy for its support of the ruling classes, for its condoning
of exploitation and repression, and for its sheer reactionary nature. But it is
another thing to recognise that many groups and individuals belong to what
may be called the religious Left, especially the various Christian communists,
socialists and anarchists. I am saying nothing new by pointing out that the
churches are by no means monolithic and that they are multifarious institutions, often struggling within themselves over these matters.47

47. See further Boer 2007b and Löwy 1988, 1996. Here are the remaining references
for the clergy as part of the corrupt ruling classes: Marx 1842l, pp. 174–6; Marx 1842m,
pp. 162–4; Marx 1842r, p. 294; Marx 1842s, p. 274; Marx 1844g, p. 241; Marx 1844h,
p. 477; Marx 1858h, p. 99; Marx 1861e, p. 130; Marx 1861f, p. 433; Marx 1871a, p. 332;
Marx 1871b, p. 339; Marx 1857d, pp. 353, 356; Marx 1871e, pp. 485, 502; Marx 1871f, pp.
541, 560; Marx 1866i, p. 338; Marx 1866j, p. 268; Marx 1872d, pp. 223, 225; Marx 1872e,
pp. 133, 135; Marx 1861–3a, pp. 205, 290; Marx 1861–3h, pp. 195, 285; Marx 1861–3g,
p. 154; Marx 1861–3b, pp. 30, 33, 184, 194–7; Marx 1861–3c, pp. 145, 148, 271–4; Marx
1875e, pp. 84–5; Marx 1875f, pp. 8–9; Marx 1894a, pp. 595, 607; Marx 1894b, pp. 614,
626. Marx and Engels 1845a, pp. 168–76; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp. 178–87; Engels
1844f, pp. 501–4, 512; Engels 1844g, pp. 580–3, 591; Engels 1846a; Engels 1846b, pp.
492–3; Engels 1845c; Engels 1856c, p. 49; Engels 1856d, p. 56; Engels 1871e, p. 58; Engels
1872c, p. 64; Engels 1872d, p. 475; Engels 1868g, p. 137; Engels 1868h, p. 184; Engels
1869b, p. 246; Engels 1869c, pp. 286–7; Engels 1872–3a, p. 318; Engels 1872–3b, p. 214;
Engels 1871f, p. 145; Engels 1871g, p. 220; Engels 1884g, p. 216; Engels 1884h, p. 233;
Engels 1895a, pp. 446–7; Engels 1895b, p. 412; Engels 1840m; Engels 1840n; Engels
1839p, p. 449; Engels 1839q, p. 396; Engels 1840e, pp. 73–4; Engels 1840f, pp. 87–8;
Engels 1865a, p. 47; Engels 1865b, p. 47; Marx 1847h, p. 179; Marx 1847i, p. 145; Engels
1847g, pp. 217–19; Marx 1847a, pp. 222–34; Marx 1847b, pp. 193–203; Marx and Engels
1848v, pp. 481, 494–5, 508; Marx and Engels 1848w, pp. 461, 472–3, 483–4; Engels 1848c,
pp. 524–5; Engels 1848d, pp. 498–9; Marx 1848k, p. 537; Marx 1848l, p. 511; Marx and
Engels 1848bb, p. 546; Marx and Engels 1848cc, p. 520; Marx and Engels 1848b, pp.
80–5; Marx and Engels 1848c, pp. 71–6; Marx and Engels 1848dd; Marx and Engels
1848ee; Marx and Engels 1848t, p. 385; Marx and Engels 1848u, p. 366; Marx and Engels
1848a; Engels 1848i, pp. 109–10; Engels 1848g, p. 85; Engels 1848h, p. 66; Marx 1849k, p.
385; Marx 1849l, p. 293; Engels 1849c, p. 137; Engels 1849d, p. 374; Engels 1850a, p. 155;
Engels 1850b, p. 116; Engels 1850h, p. 272; Marx 1851a, p. 570; Engels 1851–2, pp. 23–4,
28, 35; Marx 1852c, pp. 110–14, 126–8, 135, 138–42, 150, 171, 181–3, 192–4; Marx 1852d,
pp. 121–5, 137–9, 147, 149–56, 162, 183, 194–5, 202–4; Marx 1852e, p. 331; Marx 1852a,
p. 334; Marx 1852b, pp. 342–4; Marx 1852f, p. 350; Marx 1853b, p. 517; Marx 1853m;
Marx 1855jj; Marx 1855kk; Marx 1855e, p. 599; Marx 1855ff, pp. 51–2; Marx 1855gg,
pp. 93–4; Marx 1855l, p. 64; Marx 1855m, p. 105; Marx 1855a, p. 95; Marx 1855b, pp.
132–3; Engels 1882g; Engels 1882h; Marx 1863a, p. 468; Marx 1863b, p. 342; Marx (Jenny
senior) 1866a, pp. 571–2; Marx (Jenny senior) 1866b, p. 587; Marx (Jenny senior) 1867a;
Marx (Jenny senior) 1867b; Marx (Jenny junior) 1870a, p. 440; Marx (Jenny junior)
1870b, p. 600; Marx (Eleanor) 1876a, p. 444; Marx (Eleanor) 1876b, p. 522.
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Economic allusions
So much for the attacks levelled at various layers of the ruling class. There are,
however, other uses of the Bible and theology that make the whole situation
far more complex. A sizeable group falls into the category of economic allusions. The ﬁrst volume of Capital is peppered with these types of allusions,
although we ﬁnd them less frequently in the other two volumes.
As tends to happen with one who writes so much and at such a pace, some
favoured motifs and turns of phrase keep recurring in Marx’s texts. These
include images such as the inversion which stands an idea on its feet, or
Marx’s love of flowers being plucked and chains being broken. He also had
his favourite biblical texts:
Thus political economy – despite its worldly and voluptuous appearance – is
a true moral science, the most moral of all the sciences. Self-renunciation, the
renunciation of life and of all human needs, is its principal thesis. The less
you eat, drink and buy books; the less you go to the theatre, the dance hall,
the public house; the less you think, love, theorise, sing, paint, fence, etc., the
more you save – the greater becomes your treasure which neither moths nor
rust will devour [den weder Motten noch Raub fressen] – your capital.48

Such a glorious passage gains an added dimension in light of the fact that
Marx was notoriously hopeless with money, spending when he had a little
without thought for tomorrow, more often in debt than not, so much so that
he and Jenny had to ﬁght off creditors again and again. Most of the time they
simply could not afford to sing, dance and go to the theatre, so I suspect that
passages such as these express a utopian wish for something beyond their
reach.
The biblical reference is to a saying placed in Jesus’s mouth by both the Gospels of Matthew and Luke: ‘Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth,
where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal, but lay

48. Marx 1844g, p. 309; Marx 1844h, p. 546. See also: ‘He [Bruno Bauer] could just
as well . . . call theology heavenly political economy . . . since it is the theory of the production, distribution, exchange and consumption of “spiritual wealth” and of the treasures
of heaven’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 110; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp. 116–17). ‘Our
readers will then ﬁnd out how the “treasures” are obtained that neither “moths nor
rust” doth corrupt and they will learn in which way the economic background of the
“loyal way of thinking” is acquired’ (Marx 1848y, pp. 464–5; Marx 1848z, p. 421). See
also Marx 1842h, p. 199; Marx 1842i, p. 186; Marx 1859a, pp. 362–3, 457.
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up for yourselves treasure in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes
and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there
will your heart be also.’49 Marx has captured the sense of this saying rather
well. It appears in the context of a collection of sayings concerning prayer,
fasting and the need not to worry. The saying that follows50 draws as a consequence the point that one should not worry about food or clothes or where
one is to live, for the birds of the air and lilies of the ﬁeld care not for these
things but receive them all from God. One’s heart is all too often where one’s
treasure is. But, then, Marx gives it one of his characteristic twists, for it is not
the treasure in heaven of which he speaks but treasure on earth. Yet this is no
ordinary treasure, a hoard of material possessions that could rot, burn, turn to
mould or be eaten by vermin. It is that ‘eternal’ treasure known as capital.
More substantial is the use of what I call the Feuerbachian inversion. I will
have much to say on this inversion in the chapters on Feuerbach and fetishism, but what is striking about it is the way a theological argument makes
the transition to economics within Marx’s own text. Feuerbach argued that
the understanding of religion was topsy-turvy: it is not that God or the gods
exist prior to human beings who are their creation and who therefore remain
subject to God. Rather, human beings create the gods. They extrapolate their
best and project them into the beyond, so much so that God appears as a
distinct and superior being. Once created, this being becomes far superior
to human beings, who worship it, attribute creative powers to it and seek
its favour. Marx took this argument and gradually turned it into a materialist argument, modifying it, using it over and again in many places. But
what I search for is the transition from theology to economics. Marx does not
disappoint:
If man attributes an independent existence, clothed in a religious form, to his
relationship to his own nature, to external nature and to other men so that he
is dominated by these notions, then he requires priests and their labour. With
the disappearance of the religious form of consciousness and of these relationships, the labour of the priests will likewise cease to enter into the social
process of production. The labour of priests will end with the existence of
the priests themselves and, in the same way, the labour which the capitalist

49. Matthew 6:19–21; see also Luke 12:33–4.
50. Matthew 6:25–34. Luke 12:22–34 rolls both sayings into one.
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performs qua capitalist, or causes to be performed by someone else, will end
together with the existence of the capitalists.51

The parallel is explicit: priests and their labour are analogous to capitalists
and their labour. In the same way that the labour of the priests slips away
when priests themselves drop out of the picture, so also will the labour of
capitalists disappear. Is this not tautological? It is until we bring in a missing feature of the parallel: the reason for that labour. Marx lays out what the
priests’ labour involves, namely, religion – or, in his circumlocution, the independent existence of one’s relationship to one’s own nature, external nature
and other people, which is clothed in religious form; or, more concisely, the
religious form of consciousness. The priest’s labour, then, consists in dealing
with this religious system that human beings conjure out of themselves. This
is where we need to ﬁll in the missing item, which is nothing other than capitalism. This too is a system produced out of the relationship between human
beings and themselves, nature and other people. And, like religion, it is a
system that dominates one’s everyday life. Let me return to the circumlocution. Marx could have simply stated that priests and religion are analogous to
capitalism and capitalists. Why use the circumlocution? It makes explicit the
Feuerbachian move in which religion is a product and projection of human
bodies and minds. But then so is capitalism as an abstract category. Now, we
might expect that such an argument comes out of Marx’s early texts – say,
the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. Not so, for it comes from the
endless manuscript of 1861–3. Running into thousands of pages, it is where
Marx did most of the groundwork for Capital itself. What it does is enable
Marx to shift the Feuerbachian inversion from its initial theological context to
economics. In case we might suspect that Marx later discarded the plank that
allowed him to walk from theology to economics, then the following example
from the ﬁrst volume of Capital should put that suspicion to rest: ‘Thus the
linen acquires a value form different from its physical form. The fact that it is
value, is made manifest by its equality with the coat, just as the sheep’s nature
of a Christian is shown in his resemblance to the Lamb of God’.52
51. Marx 1861–3d, p. 496; Marx 1861–3e, pp. 486–7.
52. Marx 1867a, p. 62; Marx 1867b, p. 66. The allusion is to John 1:29. See also: ‘In
order, therefore, that a commodity may in practice act effectively as exchange-value, it
must quit its bodily shape, must transform itself from mere imaginary into real gold,
although to the commodity such transubstantiation may be more difﬁcult than to the
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On a different note, ever since I ﬁrst read Capital more than twenty years
ago, I have always been intrigued by the use of the family-bible in the list
of everyday exchangeable items. Along with the famous piece of linen and
the coat, they form part of Marx’s effort to provide concrete examples for his
theory. But I suspect they were also the sorts of things Marx would cart off to
the pawnbroker at regular intervals when they were short of food or rent was
due. Here is the ﬁrst appearance of the Bible:
Let us now accompany the owner of some commodity – say, our old friend
the weaver of linen – to the scene of action, the market. His 20 yards of linen
has a deﬁnite price, £2. He exchanges it for the £2, and then, like a man of
the good old stamp that he is, he parts with the £2 for a family Bible of the
same price. The linen, which in his eyes is a mere commodity, a depository
of value, he alienates in exchange for gold, which is the linen’s value-form,
and this form he again parts with for another commodity, the Bible, which
is destined to enter his house as an object of utility and of ediﬁcation to its
inmates.53

Once the Bible enters the equation, it stays there for the next dozen or so pages
as Marx works towards his crucial formula, namely, C-M-C. We may write
this appearance off as a convenient and everyday example and leave it at that,
but I would suggest that it is a signal of the pervasive presence of the Bible
and its texts throughout Capital and indeed Marx’s writings as a whole.54

Hegelian “concept,” the transition from “necessity” to “freedom,” or to a lobster the
casting of his shell, or to Saint Jerome the putting off of the old Adam’ (Marx 1867a, pp.
112–13; Marx 1867b, pp. 117–18). Or from the third volume, ‘The monetary system is
essentially a Catholic institution, the credit system essentially Protestant. “The Scotch
hate gold.” In the form of paper the monetary existence of commodities is only a social
one. It is Faith that brings salvation. Faith in money-value as the immanent spirit of
commodities, faith in the mode of production and its predestined order, faith in the
individual agents of production as mere personiﬁcations of self-expanding capital. But
the credit system does not emancipate itself from the basis of the monetary system any
more than Protestantism has emancipated itself from the foundations of Catholicism.’
(Marx 1894a, p. 587; Marx 1894b, p. 606). As a further example, there is this use of the
inversion from the endless manuscript of 1861–3: ‘It is clear, therefore, that the worker
cannot enrich himself through this exchange, since in exchange for the available value
magnitude of his labour capacity he surrenders its creative power like Esau his birthright for a mess of pottage’ (Marx 1861–3a, p. 160; Marx 1861–3h, p. 152).
53. Marx 1867a, pp. 114–15; Marx 1867b, pp. 119–20.
54. Here are the remaining economic allusions: Marx 1844g, pp. 271, 307; Marx
1844h, pp. 511, 547; Marx 1860e, p. 342; Marx 1853dd, p. 381; Marx 1865a, p. 27;
Marx 1865b, p. 26; Marx 1869a, p. 53; Marx 1869c, pp. 57–8; Marx 1869d, pp. 359–60;
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Against other opponents
We have already seen Marx and Engels use the Bible and theology as a
resource against the press, various elements of the ruling class and the
church. Yet they do not restrict their polemical use of theology to these groups.
Others also turn up, such as philosophers like Comte and Proudhon, or opponents within the communist movement, or members of the young Hegelians
such as Bruno Bauer. However, the reason I have gathered them here is that
they begin to reveal a tendency in relation to the Bible and theology. Indeed,
as we will see in the next section, this bottomless resource is every now and
then appropriated in a positive way. I do not mean that they buy into the Bible
and its associated religious assumptions. Rather, they link their arms with
whatever allusion comes from the Bible, placing themselves on its side.
For example, opponents within the communist movement often end up
being compared unfavourably with one or other character or motif from the
Bible. So the much-vaunted prophetic gifts of Herr Vogt – to whom Marx
devoted a large polemical volume – end up being no better than the speaking ass in the story of Balaam in Numbers 22:21–33.55 While Hermann Kriege
is the ‘apostle of love [Liebesapostel]’,56 Gottfried Kinkel, leader among the
German refugees in London, is described as ‘Jesus Christ-Kinkel’, or the
‘theologising belletristic Kinkel’ who had the habit of adopting a pose that

Marx 1865c, p. 105; Marx 1858g, pp. 512–13; (also Marx 1894a, pp. 392–4; Marx 1894b,
pp. 407–9; Marx 1851j, pp. 423–4; Marx 1851k, p. 313; Marx 1857–8b, pp. 218–19); Marx
1861–3a, pp. 306–10; Marx 1861–3h, pp. 302–5; Marx 1861–3b, p. 184; Marx 1861–3c,
p. 148; Marx 1877g, p. 283; Marx 1877h, p. 302; Marx 1861–3f, p. 397; Marx 1861–3g, pp.
406–7; Marx 1867a, p. 97; Marx 1867b, p. 101; Marx 1885a, p. 390; Marx 1885b, p. 390;
Marx 1894a, pp. 244, 328; Marx 1894b, pp. 256, 342; Engels 1844j, p. 439; Engels 1844k,
p. 520; Engels 1844b, pp. 451, 457–61; Engels 1844c, pp. 532, 538–43; Engels 1862a, p.
374; Engels 1872–3a, pp. 323, 331, 341, 353; Engels 1872–3b, pp. 219, 227, 236–7, 249;
Engels 1851a, p. 280; Engels 1851b, p. 180; Engels 1851e; Engels 1851f; Engels 1869d,
p. 382; Engels 1869e, p. 400; Marx 1857–8a, pp. 18, 25, 43, 154, 162–4, 192, 233, 251, 257,
401, 408, 464, 529; Marx 1857–8c, pp. 20, 23, 40, 148, 156–8, 185–6, 228, 245, 250, 385,
392, 446, 512; Marx 1857–8b, pp. 149, 177, 215–16, 218; Marx 1859a, p. 278, 294, 299, 303,
359, 363–4, 374, 387, 389, 446, 448–9, 457, 475, 481; Marx 1867a, pp. 142–3, 146, 149, 162,
165–6, 186, 189, 202–3, 242, 250, 257, 260, 266, 270–1, 300, 314, 366, 375, 377–8, 412, 440,
471–2, 488, 580, 589–91, 605–6, 611–13, 616, 638, 640–1, 663–4, 668, 683, 704, 711–12, 733,
738–45; Marx 1867b, pp. 146–7, 149, 152, 166, 169–70, 189, 194, 206–7, 248, 257, 264, 267,
274, 279–80, 313, 328, 382, 393, 395, 431, 461, 492–3, 510, 607, 619–21, 636–7, 644–6, 649,
673, 675–6, 700–1, 705, 721, 741, 748–50, 772–3, 777–85.
55. Marx 1860c, p. 72; Marx 1860d, p. 432.
56. Marx and Engels 1846a, p. 50; Marx and Engels 1846b, p. 17.
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was ‘a synthesis of the “dying gladiator” and “Christ cruciﬁed” ’.57 A more
positive use of the Bible emerges in a comment against Freiligrath: ‘Does the
brute believe that I couldn’t, if so minded, immerse him up to the eyebrows in
the lake of brimstone [Schwefelpfuhl]?’58 The allusion is to Revelation 20:10, but
here Freiligrath becomes the Beast of Revelation and Marx joins forces with
the returning Christ. In my last example, Marx takes on the rôle of King David
in relation to Uriah the Hittite: ‘I thought it necessary to write to you about it
1. because you knew Heise well enough, 2. because he wrote to me, humbly
asking to be recommended to you and I didn’t want to give him a letter of
Uriah’.59 The allusion is to 2 Samuel 11:14–15, although Marx appropriates a
rather ambiguous ﬁgure, for David was known as much for his devious dealings and brutal self-advancement as for his legendary status as the great king
of ancient Israel.
Part of the reason for such polemic was that Marx everywhere encountered
the Christian background of the communist movement. The League of the
Just, the organisation Marx and Engels ﬁrst joined, stated that it was ‘based
on the ideals of love of one’s neighbour, equality and justice’ – a rather biblical motto. Formed in 1836, the League of the Just was heavily influenced
by the currents of French socialism with its distinct Christian flavour. Marx
and Engels joined it in 1847 and were influential in changing its name to the
‘Communist League’. But this did not stop those who had espoused Christiancommunist ideals from continuing their work. It also meant that Marx and
Engels waged a constant battle to rid the movement of this religious element.
For example, Wilhelm Weitling, who had done an extraordinary amount of
groundwork in establishing the League and who appears as a signatory to
early circulars from the International, became a constant target. As one example: ‘Then Weitling took the floor and proceeded to prove that Jesus Christ

57. In sequence, Marx 1851d, p. 323; Marx 1851e, p. 226; Marx 1851h; Marx 1851i;
Marx 1861k, p. 311; Marx 1861l, p. 189. See also Marx 1851l, pp. 428–9; Marx 1851m, pp.
574–5; Marx 1851p, p. 483; Marx 1851q, p. 363; Marx 1851r, p. 501; Marx 1851s, p. 590;
Marx 1852g, p. 42; Marx 1852h, p. 494.
58. Marx 1860f, p. 36; Marx 1860g, p. 32.
59. Marx 1854o, p. 442; Marx 1854p, p. 350. Not one to miss the opportunity of
using a good allusion more than once, Marx refers to Uriah once again in regard to
C. Schramm and a letter he was carrying from Marx establishing the latter’s bona ﬁdes
(Marx 1851n, p. 467; Marx 1851o, p. 351).
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was the ﬁrst communist and his successor none other than the well-known
Wilhelm Weitling’.60
Apart from the opposition-press and sundry philosophers,61 the great target is the young Hegelians, especially Bruno Bauer. Both The Holy Family
and The German Ideology have multiple biblical and theological references on
page after page. At this point both Marx and Engels are keen to show how
theological Bauer really is, especially with his theory of self-consciousness, so
they draw upon one theological motif after another, each time stitching Bauer
ever more closely in with the Bible. I will have more to say on Bauer in a later
chapter, so I restrict myself to one example:
Critical Criticism, however superior to the mass it deems itself, nevertheless
has boundless pity for the mass. And Criticism so loved the mass that it sent
its only begotten son, that all who believe in him may not be lost, but may
have Critical life. Criticism was made mass and dwells amongst us and we
behold its glory, the glory of the only begotten son of the father.62

I have touched on a couple of themes that will become familiar as the book
proceeds, especially the struggles over the theological nature of the early communist movement, the titanic effort against Bruno Bauer and a use of the Bible
that will become more complex as I move on. I have had to restrict the number
of examples given, but, by this stage, it should be clear that this allusive use of
the Bible and theology was no means a peripheral practice.63

60. Marx 1853z, p. 296; Marx 1853aa, p. 229.
61. For further references, see note 63.
62. Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 9; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 9. The allusion is to the
well-known texts of John 3:16 and John 1:14.
63. Here are the remaining theological allusions and references against other
opponents: Marx 1843e, pp. 325–6; Marx 1843f, pp. 343–4; Marx 1843i, p. 368; Marx
1843j, p. 358; Marx 1843o, p. 372; Marx 1843p, p. 362; Marx 1858a, p. 78 (also Engels
1859c, p. 327); Marx 1860c, pp. 228, 243; Marx 1860d, pp. 583, 600; Engels 1859d, p. 370;
Engels 1859e, p. 568; Marx 1851l, p. 428; Marx 1851m, p. 574; Marx 1852i, p. 73; Marx
1852j, p. 43; Engels 1851g; Engels 1851h; Marx 1852k, p. 269; Marx 1852l, p. 568; Marx
1853dd, p. 349; Marx 1859k, p. 535; Marx 1859l, p. 513; Marx 1861i, p. 286; Marx 1861j,
p. 165; Marx 1856a, p. 115; Marx 1866e, p. 274; Marx 1866f, p. 215; Marx 1877a, p. 190;
Marx 1877b, p. 243; Marx 1877c, p. 247; Marx 1877d, p. 54; Engels 1851m, p. 488; Engels
1851n, p. 368; Engels 1873b, p. 439; Engels 1873c, p. 319; Engels 1871i, p. 282; Engels
1871j, p. 361; Marx and Engels 1845a, pp. 7, 134–5, 140, 157; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp.
7, 142–3, 148–9, 166; Marx 1844c, p. 177; Marx 1844d, p. 380; Marx 1842bb, p. 388; Marx
1842cc, p. 403; Marx 1871e, p. 498; Marx 1871f, p. 555; Marx 1859i, p. 483; Marx 1859j,
pp. 474–5; Engels 1873–82a, pp. 345–55; Engels 1873–82b, pp. 337–47; Eichhoff 1868,
p. 347; Engels 1846g, p. 61; Engels 1846h, p. 40; Engels 1851c, p. 290; Engels 1851d, p. 190;
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Appropriation and ambivalence
In the previous section, I mentioned a tendency of Marx and indeed Engels
to appropriate the Bible and the occasional theological idea for themselves.
Now it becomes interesting, for that appropriation is but a ﬁrst step to an
awareness of the political ambivalence of the Bible and theology. In this section, then, I collect those allusions that mark a more positive appropriation of
the Bible before turning to the texts that unwittingly recognise the presence
of some ambivalence.
As far as appropriating the Bible is concerned, one of the best examples is
Marx’s comment: ‘Our Association is a thorn in their flesh’.64 However, most
of these allusions are far more personal, especially in reference to Marx’s multitude of ailments. It may be a personal note to Engels, in reference to a rotten
tooth: ‘By following Christ’s precept “if thy tooth offend thee, pluck it out”,
I have at last found relief’.65 Or it may be those persistent carbuncles: ‘The
wound hasn’t stopped discharging yet, but all along the route I should ﬁnd
some good Samaritanesses to apply the plaster for me’.66 This allusion is to
Luke 10:33–4, but he also calls on Job: ‘As you see, I am as tormented as Job,
though not as god-fearing’.67 Indeed, this last reference to Job’s suffering is
a common way that Marx appropriates the Bible, often from the Psalms. So
Marx and Engels 1846a; Marx and Engels 1846b; Engels 1847i, pp. 257, 262, 270; Engels
1847j, pp. 230, 235, 244; Engels 1847e, p. 301; Engels 1847f, p. 319; Marx 1847f, pp. 321,
325–6; Marx 1847g, pp. 340, 344–5; Marx 1847j, p. 403; Marx 1847k, p. 420; Marx and
Engels 1848v, p. 511; Marx and Engels 1848w, p. 487; Schaper, Bauer and Moll 1847,
pp. 605–9; A Circular of the First Congress of the Communist League to the League Members,
June 9, 1847 1847, p. 593; Marx 1849a; Marx 1849b; Marx and Engels 1850g, pp. 302–3,
305–6; Marx and Engels 1850h, pp. 256–7, 260; Marx and Engels 1850c, pp. 528–32;
Marx and Engels 1850d, pp. 459–63; Marx and Engels 1852a, pp. 229–37, 241–56, 259,
262–4, 278, 282–4, 297, 299, 304, 312–16; Marx and Engels 1852b, pp. 235–43, 247–63,
266–7, 270–2, 285, 290–2, 304, 306–7, 311, 320–4; Marx 1854g, p. 487; Marx 1854h, p. 497;
Marx 1875a, pp. 93; Marx 1875b, p. 27; Marx 1878a, pp. 235–9; Marx 1881a, p. 551; Marx
1881b, p. 375; Engels 1877–8a, pp. 29, 93, 104, 286; Engels 1887–8b, pp. 28, 93, 104, 280;
Engels 1891a, p. 116; Engels 1891b, p. 117. There are hundreds more in The Holy Family,
The German Ideology and Engels’s early texts (see Chapter Nine).
64. Marx 1868f, p. 63; Marx 1868g, p. 114. The allusion is to 2 Corinthians 12:7.
65. Marx 1857j, p. 122; Marx 1857k, p. 125. The text is Mark 9:47 where the offending
item happens to be an eye.
66. Marx 1863c, p. 495; Marx 1863d, p. 376. Again on the carbuncles: ‘This is a disease of truly Christian perﬁdiousness . . . In the meantime, I can neither walk, stand, nor
sit, and ﬁnd even lying down damned difﬁcult. So you see, mon cher, how nature in
her wisdom is persecuting me. Would she not be better advised to inflict these trials of
patience upon a good Christian?’ (Marx 1864b, p. 507; 1864c, p. 386).
67. Marx 1861g, p. 247; Marx 1861h, p. 144.
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in reference to their perpetual money-problems, he writes that he pants ‘for
money as doth the hart for cooling streams’.68 And Marx, writing to Hermann
Becker, describes the family as ‘we here by the rivers of Babylon’,69 an allusion
to Israel weeping in exile in the well-known Psalm 137:1.
But now we ﬁnd the shift to a distinct sense that the Bible is far more politically ambivalent than may at ﬁrst appear to be the case. An excellent example comes from the early article in which Marx attacks the positions taken in
the Rhine Province Assembly.70 In a characteristic pattern, he cites a series of
statements and lampoons them one after another with his own comments.
The most intriguing is the story of the Fall from Genesis 2–3. The Assembly
speaker quotes the words of the serpent to the woman in Genesis 3:4–5: ‘You
will not die. For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened,
and you will be like God, knowing good and evil’.71 Marx retorts that ‘the
devil did not lie to us then, for God himself says, “Behold the man is become
as one of us, to know good and evil” ’.72 This text is from Genesis 3:22, immediately preceding the wish expressed by the ‘gods’ that the man should not
eat from the tree of life and live forever. Now, there are a host of delectable
problems with this text, not the least of which is the presence of two trees (one
of good and evil and the other of life), the intriguing plural ‘us [mimmennu]’
and the fact that the devil appears nowhere in this text. However, note especially the way Marx lines up the critics of the government (himself included)
with Eve and Adam. Thus, ‘we negotiate today as then’ for the fruits of the tree
of knowledge, and the devil does not lie to ‘us’. Over against him stand the
speaker and the assembly, who take the side of God (or the gods) and warn
against taking what is forbidden (freedom of the press, democracy and so on).
What Marx has done here, somewhat unwittingly, is tap into a long tradition
in which the serpent is the hero of the story and God the oppressor. The serpent, after all, is the only one who speaks the truth. The fact that the woman
heeds the serpent’s advice was read by some, such as certain gnostic groups

68. Marx 1848ff, p. 179; Marx 1848gg, p. 129. The allusion is to Psalm 42:1.
69. Marx 1851b, p. 273; Marx 1851c, p. 544.
70. Marx 1842l; Marx 1842m.
71. Revised Standard Version translation. The plural Elohim is ambiguous here: one
of the names for God in the Hebrew Bible, it also means ‘gods’ in some contexts and
may well refer to the man and woman becoming like ‘gods’.
72. Marx 1842l, p. 168; Marx 1842m, p. 156.
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and the Ophites, as a rebellion against an oppressive deity. In this light, other
references in the Bible to serpents took on a new look: stories such as the one
about Moses’s staff turning into a serpent,73 and the bronze-serpent set up by
Moses in the desert for healing,74 or texts such as John 3:14 in the New Testament: ‘And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the
Son of Man be lifted up’.75 Marx’s satirical response, then, has touched on a
revolutionary reading of the Bible.
Marx does not restrict himself to the Bible. If history provides an example,
then he will use it. So, in response to the claim that governments or kings rule
by divine sanction and inspiration, Marx retorts: ‘English history, however, has
sufﬁciently well demonstrated how the assertion of divine inspiration from
above gives rise to the counter-assertion of divine inspiration from below;
Charles I went to the scaffold as a result of divine inspiration from below’.76 A
passing dismissal, perhaps, but it once again touches on the political ambivalence of Christianity. Oliver Cromwell and the Puritans overthrew the monarchy by drawing upon the same sacred theological tradition as that by which
the British monarchy justiﬁed itself.
One thing is certain: this revolutionary touch is by no means a common
theme in Marx’s work (Engels is a different story). Yet there is some grudging
awareness of a radical edge, one that shows up as well when Marx claims a
biblical or theological moment for the poor, workers or the communists. For
example, in his long treatment of the new law criminalising the gathering of
fallen wood by the poor, Marx writes: ‘Therefore, the wood thief, like a second St. Christopher, bore the state itself on his back in the form of the stolen
wood’.77 In the fable of St Christopher, our saint agrees to carry a child across a
river only to ﬁnd that the child becomes unbearably heavy in the midst of the
river. When he looks back to see why this has happened, he sees that Christ
is on his shoulders – so also does the poor peasant need to carry the state. In
the process, St Christopher becomes one with these desperate peasants. Yet,
despite Marx’s ability to claim such symbols for the poor, or even to note the

73.
74.
75.
76.
77.

Exodus 4:2–5; 6:8–12.
Numbers 21:4–9.
See further Boer 2007a, pp. 41–3; Bloch 1972, pp. 183–9; Bloch 1970, pp. 166–71.
Marx 1842l, p. 156; Marx 1842m, p. 144.
Marx 1842n, p. 253; Marx 1842o, p. 227.
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appeal of religion to the poor,78 he usually does not see that the resistance of
the poor is often couched in biblical language.

Conclusion
For some time now, I have asserted that Marx and Engels knew their Bible
rather well. But I did so on the basis of impressions gained from scattered
reading. Now, at least, that assertion has the basis of more sustained reading.
If this chapter does nothing else, it shows how extensive and complex those
references and allusions really are. Even more, at the moments when Marx
and Engels drew on theology, we ﬁnd a number of crucial ideas that will recur
in the following chapters. It may be the attacks on young Hegelians such as
Bruno Bauer, or a critique of the hold that the ruling class has on the state, the
appropriation from theology of a crucial move such as Feuerbach’s inversion,
or indeed the inadvertent awareness that theology is politically ambivalent.

78. As he does when visiting Ryde, where he puzzles over how the poor ﬁshermen should be so religious (Marx 1874a; Marx 1874b). The remaining theological
allusions and references that are appropriated and ambivalent are: Marx 1837c; Marx
1837d; Marx 1836a, p. 526; Marx 1836b, p. 536; Marx 1836–7a, p. 528; Marx 1836–7b,
p. 545; Marx 1837q, pp. 543–5; Marx 1837r, pp. 588–90; Marx 1837a, p. 563; Marx 1837b,
p. 640; Marx 1837i; Marx 1837j; Marx 1837s; Marx 1837t; Marx 1837m, p. 566; Marx 1837n,
p. 497; Marx 1837k; Marx 1837l; Marx 1837e, pp. 575–6, 578–80; Marx 1837f, pp. 643–4,
646–8; Marx 1837g, p. 586; Marx 1837h, p. 489; Marx 1837o; Marx 1837p; Marx 1844g,
pp. 310–11; Marx 1844h, pp. 550–1; Marx 1856j, p. 54; Marx 1856k, p. 532; Marx 1855ll,
p. 558; Marx 1855mm, p. 461; Marx 1862a, p. 252; Marx 1862b, p. 544; Marx 1869e, p. 70;
‘Record of Marx’s Interview with The World Correspondent’ 1871, p. 601; Marx 1869l,
p. 303; Marx 1869m, p. 331; Marx 1866c, p. 246; Marx 1866d, p. 507; Engels 1844j, p. 438;
Engels 1844k, p. 519; Engels 1845d, p. 19; Engels 1845e, p. 18 ; Engels 1846g, pp. 64–5;
Engels 1846h, pp. 43–5; Engels 1874, p. 40; Marx (Jenny senior) 1963a, p. 585; Marx (Jenny
senior) 1863b, p. 691; Marx (Jenny junior) 1870a, p. 415; Marx (Jenny junior) 1870b, pp.
581–2; Marx (Jenny junior) 1869a, p. 548; Marx (Jenny junior) 1869b, pp. 702–3; Marx
(Jenny junior) 1871b, p. 569; Marx (Jenny junior) 1871c, p. 690; Marx-Longuet 1863,
p. 586; Engels 1850h, p. 276; Engels 1868e; Engels1868f; Engels 1852c, p. 249; Engels
1852d, p. 524; Engels 1885e, p. 338; Engels 1885f, p. 234; Engels 1851a, p. 280; Engels
1851b, p. 180; Engels 1893c, p. 214; Engels 1893d, p. 152; Marx (Jenny senior) 1868a,
p. 581; Marx (Jenny senior) 1868b, p. 692. And a small group that contains items that do
not ﬁt any of my categories: Marx 1843o, p. 371; Marx 1843p, p. 361; Marx 1860c, p. 294;
Marx 1860d, p. 648; Marx 1844k, p. 141; Marx 1844l, p. 342; Marx 1862e, p. 200; Marx
1862f, p. 500; Marx 1877c, p. 246; Marx 1877d, p. 53; Marx 1851d, p. 323; Marx 1851e,
p. 226; Engels 1846a, p. 458; Engels 1846b, p. 389; Engels 1872–3a, pp. 323, 382; Engels
1872–3b, pp. 219, 260–1; Engels 1859f, p. 479; Engels 1859g, pp. 468–9.
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For both Marx and Engels theology is like a tobacco-pouch, near at hand.
Every now and then, when they need to think something through, one of
them reaches out and stuffs a pipe full, taps it down, lights up and blows out a
plume of smoke with distinct relish. We might think of it as a theology-pouch,
always ready to provide a satisfying allusion with bite.

Chapter Two
The Leading Article: Theology, Philosophy
and Science

As long as we were occupied with the polemic
against the ailing article, it would have been
wrong to interrupt him in his work of selfdestruction.1

From the heights of the synoptic survey, I drop down to the valley below,
focusing on the arguments of specific texts by Marx and Engels. The first
stop is the innocuously entitled piece, ‘The Leading Article in No. 179 of
the Kölnische Zeitung’.2 It is a sustained response to a certain Karl Hermes,
editor of the journal, conservative Roman Catholic and government-agent.
I concentrate on this essay for a number of reasons. To begin with, it is –
unfortunately – rarely discussed in the regular treatments of ‘Marxism and
religion’. Further, it signals Marx’s effort to counter and extricate himself
from the overwhelming theological context of public debate at the time, a context I have outlined in my Introduction. Even more, we find a rather youthful Marx (he was 24 when it was published) broaching a number of themes
that will reverberate through his later texts. Lastly, it is in fact a concentrated
example of how Marx engaged thoughtfully and extensively with theology.
On that score, four themes turn up: the distinction between theology and
scientific research; the interaction between theology and philosophy; the
relations of church and state; and Marx’s first foray into his ongoing concern
with fetishism.3
1. Marx 1842h, p. 194; Marx 1842i, p. 182.
2. Marx 1842h; Marx 1842i.
3. This goldmine of an essay contains other topics as well, but they are not as interesting. These include the arguments to separate civil and religious concerns in regard
to marriage and divorce and Marx’s comments on education (that it is really a secular
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Theology and scientific research
Marx’s sustained effort to step out of the quagmire of public theological debate
in Germany takes the shape of two closely related oppositions, one between
theology and scientific research and the other between theology and philosophy. I begin with the lesser point concerning scientific research, since it establishes Marx’s take on theology, before considering theology and philosophy
in more detail. On the matter of theology and scientific research (understood
in a distinctly European sense),4 what incites Marx is a comment by the editor
of the Kölnische Zeitung to the effect that the further scientific research goes,
the more it confirms Christian truths. Unfortunately, it is one we still hear bellowed today from the conservative corner of Christianity.
Three assumptions determine Marx’s initial response: scientific research
and philosophy are interchangeable; they must be free to pursue their work
without hindrance, especially of a theological nature; they are concerned with
universal truths.5 Nothing particularly new here – philosophy is defined by

matter for the state rather than the church’s concern to inculcate Christian principles
from above). As far as marriage is concerned, Marx argues that theological matters,
or supernatural authority, should not intrude on the civil and secular nature of marriage. Marx was rather a prude when it came to such matters, insisting on matters of
dignity and morality. He prefers to point to the contradictions between the recognition
of civil marriage in the Rhine province of South-West Germany (due to the continuation of the 1804 Code Napoléon in territories once conquered by the aforesaid emperor),
the partial Prussian recognition of civil marriage and the need for the sanction of the
church in other parts of Germany (Marx 1842h, pp. 192–3; Marx 1842i, pp. 180–2; see
also Marx 1842c, p. 310; Marx 1842d, pp. 289–90). Even if the Rheinische Zeitung came
under royal disapproval for getting its hands on (from a source it refused to divulge)
and publishing a secret bill to make divorce much more difficult for religious reasons,
Marx’s criticism is that the bill was not really a reform but a patchwork-revision that
would not make things any better (Marx 1842e; Marx 1842f; Marx 1842c; Marx 1842d).
On the matter of education, Marx argues that education is more about the classics and
the sciences than the catechism, as his own experience in the Gymnasium shows. Again,
there is nothing striking about this: ‘the state itself educates its members by making
them its members, by converting the aims of the individual into general aims, crude
instinct into moral inclination, natural independence into spiritual freedom, by the
individual finding his good in the life of the whole, and the whole in the frame of mind
of the individual’ (Marx 1842h, p. 193; Marx 1842i, p. 181).
4. Marx 1842h, pp. 190–2; Marx 1842i, pp. 178–80.
5. ‘Philosophy asks what is true, not what is held to be true. It asks what is true for
all mankind, not what is true for some people. Its metaphysical truths do not recognise the boundaries of political geography; its political truths know too well where the
“bounds” begin for it to confuse the illusory horizon of a particular world or national
outlook with the true horizon of the human mind’ (Marx 1842h, pp. 191–2; Marx 1842i,
p. 179).
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the unhindered search for universal truth. With this armoury, Marx can easily
pull apart the assertion that scientific research must be beholden to theology.
He points out that the type of science that is interesting for theology – one that
confirms one’s own view, from which one picks up a piece here or there that
seems to reinforce Christian truths, policed and kept in line with theological
assumptions – is not science at all. In fact, it is a rather feeble and threatened theology that must resort to such tactics before the threats of science and
philosophy.
I am less interested in Marx’s rather liberal assertions concerning the nature
of philosophy, assertions that have been made ever since the secular disciplines of the sciences and then humanities began to extract themselves from
theology, nor am I interested in elaborating on the point that these credentials of scientific research are by now rather threadbare (we can hardly claim
that scientific research is really ‘unhindered’ or even ‘objective’ in its search
for ‘truth’). No, there are some far more interesting things happening just
beneath the surface of Marx’s argument: one concerns what he means by
‘theology’ and the other what a more robust theology might look like.
Theology turns out in Marx’s text to be a rather conservative business,
more concerned with defending doctrinal purity and the ‘truths’ of Christianity. Here Marx really assumes what the conservative editor of the Kölnische
Zeitung understands theology to be. What we end up with, to put it bluntly, is
that theology is the distinct ideology of the Christian church. Even if such an
ideology has myriad forms depending on which of the many churches one
happens to be talking about, it does not change the underlying position.
Marx is on rather shaky ground here, for his assumption concerning the
conservative nature of theology immediately raises a question: what would
a theology that fully embraces scientific research look like? To begin with,
it would not be defensive, fighting against the challenges of the sciences. It
would also not be weakened by its dirty little relationship with the church or
with petty sectarian interests? Not so much an opening to scientific research,
such a theology would embrace and vigorously pursue such research for
its own good (or ill, as the case may be). The catch with all of this is that it
is not particularly new. Biblical studies for one has, from the time of Marx,
asserted (admittedly spasmodically) its ‘scientific’ credentials. And theology
too (understood as a distinct discipline from biblical criticism) has, from time
to time, stood by the slogan of free, scientific research. This agenda was, after
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all, part of the struggle in European universities where theology and biblical
studies sought to reconfigure themselves within a university-environment,
so much so that these days the churches in many countries have little or no
control over what goes on in theology-faculties. It is not for nothing that theologians and biblical scholars have often been viewed with a good deal of suspicion by the various churches, even those employed by the churches to train
its clergy. At the same time, and somewhat sadly given the long story of such
struggles, these old positions still need to be re-asserted for we still find the
assumptions Marx is challenging here touted in our own day.
For all my castigating of Marx for his perception of theology, he does assume
that it is an inherently conservative and defensive discipline focused on the
world above and in preserving the church against attacks. This assumption
underlies his effort to show how his own preferred profession of philosophy
is far superior to a theology from which he seeks to extricate himself.

Theology and philosophy
On the matter of theology and philosophy, Marx gleefully dissects the pedantic argument of the editor Karl Hermes. The uneasy dance between philosophy and theology is of course as old as theology itself. As a distinctly Christian
system in which religious experience is ordered into a more or (often) less
rational system of thought, theology first emerged in the intersection between
biblical narratives and Greek philosophy. It will come as no surprise that
Hermes, whenever he had a half a chance, took aim at the young Hegelians.6
As for Marx’s response, he first has some fun7 and then elaborates on some
more weighty points.8
6. The young Hegelians form a constant backdrop to this whole essay. They are
also mentioned explicitly in the pieces on Bruno Bauer (Marx 1842t; Marx 1842u) and
Sallet (Marx 1843o; Marx 1843p), as well as the note on ‘The Free’ (Marx 1842a; Marx
1842b).
7. One of the better examples: ‘The state, he says, has not only the right but the duty
to “put a stop to the activities of unbidden chatterers”. The writer is obviously referring
to opponents of his view, for he has long ago convinced himself that he is a bidden chatterer’ (Marx 1842h, p. 186; Marx 1842i, p. 174).
8. ‘We believe we would be insulting the readers of the Rheinische Zeitung if we
imagined that they would be satisfied with the spectacle, more comic than serious, of
a ci-devant liberal, a “young man of days gone by”, cut down to his proper size. We
should like to say a few words on “the heart of the matter” ’ (Marx 1842h, p. 194; Marx
1842i, p. 182).
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There are two main arguments in this section: first, Marx makes the rather
lightweight point that the right-wing papers should not fume about philosophy making a belated public appearance in order to pronounce its verdict on
matters of religion, for this is what the right-wing papers themselves have
been doing for some time.9 The second argument is far stronger and more
interesting: given the organic relation between philosophy and the real world,
no-one should be surprised when philosophy does speak in the public arena.
Let me dwell with this argument for a little while.
His major point is a nascent materialist one: since philosophy is the ‘intellectual [geistige] quintessence of its time’,10 it faces a moment when it must come
out of its secluded cloister where it likes to hide and carry on its esoteric inquiries. And the reason is not that philosophy is forced every now and then to enter
the grubby world of politics and public debate, but, rather, that philosophers
are ‘products of their time, of their nation, whose most subtle, valuable and
invisible juices ﬂow in the ideas of philosophy’.11 So it is no surprise that philosophy, through its own nature, does from time to time become contemporary,
public and worldly. In fact, I sense that Marx would like philosophy to be so all
the time (as he saw his own rôle), but he sticks with the idea that philosophy
emerges to permeate all walks of life and manners of thought.
This is precisely what is happening now, points out Marx, in these early
years of the 1840s. But what is the content of that public engagement by

9. See especially Marx 1842h, pp. 196–7; Marx 1842i, p. 184: ‘For six years German
newspapers have been drumming against, calumniating, distorting and bowdlerising
the religious trend in philosophy. . . . All German newspapers . . . reverberated with the
names of Hegel and Schelling, Feuerbach and Bauer, the Deutsche Jahrbücher, etc. . . .
For a long time philosophy had remained silent in the face of the self-satisfied superficiality which boasted that by means of a few hackneyed newspaper phrases it would
blow away like soap-bubbles the long years of study by genius, the hard-won fruits
of self-sacrificing solitude, the results of the unseen but slowly exhausting struggles
of contemplative thought. Philosophy had even protested against the newspapers as
an unsuitable arena, but finally it had to break its silence: it became a newspaper
correspondent, and then – unheard-of diversion! – it suddenly occurred to the loquacious purveyors of newspapers that philosophy was not a fitting pabulum for their
readers’.
10. Marx 1842h, p. 195; Marx 1842i, p. 183.
11. Ibid. See also Marx’s comment to Ruge in 1843: ‘Hitherto philosophers have had
the solution of all riddles lying in their writing-desks, and the stupid, exoteric world
had only to open its mouth for the roast pigeons of absolute knowledge to ﬂy into
it. Now philosophy has become mundane, and the most striking proof of this is that
philosophical consciousness itself has been drawn into the torment of the struggle, not
only externally but also internally’ (Marx 1844k, p. 142; Marx 1844l, p. 344).
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philosophy in his time? It is none other than theology. The reason is that religion is the central way in which people live their lives, forming their deepest
belief-systems and way of being in the world. In Marx’s own terms, the public
‘can feel the sphere of philosophical ideas only by means of its ideal antennae,
and the only circle of ideas in the value of which the public believes almost
as much as in the system of material needs is the circle of religious ideas’.12
This argument is really one of the first steps towards a more complete materialist system, although he does give the realm of ideas more credit than he
will later.
We can push Marx a little further, for it is not merely that religion, or rather
Christianity, determines the world-outlook but also that in Germany we find
a conjunction of reactionary political moves to bolster a specifically Christian
state, the filtered impact of more radical developments from France and England, and the history of struggles between Protestants and Roman Catholics.
Marx has one more key-point to make: given that Christianity at that moment
in Germany is very much a political matter, indeed that it lays at the heart of
the political struggles between a conservative monarch and democratic and
liberal movements, it is perfectly natural for a very public philosophy also to
engage in politics. In other words, if the way of the world is an entanglement
of religion with politics, then philosophy is called upon to comment on both.
Marx goes on to muddy his argument every now and then, such as the
point that philosophy is far better suited to deal with politics than theology,
since, in contrast to theology, philosophy is the ‘wisdom of this world’ and not
some other world,13 or the argument that a true theocratic state can have only
God (of whichever religion) as its head. These are cheap shots, worth making
in a polemic, but of little substance. There are, however, a number of more
important issues that come out of this passage. To begin with, the base from
which Marx operates is philosophy, which he takes as an organic product of
its time. He cannot praise philosophy enough, virtually singing a paean to it.14

12. Marx 1842h, p. 196; Marx 1842i, pp. 183–4.
13. Marx 1842h, p. 198; Marx 1842i, p. 186. See also Marx 1842l, p. 152; Marx 1842m,
p. 140.
14. ‘But philosophy speaks about religious and philosophical matters in a different
way than you have spoken about them. You speak without having studied them, philosophy speaks after studying them; you appeal to the emotions, it appeals to reason;
you anathematise, it teaches; you promise heaven and earth, it promises nothing but
the truth; you demand belief in your beliefs, it demands not belief in its results but
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From this perspective, he seeks the reason why philosophy has engaged with
theology. The problem is that he does not give the same scope to theology; it
appears as an external discipline with which philosophy has come into contact at this particular historical juncture in Germany. The question left begging is: what about theology? Is it not possible that it too is an organic product
of its time; that it too arises from a particular context? Is theology also not a
secluded, if not secret practice that seems to dabble in the magic arts only to
emerge into the public arena from time to time?
The catch is that Marx’s treatment of theology is riven with a contradiction: theology is sometimes the point of intersection between the conservative
press and philosophy, especially since religion forms the basic belief-system
for people, while at others it is the opponent of philosophy itself. As far as the
first treatment of theology is concerned, it is the subject-matter of the struggle
between philosophy and the uninformed ranting of the conservative papers
over against philosophy. Indeed, this is the primary opposition – philosophy
and the conservative newspapers – of this section of Marx’s, especially since
he is attacking the Kölnische Zeitung. But then, at certain moments, he slips,
drawing theology and the reactionary papers into a common front against
philosophy. The most telling moment is when Marx contrasts theology as the
‘wisdom of the other world’ with philosophy as the ‘wisdom of the world’.15 In
short, theology takes its orders from God and is really concerned with heaven
and not earth.16 Once this opposition is in place, he goes on to characterise theology as unphilosophical, prejudiced, inconsistent and semi-rational. In other
words, Marx has assumed that the way the conservative papers represent theology is actually a faithful representation of the nature of theology. A crucial
slippage has taken place: theology and the unphilosophical and semi-rational
the testing of doubts; you frighten, it calms. And, in truth, philosophy has enough
knowledge of the world to realise that its results do not ﬂatter the pleasure-seeking
and egoism of either the heavenly or the earthly world. But the public, which loves
truth and knowledge for their own sakes, will be well able to measure its judgment
and morality against the judgment and morality of ignorant, servile, inconsistent and
venal scribblers’ (Marx 1842h, p. 197; Marx 1842i, p. 185).
15. Marx 1842h, p. 198; Marx 1842i, p. 186. See also the reference to ‘religion’ as the
‘theory of the other world’ (Marx 1842l, p. 152; Marx 1842m, p. 140).
16. See also his guarded defence of Friedrich von Sallet’s anticlerical poetry in Marx
1843o, p. 372; Marx 1843p, p. 362: ‘the theologian does not judge the gospel by human
reason and morality; on the contrary, he judges these by the gospel’. By contrast, the
philosopher has no trouble with the contradictions of theology, for that is what one
would expect.
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attacks of the conservative press have become one and philosophy finds itself
battling against this new foe. This characterisation of theology turns up at
another point, when he suggests that theology engages in polemics ‘against
the philosophy of all particular systems’.17
At one level, we can understand why he makes this connection, for when
he was writing the conservative theologians and churches rose up on their
hind lends and bayed like dogs at the work in theology and biblical criticism
by young Hegelians such as Strauss, Bauer and Feuerbach. The problem is
that this connection between the conservative papers and theology introduces
an unnecessary tension in his discussion between two different senses of
theology.
But why is it a contradiction? As I pointed out earlier, Marx describes religion as the ‘circle of ideas in the value of which the public believes almost as
much as in the system of material needs’.18 This is a far cry from a bigoted
and uninformed theology that sets itself against philosophy; rather, what we
have is the fundamental way in which people make sense of their place in the
much larger contexts of society and history – the crucial life-shaping ideas
that are on par with material needs. Now, we can get around this tension by
distinguishing between the narrow-minded view of theology purveyed by
the reactionary press and the churches on the one hand and the widespread
rôle of religious ideas in popular consciousness. But what I want to do is use
this point concerning the vital rôle of religion to come back to my earlier questions concerning theology. For there is a distinct hint that theology too may be
seen as an organic way of thinking and living that is a product of its time and
place. That hint comes in the midst of Marx’s justification for public philosophical debate. Here, he describes ‘philosophical and religious matters’ as
‘questions of the time’.19 Is this not a distinct echo of his earlier characterisation of philosophers as the ‘products of their time, of their nation, whose most
subtle, valuable and invisible juices ﬂow in the ideas of philosophy’?20 All we
need to do is substitute ‘theologians’ and ‘theology’ for ‘philosophers’ and
‘philosophy’.

17.
18.
19.
20.

Marx 1842h, p. 196; Marx 1842i, p. 184.
Ibid.
Marx 1842h, p. 198; Marx 1842i, p. 185.
Marx 1842h, p. 195; Marx 1842i, p. 183.
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Philosophy and theology draw closer to one another once again. Even more
so when Marx describes the relation between philosophy and other forms of
human activity: ‘philosophy, of course, exists in the world through the brain
before it stands with its feet on the ground, whereas many other spheres of
human activity have long had their feet rooted in the ground and pluck with
their hands the fruit of the world before they have an inkling that the “head”
also belongs to the world, or that this world is the world of the head’.21 So too
with theology, I want to say. But then, as he opens this discussion, we come
across an image of philosophy that is decidedly monkish, echoing the esoteric
world of monasteries. Phrases such as ‘professor of magic arts’, ‘ascetic frock
of the priest’ and references to incantations that ‘sound awe-inspiring because
no one understands them’ are decidedly theological, or rather evoke theologians as much as philosophers.
So what do we end up with? I am not one to argue for the identity of philosophy and theology, however much they may have danced together for
some two millennia – often awkwardly, sometimes more in time. Rather, I
prefer an image of two secretive disciplines that try to keep to themselves
but cannot always manage to do so. Both are in their own way products of
their time, permeating and giving voice to the deeper patterns of thought and
life. And every now and then both find themselves in newspapers, before
microphones, struggling for ways to express themselves in a public manner
on crucial issues – as was the case in Germany in the 1830s and 1840s and as
is the case now in our own geopolitical context.
It would seem that Marx has not quite managed to make a clean break with
theology after all. It is closer to philosophy than he would like and it refuses
to stay in the other-worldly and conservative corner into which he would like
to box it. As I proceed, we will see that theology and the Bible remained constant, if at times distant, companions.

Church and state
The next major element of this sustained attack against the editor of the
Kölnische Zeitung concerns church and state, a matter to which Marx would
return on more than one occasion. Marx’s basic position is to argue for a
21. Ibid.
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separation of church and state, but he does so with a characteristic twist: he
draws on the Bible and the Christian tradition. There are at least three elements to this argument and they do not sit together very well. The first element is a separation between theology and history, where Marx tries to show
that religion is subservient to history and not vice versa. Secondly, he attempts
to show that the Christian tradition itself supports the separation of church
and state, and, conversely, that there are too many elements in that tradition
which undermine any moves towards a Christian state such as the one that the
Prussian king, Friedrich Wilhelm IV, sought to produce. I have no problems
with such an argument (we will consider the details in a moment). However,
his underlying assumption is more problematic: the reason why Christianity
is in favour of the separation of church and state is because it deals with spiritual, other-worldly matters, while the state is a distinctly worldly institution.
Let me take each in turn.
The effort to put history on top of theology is important not merely for
the argument itself but also because he introduces a move that he will repeat
on many occasions to come. And that is nothing less than an inversion
from an idealist position to a materialist one. Over against his protagonist’s
point – that the peaks and falls of a national culture depend upon its religious
culture – Marx grabs hold of the opposition and gives it a good twist: ‘To
arrive at the truth, the author’s assertion must be directly reversed: he has
stood history on its head [auf den Kopf gestellt]’.22 A good metaphor is worth
recycling, so we will meet this reverse-Hegelian move a few times more, most
famously when he does it to Hegel himself in Capital. Here the standing of history on its feet involves the rather simple argument that the downfall of states
(his examples are the ancient states of Greece and Rome) brings about the
downfall of their religions, not the other way around. In other words, religion
is secondary, not primary – that rôle falls to politics and history.
By now, this inversion feels a little well-worn, although I suspect that is
because it has become such a commonplace after more than a century and a
half. At the same time, the sad truth is that it must still be asserted. Perhaps
the tired sage of Ecclesiastes is right – there is nothing new under the sun.
All too often, we still come across the assertion that the way to bring about
change is through a change in attitudes or ideas. People will change, goes
22. Marx 1842h, p. 189; Marx 1842i, p. 177.
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the propaganda, if they have the right attitude. No matter how well-used it
may be, a materialist response such as the one Marx offers is a necessary, if
preliminary, move.
In the characteristic rush of his writing, Marx confuses the issue with a few
weaker points. In ancient Greece and Rome, he suggests, religion was in fact
replaced by something else at precisely their highest points. In Greece it was
art and rhetoric – in the hands of the sophists and Socrates – that replaced religion, while a little later Aristotle (at the time of Alexander the Great) denied
the existence of any positive ‘God’. As for the Romans, their true religion was
the state itself, in part due to the inﬂuence of Cicero, as well as the Epicureans, Stoics and Sceptics. Now, this is a different line entirely: religion, he
suggests, slips away at precisely the highest points of these ancient states.
It is, of course, another refutation of Hermes’s argument, but it undermines
his materialist inversion. Or at least, any connection remains undeveloped:
would it not be possible to argue that in both Greece and Rome religion was
by-and-large state-fostered? If so, the decline of these states would naturally
lead to a decline in such religions. But then, at this level the situation is no different from any other state-supported religion, such as Christianity from the
time of Constantine the Great onwards.
Ever polemical, the second major point – Christianity itself leads to the separation of church and state – piles up problems with the idea of a ‘Christian
state’ in Marx’s own time, all of them drawn from various elements of the
Christian tradition. So we find, at first, that Augustine’s De Civitate Dei and
the church-fathers stand up to condemn it, followed by the Bible, especially
Paul and the Gospels. Then the Pope lines up to add his curse on the Christian state: or rather, one unnamed pope (he was actually Pius VII of 1800–23)
who, ‘with profound intelligence and perfect consistency’,23 refused to join
the Holy Alliance of European states under the banner of Christianity.24 The
23. Marx 1842h, p. 199; Marx 1842i, p. 187.
24. Proposed by Tsar Alexander I of Russia, the Holy Alliance was signed on 26 September 1815. Along with the Tsar it initially included Francis I of Austria and Friedrich
Wilhelm III of Prussia, but eventually everyone joined the party, except the Prince
Regent of England, Pius VII and the Sultan. Now, we can understand the English and
their long history of exceptionalism, and indeed the Sultan, who graciously declined
to join a coalition that based itself on ‘the sublime truths which the Holy religion of our
Saviour teaches’, which would be the basis of justice, charity and peace. But the Pope
does indeed stand out. It became a coalition of the reactionaries, hell-bent on turning
the tide of democratic and republican reform.
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Pope’s reason: the church and not the secular state is the basis of universal
communion between Christians. Finally, a couple of stock points close out
the argument, one that a proper Christian state is theocratic, with God as its
head, the other that as soon as you have more than one form of Christianity,
or indeed more than one form of religion, a Christian state becomes meaningless. Or, rather, the chosen creed becomes the oppressor of all others. On this
last point, Marx evokes implicitly the common argument that a secular state is
the basis of religious tolerance. This is a more interesting point, especially the
comment that Christianity itself separated church and state. I will come back
to this question in more detail in Chapter Six.
More problematic, however, is the underlying assumption that Christianity
should not bother itself with such mundane matters as politics and the state
since its concerns are with heaven and not earth. This argument is consistent with his effort to denigrate theology in favour of philosophy and science,
especially with his assumption that theology is a reactionary endeavour. Here,
Marx goes further and argues that this heavenly focus of theology is actually
the reason for Christianity’s own push for the separation of church and state.
Now, this argument is a little trickier than it first seems. It rests on a firm basis
but then makes the wrong move. That basis is the very definition of secularism, which concerns itself with and draws its terms of reference from this
world and this age (the senses of saeculum and saecularis). By implication, anything that focuses on a world above or one in the future is no business of secularism. So far, so good. Yet in the next move, Marx slips up, for he assumes
that Christianity concerns itself wholly with another world and the future.
For that reason it has no business in secular matters – hence the derived position of the separation of church and state. Why is this (rather common move)
a problem? Quite simply because Christianity is concerned with both this
world and this age – as some of its central categories such as creation, anthropology and harmatology (the doctrine of sin) and indeed Christology show
all too well – as well as the age to come and the world above. In other words,
it is both secular and anti-secular. But then, as I have argued elsewhere, so is
Marxism, for its concerns are very much with this age in order to bring it to a
close and open up the possibility of a very different one.25

25. See Boer 2009c.
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Let me sum up my points thus far. After we sift out the more liberal elements of Marx’s argument concerning church and state, especially those concerning the need for a secular state and the contradictions of the idea of a
‘Christian state’, we find that he invokes an early form of the famous materialist inversion, ﬂipping idealism over so that it stands on its own feet. All of this
is framed in terms of his desire to escape the theological framework of political debate of the 1840s in Germany. As we shall see, these items will appear
more than once in his later work.

Fetishism and idolatry
The last item I consider here will also turn up again and again: the question
of fetishism.26 It is actually an addendum to Marx’s argument concerning
church and state, for it appears in the context of Hermes’s assertion that great
states depend on the greatness of religion. The discussion of fetishism jumps
out of Marx’s criticism of Hermes’s quasi-evolutionary picture of the development of religion. Hermes argues that religion moves through the phases
of sensuous desires and (animal) fetishism to end up with the highest stage
(Christianity, of course), which is the source of the state’s greatness. Marx
counters: how can animal-worship be a form of religion higher than sensuous
desires when it makes an animal god over human beings?27 As for fetishism,
it is no better than sensuous desires; in fact, it is the ultimate expression of
sensuous desires. What he means here is idol-worship.
The appearance of ‘fetishism’ in this early piece will immediately catch
the eye of anyone vaguely familiar with Marx. It is, of course, central to
that famous section of Capital, ‘The Fetishism of Commodities’. In 1842, he
writes:
And now, indeed ‘fetishism’! Truly, the erudition of a penny magazine!
Fetishism is so far from raising man above his sensuous desires that, on the
contrary, it is ‘the religion of sensuous desire’. Fantasy arising from desire
deceives the fetish worshipper into believing that an ‘inanimate object’ will

26. See also Marx 1842n, pp. 262–3; Marx 1842o, p. 136.
27. See also his comment in a letter to Ruge on 20 March 1842: ‘the deification of animals is probably the most consistent form of religion, and perhaps it will soon be necessary to speak of religious zoology instead of religious anthropology’ (Marx 1842z,
p. 384; Marx 1842aa, p. 399).
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give up its natural character in order to comply with his desires. Hence the
crude desire of the fetish-worshipper smashes the fetish when it ceases to be
its most obedient servant.28

Although Marx would eventually take this idea, rework it and extend it to
deal with labour, money, commodities and capital (see Chapter Seven), let me
focus on Marx’s brief comments for a moment.
The key-sentence is the second one, although Marx confuses the issue with
his use of ‘fantasy’ and ‘sensuous desire’. It is difficult to read such terms and
banish the senses that Freud was to give them some time after Marx wrote
these newspaper-articles. What I suggest we need to do, however, is not
merely block out Freud but the whole framework of desire and fantasy. So
we have: the fetish-worshipper believes that an ‘inanimate object’ will give
up its natural character. In other words, the object of worship – be it a tree
or mountain, a sun or moon, or indeed an object made out of wood or stone
or whatever – loses its character as tree or moon or object made of wood and
becomes a god. It is therefore full of life and far more powerful than the worshipper, who may then fall on her knees before the god.
The secret to this argument is its inversion (the second one Marx makes in
this essay). Let us begin with the perspective of the worshipper. Our fervent
and faithful worshipper does not believe he is making a figurine out of stone
which he then endows with power and life so that it may be worshipped.
Rather, he believes that the figurine, or indeed the sun or moon, is first and
foremost a god. Or the features of a landscape, such as a river or rocky outcrop, are infused with mythological life before they are in any sense inanimate
objects. Indeed, the awareness that all of these items may well be inanimate
objects is really a process of de-sacralisation rather than the sacralisation of
what is inanimate.
Now for Marx’s perspective: he turns the whole thing over to argue that
fetishism actually gives life to and sacralises what is primarily an inanimate
object. The moment of de-sacralisation is a second step: the worshipper
smashes the fetish in a moment of disillusion. Such de-sacralisation is a case
of realising what the object was all along – merely a figure carved out of stone,

28. Marx 1842h, p. 189; Marx 1842i, p. 177. Here perhaps we find some of the arguments that may have been in the lost work, ‘A Treatise on Christian Art’ (see Marx
1842x, p. 382; Marx 1842y, p. 397).
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or just a tree. Rather than the movement from sacred to profane, we have in
Marx’s hands a threefold movement: profane-sacred-profane. The intermediate step really was a fantasy and nothing more.
In this inversion we have one of first appearances of Feuerbach’s profound
inﬂuence on Marx. Feuerbach’s Das Wesen des Christentums came out in 1841,
the year before Marx wrote this piece. Feuerbach famously inverted the understanding of the way human beings related to God. He would have none of the
priority of God, an eternal, omnipotent and omniscient being who deigned to
create the earth and human beings as some afterthought. No, human beings
are the prior ones in this relationship. For Feuerbach, religion projects the best
possibilities of human activity – labour and productivity, intelligence, imagination and so on – only to hypostatise them all into an entity or force that is
exterior to human beings. That entity becomes a figure, a ‘god’ who appears to
human beings as a being in his own right, one that returns to command, punish and save. For Feuerbach, this is the source of the attraction and continued
potency of religion. I will have much more to say on Feuerbach and fetishism later in this book, but here we find the source of the crucial inversion of
which Marx makes use in his own points concerning fetishism. Marx’s point
that fetishism is nothing other than the fantastical and deluded attribution of
divine powers to some object or other is one that he would use and extend in
subsequent reﬂections on religion, commodities, labour and money.

Conclusion
This early piece from Marx has enabled me to watch him deal with theology
at close quarters. In it he tries to pull one foot and then the other out of the pervasive theological nature of public debate – by asserting the primacy of scientific research, philosophy and even history over against theology. And that
context, as I argued in the Introduction, was heavily determined by the young
Hegelians and their preference for theology, if not the Bible, as the favoured
terrain of battle. While there is a large residue of liberalism in his arguments
and while I have found Marx wanting in his assumption that theology is a
reactionary discipline, a number of other themes and modes of argument
have also emerged: the characterisation of theology as other-worldly, the
early appearance of the materialist inversion, and his interest in fetishism.

Chapter Three
Against the Theological Hegelians I: Bruno Bauer

Bauer the theologian takes it as a matter of course
that Criticism had to indulge endlessly in speculative theology for he, ‘Criticism’, is indeed a theologian ex professo.1

After the synoptic survey and the exegesis of a specific early piece by Marx, we now plunge further into
the thicket of theological issues in his work. Over the
next six chapters, I cover all of the major themes and
questions bearing directly on theology that emerge
from Marx’s texts. Those chapters deal mostly with
Marx, except where some contributions from Engels
are relevant and where occasionally it is impossible
to separate their contributions to joint works, such
as The Holy Family and The German Ideology. I have
decided to begin with Bauer, follow with Stirner and
then move on to Feuerbach.
Bauer first? Why not Feuerbach, who is the subject of the first very lucid section of The German
Ideology, the section that most people read while
skipping over the dense material on Bauer and
Stirner that follows? Apart from the obvious chronological priority of Bauer here and in The Holy Family, the reason is twofold: the sections on both Bauer

1. Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 102; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp. 108–9.
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and Stirner have languished in the doldrums of Marxist scholarship for far
too long. By bringing them forward, I want to emphasise that these sections
too are important. Further, an abyss separates the assessments of the three:
Bauer and Stirner come in for sustained and unrelenting criticism, whereas
Feuerbach receives more praise than criticism. Marx wants to dispense with
Bauer and Stirner and move on. In the process he also tries to dispense with
theology and a certain theological reading of Hegel. Not so with Feuerbach,
for Marx’s response is far more favourable, taking up and developing a central
idea from Feuerbach – the inversion. This inversion enables him to deal with
Hegel far more creatively, so much so that we can see the inﬂuence through a
number of further themes.
The main question I want to ask here is why Bauer was Marx’s favourite
target. The answer is, I suggest, that Bauer developed a radical position
through theology and biblical criticism. At the time, Bauer was one of the
most radical thinkers in Germany.2 But he was a complex radical, attacking
the ancien régime, liberalism and socialism. Marx had to negate Bauer on two
counts: his anti-socialist stance and his path to radical-political republicanism
through biblical criticism. Neither was acceptable.
In what follows, I trace the way Marx’s one-time teacher at the Friedrich
Wilhelm University in Berlin became one of his main opponents, at whom he
fired salvo after salvo. Marx’s connection with Bauer goes back to his university-days in Berlin in 1836–9, where he took a course with the young licentiate on the biblical book of Isaiah in the summer of 1839. So I begin with that,
exploring Bauer’s own ideas in the process. From there, I move on to consider Marx’s ongoing and complex relationship with Bauer, whom he could
still call a friend and who visited Marx in London many years later. The first
deeply critical response to Bauer comes with the essay On the Jewish Question, an extended review of Bauer’s book of that name. After that, we find the
full-blooded critiques in both The Holy Family and The German Ideology, where
Marx and Engels develop a two-pronged attack: that Bauer is, for all his disavowals, still both a theologian and a conventional Hegelian.

2. In an excellent study, Moggach 2003 has restored Bauer as an independent and
radical political thinker. In particular, he counters the general position that Bauer
retreated from his earlier radical theological criticism to vacuous right-wing social
criticism.
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The book of Isaiah (with Herr Licentiate Bauer)
There is a small note from Marx’s Leaving Certificate from the Friedrich
Wilhelm University in Berlin that may easily be missed. It reads as
follows:
V. In the summer term 1839
1. Isaiah with Herr Licentiate Bauer, attended.3

For all its brevity, this entry threatens to explode with significance. Marx’s
performance, it must be admitted, is not stellar. All he receives is ‘attended’;
no ‘diligent’ or even an ‘exceptionally’ or ‘extremely diligent’, the grades (if
we may call them that) for nearly all his other subjects. These include a variety
of law-subjects, where we also find ecclesiastical law, some in philosophy and
the classics (Euripides shows up). On top of all of this, 1839 was a crisis-year
for Bauer (not an infrequent occurrence for the man), as he was removed from
teaching at Berlin and sent to Bonn for an attack on a colleague.
At their first contact, we find Marx studying one of the key prophetic texts
in the Hebrew Bible with one the controversial leaders of the young Hegelians. But why Bauer and why the book of Isaiah? Here, another piece of this
curious puzzle falls into place. Bauer was primarily a New Testament scholar
and theologian and then later a political commentator. The works that landed
him in no end of trouble were those on the Gospel of John and the synoptic
Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke).4 Appearing during the first great wave of
German critical work on the Bible that would launch German biblical scholars
into a position of global leadership which they would only relinquish with the
Second World-War, Bauer’s work was at the edge of that work and beyond.
For a time, he was widely regarded as the leader of the young Hegelians. Bauer’s genius was to combine painstaking attention to biblical texts within their
historical and cultural context and his own development of Hegel’s philosophy. This combination led him to argue that Christianity only emerged in the
second century CE; that the Gospels contain virtually no historical records,
and indeed no record of a historical Jesus, being primarily the products of
religious consciousness embodied in individual authors who composed
them freely; that the Gospels are saturated with the spirit and thought of

3. Leaving Certificate from Berlin University 1841, p. 704.
4. Bauer 1840, 1841, 1842b, 1850–1, 1852.
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Hellenism (the key-ideas may be traced to Stoic, Philonic and neo-Platonic
ideas); and that the crucial tension was between free self-consciousness and
religious dogmatism. He took consistent aim at the ossified established church
and the repressive state, especially in light of their dirty and corrupt hold
on power – so much so that his book Das Endeckte Christenthum [Christianity
Exposed]5 was banned, hunted down and destroyed until it was reprinted in
1927.
I will come back to the content of Christianity Exposed and his treatment of
the Gospels in a moment, but let me now backtrack a little. Why was Bauer
the radical New Testament scholar teaching Marx a course on Isaiah at the
Friedrich Wilhelm University in 1839? It so happened that, in the year before,
Bauer had published a two-volume work called Kritik der Geschichte der Offenbarung: Die Religion des alten Testaments in der geschichtlichen Entwicklung ihrer
Prinzipien dargestellt [Critique of the History of Revelation: The Religion of the Old
Testament Explained According to the Principles of Its Historical Development].6
It was the only work he wrote on the Hebrew Bible, for the rest were concerned with the New Testament and politics. In the summer of 1839, Marx
would have heard the full brunt Bauer’s theories on the Hebrew Bible and
Isaiah in particular.7 In Die Religion des alten Testaments, Bauer was developing his argument that religion, or rather, religious experience is the result of
(a Hegelian) self-consciousness. Not only was such religious experience a
transcendental affair, but one could also trace in a phenomenological fashion the development of the various forms of that experience. Following the
assumption that the legalistic priestly material (designated by ‘P’) was the
oldest literary source of the Hebrew Bible, he argued that this material lies at

5. Bauer 1843a; Bauer 2002.
6. Bauer 1838. At the time, Bauer was also editing the Zeitschrift für spekulative Theologie, which ran to only three issues, and writing for the Jahrbücher für wissenschaftliche
Kritik. Here he tried to develop an alternative theology that categorised Christian doctrines in terms of logical categories.
7. Marx would have been reasonably well prepared for a course on the Bible, since
in a typical Gymnasium curriculum of the time he studied German, Latin, Greek,
French and Hebrew, as well as the ‘sciences’ (religious knowledge, mathematics, history, geography and physics). Or rather, he did not study Hebrew, if the absence of
any comment on his ‘Certificate of Maturity’ is any guide. In the other two biblical languages, Greek and Latin, he was quite proficient – as he was in religious knowledge:
‘His knowledge of the Christian faith and morals is fairly clear and well grounded; he
knows also to some extent the history of the Christian Church’ (Certificate of Maturity
for Pupil of the Gymnasium in Trier 1835, p. 644).
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the earliest stage of such a development. Here we find an authoritarian deity
who demands a law-bound subordination. In contrast to this largely external
relation, the later prophetic books mark a much higher stage: over and against
the crass and oppressive particularity of the earlier material, here the universal is immanent in community.
One may be forgiven for thinking that all this was a slightly odd interpretation of the Hebrew Bible, indeed that Bauer was a religious crackpot. Not at
all, but some context is required. Two features of this context are important
for understanding what Marx encountered in Bauer’s course: the rapid developments in biblical criticism at the time and the use of the Bible as the ground
on which debates over religion, reason, secularism, democracy, and republicanism were fought out.
As for biblical criticism itself, scholars had begun to undermine, often in
the face of much resistance, many of the traditional assumptions concerning the Bible and its authors. They argued against traditional interpretations
and appeals to divine authority by focussing on the literal and grammatical sense of the text (in opposition to allegory), the internal evidence of the
text, and the desire to reconstruct historical situations in order to understand
the Bible. Much of the early energy was focused on the five books of Moses
– the Torah or Pentateuch. Critics such as Johann Gottfried Eichhorn, who
published his three-volume introduction to the Old Testament in 1780–83,
Wilhelm de Wette (1780–1849), Johann Vater (1771–1826), Heinrich Ewald
(1803–75) and Hermann Hupfeld (1796–1866) had argued that the Pentateuch
was really a compilation of different sources or fragments not written by
Moses, if he existed at all. Amid much debate, they gradually came to agree,
at least by the time Bauer was writing, that there were four sources that lay
behind the Pentateuch – the Priestly (P), the Yahwistic (J), the Elohistic (E)
and the Deuteronomic (D). In what was called the documentary-hypothesis,
P was felt to be the earliest and responsible for most of the laws (613 of them),
the Yahwistic and Elohistic (based on two of the names of God) followed,
with slightly higher views of religion, and D was responsible for Deuteronomy and the final editing of the first five books of the Bible. Only later, after
Bauer’s work, did Julius Wellhausen argue that P was the latest stage.8 In fact,
it was in the second half of the nineteenth century that historical criticism
8. Wellhausen 1994.
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(as it was eventually called) carried the day in German academic biblical
criticism. Bauer came in at the earlier point, assuming that the Priestly material was the crassest and earliest. Religion struggles, they argued, to rise above
this state until it reaches the prophets and then the New Testament. For these
biblical critics, the prophets themselves comprise the high-point of the Old
Testament (Luther’s great liking for the prophets as a model for Protestant
ministers has an obvious inﬂuence here). Rather than predictors of the future,
they spoke the will of God to their immediate context. They were, it would
soon be argued, forth-tellers and not fore-tellers. And their message was nothing other than ‘ethical monotheism’, of which Isaiah was one of the greatest
exemplars. No longer were these texts of Isaiah concerned with foretelling the
arrival of Christ, but they told forth the great ideals of ethical life lived under
monotheism. We could not be further from the idea that the prophets were
harbingers of the eschaton, that the end was nigh.
How did all this come about? As I laid out in the Introduction, German criticism was never as stridently anti-religious or anticlerical as its Anglophone and
Francophone cousins. Part of the reason lay in the proverbial cultural and intellectual backwardness of Germany; another element was the strong element of
sola scriptura. The result: the struggles over reason and supernaturalism, religion
and secularism took place on the territory of the Bible. Instead of dismissing
the Bible as a document of outmoded superstition, they worked out their theories with the Bible itself. German critics took up with vigour the various uncoordinated strands of biblical criticism from Spinoza, Richard Simon and Jean
Le Clerc and turned them into a sustained approach, full of differences, arguments and advances. By the end of the nineteenth century, German dominance
in biblical criticism was almost unassailable. At the time of Bauer and Strauss,
German biblical criticism was just emerging as an international force.
This is the volatile context into which Marx entered his university-years.
But let us return to the ever-active and fertile mind of Bauer. He gave these
developments in biblical studies his own spin. As far as the Hebrew Bible
was concerned, he argued that even its prophetic texts have not yet arrived
at the moment of overcoming the estrangement of externalised and legalistic
religion. That, of course, would come with the New Testament, to which he
was to direct all of his critical concerns from the beginning of the 1840s. At this
point in his thought, he argued that the difference between the Old and New
Testaments was that Christianity managed to free the religious consciousness
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from its limited and particular form in the Old Testament. What his work on
the Hebrew Bible enabled him to do was define his key-idea of religious consciousness, namely the unmediated identity of particularity and the abstract
universal, which he translated in terms of the immediate identity of the universal with a particular subject or community.
Now, while this position – the immediate identity of particular and universal – may seem like a positive assessment of Christianity, Bauer was
soon to argue that it is in fact the core of the problem. Already in Herr Dr.
Hengstenberg,9 published in the year he taught in Berlin, he had come to argue
that the oppressive and narrow-minded sectarianism of the church – especially the German Lutheran church – lay in this claim by the particular to the
universal. The logical core of his argument, which developed over his various
works on the Bible, was that Christianity was a ‘hubristic particularism’ which
made an unmediated identity between a specific subject (in this case, Jesus
Christ) or a community (the church) with the universal. What happens then
is that the universal becomes completely other, divorced from communal and
individual life. God and heaven become alienated and abstracted universals
from human existence. This meant that any claim by a specific individual or
group to be the exclusive representative of this universal inevitably produced
a brutal, sectarian monopoly that excluded any other particular, whether religious or political. In short, Christian monotheism is an exclusive rather than
an inclusive universal. This ultimate hubris of particularism, characteristic of
the state-church at the time and the reactionary Friedrich Wilhelm IV (1840–
61), let alone of both Christianity and Judaism, is in fact the essence of religion
as such. The Prussian state was only the latest manifestation of this brutal
universal; for Bauer traced it all the way back to the polis of ancient Greece.
This position developed over Bauer’s studies of the synoptic Gospels and
the Gospel of John (written over an intense period from 1840 to 1842), only
to receive full expression in his Christianity Exposed of 1843.10 Through his
writing, Bauer eventually recognised his own atheism, arguing that free selfconsciousness must be released from the constraints of all religion and that the
only way for self-consciousness to realise itself is through historical and social
9. Bauer 1839.
10. Bauer 1840, 1841, 1842b, 1850–1. For an excellent discussion that traces the way
Bauer’s position developed over these works, see Moggach 2003, pp. 59–79. Unfortunately Leopold 2007, pp. 101–5, skips by the importance of Bauer’s biblical criticism.
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transformation. In regard to the Gospels, they are a long way from historical records, being the products of creative and unknown individuals. Within
the restrictions of the religious consciousness, these authors responded to the
needs of the Christian communities for an understanding of their own nature
and origins. So Mark, the earliest Gospel, presents a basic picture of Jesus’s
adult life and death, while the later Matthew and Luke fill out that story with
birth-narratives, additional material and the resurrection. By the time we get
to John we already have the full expression of a dogmatic monopoly. But why
are these stories problematic?
The gospel reports are nothing other than free, literary products, whose soul
is the simple categories of religion. What is specific to these categories, however, is that they reverse the laws of the real, rational world. They alienate
the universality of self-consciousness, rend it violently away, and restore it
in the form of representation as an alien, heavenly, or as an alien, limited,
sacred history.11

Christianity denied the truth that could come only from self-consciousness by
identifying such truth with another being and a heavenly realm alien to that
self-consciousness. Even worse, Christianity claimed that its ultimate form of
alienation was the absolute and universal truth, thereby exacerbating the problem. It intensifies such alienation until it becomes unbearable, thereby opening the way for a final resolution. Thus, in good Hegelian fashion, Christianity
was both the best and worst of all religions. It may have provided a revolutionary breakthrough, freeing people from the ties of nature, family and
spirits, but it was also the highest form of alienation. What was needed, then,
was a sublation [Aufhebung] of the necessary stage of Christianity in order to
see that the truth came from a free self-consciousness. Only ‘criticism’ (which
Marx and Engels will come to lampoon mercilessly) is able to release such a
universal self-consciousness. But it also meant that any state or church that
laid claim to Christianity would have to go too. Religious monopoly and the
restoration under way with the German monarchy merely reinforced Bauer’s
views, so much so that by 1840–1 he rejected all forms of religious representation in favour of an emancipated philosophical self-consciousness.

11. Bauer 1967, p. 61. Cited in Moggach 2003, p. 77.
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Needless to say, Bauer’s radical biblical criticism and theology went hand
in hand with a radical political republicanism. But, in the context, Bauer was
an extreme radical, which is why he interested Marx and Engels so much.
This one-time favourite of Hegel, who recommended Bauer for a royal prize
for an essay on Kant in 1829, was removed from his post as licentiate at the
Friedrich Wilhelm University in the same year that he taught Marx. His
crime: the aforesaid book, Herr Dr. Hengstenberg. Hengstenberg happened
to be a leading pietistic theologian, colleague and former teacher. Bauer, it
seems, could not suffer fools gladly. Fortune was with him, for the Minister
of Culture, Altenstein, was favourable to the Hegelians and moved him out
of harm’s way – or at least so he thought – to Bonn. But fortune did not smile
on Bauer for much longer. Altenstein died in 1840, the same year Friedrich
Wilhelm III gave up the ghost. Along with the new king came a new Minister
for Culture – or as his title was known in full, for Religious Worship, Education and Medicine – by the name of Eichhorn. This enlightened bureaucrat had
no time for the Hegelians and was certainly not going to protect the young
radical. Bauer had lasted five years in Berlin (1834–9), but he lasted barely
three in Bonn. At the end of March in 1842, his licentia docendi was revoked
by Eichhorn and he was dismissed by direct order of the new king.12 With no
options left in a university, he purchased a small farm, ran a tobacco-shop and
wrote – as prolifically as ever – in the evenings until his death in 1882.
The 21-year-old Marx, then, encountered Bauer at a highly charged time in
his career. About to be sent off to Bonn for his polemic against Hengstenberg
at Berlin, at the crest of a wave of prolific and original work after he had honed
his idea of religion in the 1830s, about to become the intellectual leader of
the young Hegelians,13 we may gain a good idea of what Bauer taught Marx.
12. His post at Berlin was closed by the Minister for Religious Worship, Education
and Medicine, Eichhorn. The story of his dismissal as Privat-Docent of Theology at
Bonn is a little confused. Initially, he was put under investigation for his radical views
on the New Testament by a consultation that included the Ministry of Education and
the theology-faculties of the six Prussian universities, but the investigation was unable
to achieve consensus. In an astute moment of ill-timing (a characteristic, it seems),
he attended a banquet in honour of the South-German liberal, Karl Welcker, in 1841.
Bauer proposed a toast to the Hegelian concept of the state, but the king decided to
sack all those who attended the banquet and who were in state-employment.
13. I hesitate to use the designations of ‘left’ or ‘right’ Hegelians, not merely because
Bauer refused to see himself in these terms, but above all because the distinction was
invented by David Strauss in his In Defence of My ‘Life of Jesus’ Against the Hegelians
(Strauss 1980; Strauss 1983). Strauss used it to return fire against Bauer’s (and oth-
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Apart from bringing Marx up to speed on the rapid developments in that first
wave of German biblical criticism at the time, Bauer had already come to hold
that all religion was problematic. By definition, religion was a hubristic effort
by a certain particularism – be that individual, group or institution – to lay
claim to the abstract universal. As soon as it did so, it became a crass sectarian
monopoly that brooked no opposition. One should not be surprised that the
church had become close-minded and authoritarian. Even Isaiah, who was far
better than the priestly material that lay (as scholarship held at the time) at the
earliest layers of the Hebrew Bible, succumbed to this problem. Isaiah might
have moved past the law-driven externality of the priests, he might even
have expressed that ethical monotheism in which the universal was immanent in the community, but he still held to religion as such, and that was the
problem.
This was heady stuff. With the young Hegelians causing one controversy
after another, no-one could avoid being caught up in the fray. It is not for
nothing that a little over four years later Marx would begin his Contribution to
the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law with the words: ‘For Germany the criticism of religion is in the main complete, and criticism of religion is the premise
of all criticism’.14
In closing this section let me make one point clear. There was little, if anything, of the much-touted prophetic eschatology or messianism in the air
at the time. Time and again, we hear the common point that Marxism is a
secularised eschatology, or perhaps that the themes of alienation and revolution are drawn from the biblical pattern of exile and return,15 and that Marx
took over this element from his Jewish background and Christian context and
transformed it into a secular version. Stated as an item of common knowledge, or asserted through vague affinities, it is never backed up with any specific references. I would add the point that German biblical scholarship of the
time was emphasising anything but prophetic eschatology. Bruno Bauer was
certainly not teaching it to Marx in that summer of 1839 at the Friedrich Wilhelm University of Berlin.

ers’) criticisms of his original Das Leben Jesu (Strauss 1835; Strauss 1902) characterising
Bauer as a ‘right’-Hegelian and himself as a ‘left’-Hegelian.
14. Marx 1844c, p. 175; Marx 1844d, p. 378.
15. For a more Jewish angle, see Fischman 1991, pp. 94–108.
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‘My friend of many years standing . . .’
‘Bruno Bauer, my friend of many years standing – but now rather estranged
[jetzt aber mehr entfremdeter] . . .’16 Perhaps this comment, made in a letter to
Feuerbach on 11 August 1844, sums up Marx’s complex relationship with
Bauer. For a time, Marx’s hopes for a university-appointment rested on his
close connections with Bauer – at least while Bauer still had a university-post,
even if it was only at the Licentiate level. But, when Bauer finally lost his position as Privat-Docent of Theology at Bonn, those hopes disappeared for good.
The friendship between Marx and Bauer shows up strongly in Marx’s doctoral
thesis, joint works that they planned together and Marx’s defence of Bauer.
Marx’s doctoral thesis, with its frequent invocations of self-consciousness,
shows clear enough signs that Bauer had made an impact.17 I am less interested in the fairly obvious point that we can read its topic – the rescue of
Epicurus as a serious thinker in his own right against Democritus – as a code
for the intense debates on theology and politics swirling around Marx as he
wrote. And we should not be deceived by Marx’s loose use of the term ‘theology’ when he actually means the philosophical system of Epicurus. Instead,
its importance lies in the effort to reach back to a time before Christian theology even appeared. The project may be framed as follows: if Bauer is right
in his argument that Christianity is inescapably alienating and oppressive,
then what happens if we go back before Christianity? Is it possible to find a
way for moving beyond theology, not so much by destroying it and leaving
it behind, but by searching out what went before? Given the deeply classicist
assumptions that dominated education in Marx’s time (they are still with us
in so many ways), that meant going back to classical Greece.
In order to support my argument, I refer to the sections in both what is
left of the thesis and the notebooks. I am particularly interested in the way
Marx traces the condemnation of Epicurus all the way back to Cicero’s observation that Epicurus copied his system from Democritus. Where Epicurus
had deviated, suggests Cicero, he made a huge mess. The next moment in the
history of that condemnation came from Plutarch’s pen, who offers an utter
denigration of Epicurus in the name of religion (the Appendix is devoted to

16. Marx 1844q, p. 356; Marx 1844r, pp. 426–7.
17. Although Breckman 1999, pp. 259–71, makes a somewhat speculative case for
the dominance of Feuerbach even at this early stage (1840–1).
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Plutarch’s assessment).18 In the first chapter of the thesis, Marx shows how
Plutarch leads directly to the church-fathers who merely copy the condemnation, especially Clement of Alexandria who draws upon what he thought
was Paul’s letter in Colossians 2:8, where we find a condemnation of those
who speculate on the ‘elemental spirits of the universe’19 – which Clement interprets to mean Epicurus, among others. Clement also observes that
according to Acts 7:18 the apostle Paul refuted the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers, which leads Clement to conclude that all philosophy which busies
itself with these elemental spirits of the universe rather than Christ is worthless. The notebooks upon which the thesis is based have a massive number
of quotations and comments on this history of theological disparagement of
Epicurus.20
Now Marx seeks to roll back this theological tradition of condemnation,
rescue Epicurus and claim for philosophy a place diametrically opposed to
theology. In other words, Epicurus is the philosophical champion against all
the theologians. Quoting Lucretius, Marx writes:
When human life lay grovelling in all men’s sight, crushed to the earth under
the dead weight of religion whose grim features loured menacingly upon
mortals from the four quarters of the sky, a man of Greece was first to raise
mortal eyes in defiance, first to stand erect and brave the challenge. Fables of
the gods did not crush him, nor the lightning ﬂash and growling menace of
the sky. . . . Therefore religion in its turn lies crushed beneath his feet, and we
by his triumph are lifted level with the skies.21

It is hard to miss the biographical element in all this, but what interests me
far more is that Marx attempts to find a thinker – of absolute and free selfconsciousness no less – who comes well before Christian theology. Even

18. Marx 1840–1a, pp. 102–5; Marx 1840–1b, pp. 88–91. This section leads him to the
philosophical arguments for the proof of God’s existence, which he describes as ‘refutations of all concepts of a God’ (Marx 1840–1a, p. 105; Marx 1840–1b, p. 91).
19. Marx 1840–1a, pp. 36–8; Marx 1840–1b, pp. 23–5. See also his comments on the
efforts at accommodation between Epicurus and theology in the work of the seventeeth-century philosopher Pierre Gassendi (Marx 1839a, pp. 423–4; Marx 1839b, pp.
58–61).
20. Marx 1839a, pp. 431–2, 442–58, 487–8, 493–506; Marx 1839b, pp. 74–7, 92–127,
202–7, 218–48.
21. Marx 1840–1a, p. 73; Marx 1840–1b, pp. 57–8. Marx quotes the text from Lucretius in Latin.
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more, this thinker has to be rescued from later theological condemnation.
In one sense, this argument by Marx goes against Bauer, for Bauer saw in
Christianity the ultimate contradiction that would eventually free self-consciousness. Marx says no, if you go back before Christianity you will find
one who actually expresses this freedom. Unfortunately, Marx did not pursue
this line of argument, partly because he began to break away from Bauer,
partly because he realised that even Epicurus remained trapped in religious
imagination and speculative philosophy, but the effort to find a champion of
non-theological thought would stay with him.22 All the same, despite Marx’s
later efforts to find another way to move from heaven to earth, I wish he
had explored the underlying impulse of the thesis further. It has the potential of showing that many of the terms assumed to be originally theological
may actually have a pre-theological life. That would mean, against both the
assumptions of his own time and figures such as Carl Schmitt, that theology
is not the fons et origo of most of our major categories of social and political
thought. Instead, it is merely one form they may take.
After the thesis was completed in 1841, Marx held the line for his former
teacher throughout the following year, although there were signs of strain.
In March, Marx wrote to Ruge to say that his contributions – A Treatise on
Christian Art and a critique of the Hegelian philosophy of law – to a planned
joint work with Bauer had not made it into the text.23 The second work has
appeared as a somewhat different text,24 but for now I am interested in the
Treatise. Marx’s comments are exquisitely tantalising: a few passing references, a mention of the state of the manuscript, but then the manuscript itself
has never turned up. Let us see what we can piece together from the scattered
materials.
Bauer and Marx had planned a two-volume work together, although only
the second volume was to be a properly collaborative business between the
two of them. Through a mix of circumstances, some difference of opinion
and Marx’s inability to finish works, the second joint-volume never appeared.
22. In this respect, I agree with Van Leeuwen 2002b, p. 74, that Epicurus really
stands in for Marx himself in the thesis. However, he has a tendency to over-cook his
argument, suggesting after five chapters on Epicurus that the thesis is ‘a resolute reckoning with the claims of Christian theology’ (p. 137).
23. Marx 1842x, p. 382; Marx 1842y, p. 397; Marx 1842z, p. 385; Marx 1842aa,
p. 400.
24. Marx 1843c; Marx 1843d.
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Or rather, it appeared, but only with the sections written by Bauer. Both were
supposed to be called Die Posaune, or Trumpet of the Last Judgement. In the end,
the first volume of 1841 bore that title.25 The second volume became Bauer’s
own Hegels Lehre von der Religion und der Kunst.26
So, we are in a somewhat strange situation: Bauer’s side of the conversation
went to print and has survived, but Marx’s contribution has not. He did have
a small hand in the first volume, which we can see in the revolutionary angle
that Bauer takes. Published anonymously in 1841 as an attempted spoof, Die
Posaune takes on the voice of a pietistic and conservative critic of Hegel. It
argues that Hegel was a revolutionary and that the full outcome of his system
would sweep away church and state and bring on the republic made of free
individuals. The key to Hegel, argues Bauer, was the idea of an infinite and
free self-consciousness, which would overcome any hindrance, any archaic
institution that was not justified by reason, and therefore any existing state,
church or social hierarchy. Bauer managed to get to this point by invoking
the dialectic: it negates transcendent substance on the path to universal selfconsciousness. In more detail: to block the possibility that the particularity of
the self might become the basis for a universal position (an invalid move), the
first step was to posit (an apparently) transcendent substance. The individual then has to internalise this undifferentiated and transcendent substance
in order to discipline the differentiated and particular self. Once this crucial
step of stripping particularity has been taken, it then becomes possible for a
consciousness to appropriate the infinite. In this way, the infinite could take
conscious form. Now we have an infinite self-consciousness that absorbs, controls and moves beyond any transcendent substance. However, since this consciousness is infinite, it does not spend its time gazing upon its own glorious
navel. Rather, it manifests itself in history.
But then how does this infinite self-consciousness deal with the concrete
alienations of God, the church, inherited privilege and the state (especially
when it relies on divine sanction)? These alienations are actually the result
of what the infinite consciousness has managed to avoid, namely, universal
claims of the basis of a particular self; they are false claims to transcendence.

25. The full title is Die Posaune des jungsten Gerichts über Hegel den Atheisten und Antichristen: Ein Ultimatum (Bauer 1983).
26. Bauer 1967.
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The response of infinite self-consciousness is nothing short of revolution,
for in the face of infinite self-consciousness, as an immanent and subjective universality, all of these alienated moments must fall away. Infinite
self-consciousness overturns all these alienations in the name of freedom.
In Die Posaune, this argument was put in the mouth of a pious critic of
Hegel; he seeks to warn his readers that Hegel was no defender of the Restoration. In Bauer’s hands the book becomes an underhand and rather longwinded justification – Marx calls it ‘the irksome constraint of the Hegelian
exposition’27 – for the autonomous individual and the claim to full democratic
rights.
The fate of Marx’s contribution to the second volume was sealed by the terminal illness of Ludwig von Westphalen, Jenny’s father. As Bauer was finishing the manuscript for the volume in early 1842, Marx found himself spending
three months in Trier. Just as Herr von Westphalen lay on his deathbed, so
also Marx’s manuscript lay untouched, awaiting its own death.28 By the time
Ludwig was dead, on 3 March, Bauer had published the second volume on
his own without Marx’s sections.
Still keen to get some version of the Treatise published, Marx wrote to Ruge
as soon as he could. Perhaps you can publish a ‘modified version’ in the proposed Anekdota, Marx suggests, although the manuscript still requires ‘the
rewriting of a fair copy and, in part, some corrections’.29 A couple of weeks
later he updates Ruge on the manuscript. Now he is working on a full revision, to be called On Religion and Art, with Special Reference to Christian Art,
replete with a supplement on the romantics and an attack on the essence of
religion that subjects Feuerbach’s conception of religion to critique. Here, the
disagreements with Bauer bubble to the surface, for in revising the treatise
he tells Ruge he wants to break with the ‘tone of the Posaune’30 and replace

27. Marx 1842z, p. 385; Marx 1842aa, p. 400.
28. ‘The fact is that my future father-in-law, Herr von Westphalen, lay on his deathbed for three months and died the day before yesterday. During this period, therefore,
it was impossible to do anything properly.’ (Marx 1842x, p. 383; Marx 1842y, p. 397.)
29. Ibid.
30. For all Bauer’s atheistic pretence, Marx still finds it pietistic and prophetic. In
describing the book, Marx paraphrases three biblical texts: ‘Thy word is a lamp unto
my feet, and a light unto my path’ (Psalm 119: 105). ‘Thy commandments make me
wiser than mine enemies, For they are ever with me.’ (Psalm 119: 98.) ‘The Lord shall
roar from Zion’ (Amos 1:2).
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it with ‘a freer, and therefore more thorough exposition’.31 At this point, the
manuscript is but three weeks from completion, for he promises to send it in
by mid-April. A little past that date, Marx mentions the work for the last time,
now broken up into two works, On Religious Art and On the Romantics.32 That
is the last mention. If its earlier failure to appear was due to circumstances
(Jenny’s father’s death) and disagreement with Bauer, now it seems as though
Marx’s inability to stop working on a piece sounded the death-knell. He comments to Ruge that ‘the work has steadily grown into almost book dimensions, and I have been drawn into all kinds of investigations which will still
take a rather long time’.33 Inexperience leads to the death of the manuscript
by a thousand revisions.
So what did he argue in that lost, unending manuscript? Here, we find
a good deal of speculation and use of circumstantial evidence. Following
Mikhail Lifshitz,34 Margaret Rose suggests that it would have moved from a
study of the religious and fetishistic art of Asia and Greece to the Christian art
of the Romantics, showing how the two are connected.35 She goes on the argue
that it would have fallen foul of the censorship-decrees against which Marx
struggled for the whole time he was involved with the Rheinische Zeitung.
That is about all Rose can glean from evidence of what Marx was reading
(based on excerpts from his notebooks) and some of the other subjects Marx
covers at the time, especially his first touches on the matter of fetishism. I
would add that we find a hint in Marx’s comment to Ruge on 20 March 1842,
where Marx mentions that the revised manuscript disagrees with Feuerbach’s
concept of religion – this disagreement has actually turned up in the Theses on
Feuerbach. As Marx points out in the letter, he disagrees not with the principle
(projection) but the conception. It would seem that Marx was already arguing
that religion is a projection of the worst in human beings rather than the best,
that religion is an expression of alienation and not hope and love.
We might have expected Marx to give up on Bauer after such an experience. But he did not. They kept up their correspondence,36 Marx continued
31. Marx 1842z, p. 385; Marx 1842aa, p. 400.
32. Marx 1842bb, p. 387; Marx 1842cc, p. 402.
33. Ibid.
34. Lifshitz 1973; Lifshitz 1984.
35. Rose 1984, pp. 61–2.
36. So much so that Bauer wrote directly to Marx when he was dismissed from
Bonn; see Marx 1842x, p. 383; Marx 1842y, p. 398.
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to read Bauer’s books avidly, some of which he found better than others,37
and Marx publicly defended Bauer on at least one occasion. That occasion
was an attack by a certain philosopher, Otto Friedrich Gruppe. Marx came
to the defence of Bauer in the young-Hegelian ﬂagship-journal, Deutsche
Jahrbücher für Wissenschaft und Kunst.38 The topic was Gruppe’s attempt to
discredit Bauer’s credentials as a critic of the New Testament. So what does
Marx say in defence? Apart from the heavy ad hominem satire that was quickly
becoming Marx’s trademark – deriding him for ‘weakness of intellect’ and
‘dilettantist ignorance’39 – he focuses on a lazy howler in Gruppe’s attack. In
short, Gruppe accuses Bauer of self-aggrandisement by writing in his own
prophetic voice, ‘keep away from me, theologian!’. Marx easily shows that
Bauer is actually offering a paraphrase of Jesus’s words in Matthew 12:38–
42, attempting to bring out their meaning. It is a relatively minor business, a
misreading by a pedantic critic of a much greater one, the former forgotten
but for Marx’s polemic and the interest of a very few (like me), the latter a
major figure in the history of biblical criticism. But what is interesting here is
that Marx slips into the detail of a biblical argument, and that he does so to
defend Bauer. The great achievement of Bauer’s work on the New Testament
was to show how German biblical critics distort and twist the biblical text in
order to suit theological agendas. In this case – Jesus’s denial of the need to
give signs and then the promise of the ‘sign of Jonah’40 – these biblical critics
bent over backwards to bring consistency to a contradiction. For they simply
could not countenance a contradiction, especially in the mouth of Jesus (it
is a problem that unfortunately bedevils biblical criticism still today). Bauer
brings them up short. However, Marx does not merely take the wind out of
the sails of a critic like Gruppe; he also wishes to defend Bauer’s character and
37. As he comments to Ruge: ‘Bauer on Ammon is delightful. The “Sorrows and
Joys of the Theological Mind” seems to me a not very successful rendering of the section of the Phenomenology . . . You have probably already read Bauer’s self-defence. In
my opinion, he has never before written so well’ (Marx 1843q, p. 400; Marx 1843r, pp.
417–18; see Bauer 1842a).
38. Marx 1842t; Marx 1842u. Gruppe’s book, Bruno Bauer und die Akademissche
Lehrfreiheit, took on Bauer’s Kritik der evangelischen Geschichte der Synoptiker (Bauer
1841). Marx makes a comparable defence of the poet Friedrich von Sallet, whose collection of anticlerical poetry, Laien-Evangelium, was attacked by the Rhein- und MoselZeitung and then (mischievously?) misread as a defence of Christianity against Strauss,
Feuerbach and Bauer by the Trier’sche Zeitung (Marx 1843o; Marx 1843p).
39. Marx 1842t, p. 213; Marx 1842u, p. 248.
40. Matthew 12:38–42; Luke 11:29–30 and Mark 8:12–13.
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teaching. This skilled biblical critic who argues for atheism from within the
Bible had become something of a scandal for the conservative press, university
theology-departments and the government. So Marx, along with a string of
young Hegelians, lined up in Bauer’s defence.

The Jewish question
On the Jewish Question marks the moment when Marx and Bauer fell out badly
with one another. This is the first of three major polemical engagements with
his former teacher and friend. I am particularly interested in the way in which
these criticisms turn on the matter of theology. Perhaps I can characterise it
this way: theology is the ﬂint upon which Marx strikes his emerging historical-materialist method. Three of those strikes are the attacks on Bauer – On the
Jewish Question, The Holy Family and The German Ideology.
On the Jewish Question is widely regarded as one of the major early statements by Marx on emancipation. It is a response to two works by Bauer,
Die Judenfrage and ‘Die Fähigkeit der heutigen Juden und Christen, frei zu
werden’,41 although the question of the relaxing of restrictions on Jews had
been debated for over half a century beforehand in light of limited concessions already granted in response to ongoing petitions from the Jews.42 Both
Bauer and Marx seek emancipation, and both agree that it has not yet been
realised, but they disagree on what emancipation means and how to achieve
it. For Bauer, what is needed is emancipation from religion and the way to
do so is through an as yet unachieved ‘real freedom’ that entails a universal
recognition of common humanity. For Marx, this proposal is wrong-headed,
for it erroneously gives priority to religion, which thereby does not deal with
the real issue – the abstraction of the state from civil society, and thereby a
split between individual human being and citizen, as well as atomistic social
relations in which each individual is in conﬂict with the other. Marx opposes
this false freedom with real, human emancipation, which recaptures such

41. Bauer 1843b and 1843c. Bauer’s ‘Die Judenfrage’ initially appeared in Deutsche
Jahrbücher für Wissenschaft und Kunst, numbers 274–82, in November 1842. An English
translation may be found in Bauer 1958. A translation of the second piece appeared in
English in Bauer 1978 and in French in Bauer 2006.
42. See the outlines of this background in Bensaïd 2006a, pp. 20–2; Fischman 1991,
pp. 26–30; and Leopold 2007, pp. 105–7.
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alienation into a recovered full human existence. Let us see what they say in
a little more detail.
Bauer’s two texts manifest quite a tension: on the one hand, Judaism is an
exclusive religion which forms the primitive initial stage for the universality
of Christianity, which is embodied above all in Protestantism; on the other
hand, both Christianity and Judaism, like all religions, suffer from the oppressive and alienating particularity of religion.43 When he is operating in the first
mode, especially in The Jewish Question, he wheels out Hegelian and popular
anti-Judaic characterisations of the time. They are hypocritical (since they find
ways around the impossible law), exclusive (as the ‘chosen people’ they are
hostile to universality), and positive (in the Hegelian sense of submitting to
arbitrary laws based on authority). So they are ‘conceited’, ‘arrogant’, ‘stubborn’, ‘selfish’ and given to the naked cunning of ‘material egoism’.44 It is
important to distinguish three overlapping elements in Bauer’s characterisation of Jews. First, he picks up a number of popular images of Jews as wilfully
different, lacking desire for integration, and bringing their discrimination
upon themselves. Second, he is committed to a Hegelian schema in which
history is the dialectical unfolding of universality and ‘self-consciousness’
(Bauer’s gloss on ‘spirit’). In this respect, the Jews are at an earlier stage to
Christian universalism. Third, and most importantly for Marx’s criticism that
Bauer is very much a theologian, Bauer follows a standard theological line in
which Judaism is the forerunner of Christianity, but that the ‘Old Testament’
has been superseded by the ‘New Testament’ of love in Christ. In light of this
status, the Jews have a far greater difficulty in achieving true freedom – which
Bauer saw as recognition of our common humanity and the overcoming of all
particularity, especially that of religion. Although Bauer argues that Christianity is far closer to this real freedom, he does not argue that Jews should
convert to Christianity, for that would merely involve stepping from one form
of alienation into another.
This is where we pass to the other side of the tension in Bauer’s texts in
which he argues that both Christianity and Judaism are alienating and intolerant.45 This argument comes out more forcefully in the follow-up article,

43. See Leopold 2007, p. 118.
44. Bauer 1958, pp. 5, 36, 42; Bauer 1843b, pp. 4, 33, 39; see also Bauer 1978, p. 139.
45. Bauer 1958, pp. 22, 101, 135; Bauer 1843b, pp. 19, 95–6, 175.
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‘The Capacity of Present-Day Jews and Christians to Become Free’. The reason is that for Bauer, like the ‘new atheists’ in the early years of the twentyfirst century,46 religion is the primary cause of human alienation and all the
world’s ills. If only we could be rid of religion, then the world would be a far
better place. As long as we are tied up by religious identity, we will never
have emancipation in any form. The key to Bauer’s argument is the particularity of religion. As we saw above, in his biblical studies Bauer had developed
the argument that religion involves the claim to the universal by a specific
and particular group. As a result, it becomes brutal and oppressive, and in the
name of this universal religion will not tolerate others. So emancipation and
toleration are not possible when religion dominates political and civic life.
This means that a prejudiced Christian state such as the one in Germany
will never grant freedom to Jews. It is just as much a Jewish problem as a
Christian one: Christians may be a step closer to freedom than the Jews, but
as long as they are defined by their religion, they are incapable of receiving
freedom. The problem is that the opposition between Jews and Christians is
at heart a religious one and therefore as resilient as stone. So the only way
forward is to dispense with religion, for then the opposition itself falls away.
‘Real freedom’ means the overcoming of the particularity and sectional intolerance of religion and the recognition of a common and universal humanity.
That can take place only in a state that has utterly dispensed with religion.
For Bauer the almost insurmountable path to freedom for the Jews requires
not the granting of rights similar to other citizens of the Christian state (the
subject of many petitions), or assimilation to Christianity (as many Jews had
done), or even a secular disinterest in religion in which rights were granted to
all irrespective of religion (as in France), but awareness that the problem is religion itself. The Jews must give up their very essence as Jews to become free.
In light of this second line in Bauer’s argument, we can see that his elevation of Protestant Christianity (Roman Catholics are lower down the scale in
yet another layer of distinctions) to the highest point in the universalising of
religion is a backhanded compliment if ever there was one. What it means is
that a universal Christianity has also universalised the illusions, alienations
and inhumanity of religion. It is a ‘self-strangling Unfreedom to the point

46. Dawkins 2006; Dennett 2007; Harris 2005, 2006; Hitchens 2007. See Bauer 1958,
p. 101; Bauer 1843b, pp. 95–6.
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where everything is at stake’ so much so that it is ‘the height of the religious
hypocrisy’.47 This is, of course, a Hegelian point, since the moment of radical
negativity before the transition to a new stage is the most alienating of all. So
Christianity’s superior status exacerbates the need for a transition to a new
post-religious stage.
Marx replies by challenging the idealist focus on religion as the cause of
all ills and tackling the question of emancipation head-on. As for emancipation, Marx argues that religious ‘emancipation’ has already taken place, even
political ‘emancipation’ – this is how he interprets Bauer’s ‘real freedom’ – but
not full human emancipation.48 This is both a historical and a philosophical
argument. On the historical register, Marx points out that with the break-up
of feudalism (in which the church was the dominant force and religion the
glue of society), with the declaration of the rights of man through the French
and American Revolutions, and with the emergence of a democratic state,
political and religious ‘emancipation’ has already begun to take place, but
the results are far from what Bauer would have expected. Marx argues that
especially in the United States, where we find a fully developed secular state,
religion has become a private matter, the reserve of the individual citizen. All
domains of life are broken up into discrete zones, while the political state is
abstracted in an ideal form.49 In this context, we find that religion has not disappeared, but that there is a right to freedom of conscience and religion. No
one religion is to dominate, no religion is to be the religion of the state, and
no-one is to tell another how to believe. The upshot: Bauer’s ‘real freedom’
which is realised in such a state would grant religious freedom, not freedom
from religion. Here is Marx:

47. Bauer 1978, p. 140. Further, ‘Christianity is the religion which has promised
Mankind the most, namely everything, but it has also denied the most, namely everything’ (Bauer 1978, p. 146).
48. See the painstaking exegesis of Marx’s text in Leopold 2007, pp. 129–63. Leopold
points out that Marx moves away from Bauer’s distinction between ‘emancipation’
(what was being proposed) and ‘real freedom’ (an atheistic situation that recognises
our common humanity), putting in its place ‘political emancipation’ and ‘real’ or ‘full
emancipation’.
49. As Leopold 2007, pp. 69–74 and 145, points out, Marx credits Hegel with this
insight into the modern state.
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Hence man was not freed from religion, he received religious freedom.
He was not freed from property, he received freedom to own property. He
was not freed from the egoism of business, he received freedom to engage
in business.50

In other words, political freedom from religion does not mean the abolition of
religion; it merely produces a non-privileged form of religion.51
Philosophically, Marx’s argument is rather rough at the edges, but it does
contain the seeds of an extremely important point. He replies with a telling
insight into the nature of Bauer’s proposed ‘political’ emancipation: what it
really means is a new form of alienation, between the state and civil society, between citizen [Staatsbürger] and citizen.52 This division produced by
the political ‘freedom’ of the bourgeois state is no improvement, for it is yet
another form of alienation. This argument is made by analogy with religious
alienation: in the same way that the products of religion are made by real
human beings, so also is that bourgeois state an alienated product of the
everyday life of ‘civil society’. This means that the opposition of religious and
political emancipation in Bauer’s piece is a false opposition, since they play
the same game. In other words, the modern bourgeois state (as in the United
States) embodies exactly the same pattern of religious alienation, except now
in political form. Indeed, the failure of such a demand for political emancipation is not the fault of the Jews, or indeed of any group, religious or otherwise.
It is the fault of the nature of political ‘emancipation’ itself, which is really
nothing of the sort. So if this is all Bauer’s political ‘emancipation’ can produce, it falls far short of a full, human emancipation.
What, then, is this ‘real’, ‘full’ and ‘human’ emancipation? Such emancipation means that people are no longer forced into a separation between the life
of a private, individualistic bourgeois and the abstract moral Staatsbürger; they
no longer need to separate their human capacities from themselves as ‘politics’, but instead to reappropriate and reintegrate the abstracted and alienated

50. Marx 1844m, p. 167; Marx 1844n, p. 369.
51. Leopold 2007, pp. 144–5, argues that Marx admits that there are gains in such a
situation, however limited they might be.
52. It is an argument we also find in a text written at about the same time, Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law (Marx 1843c; Marx 1843d). See the discussion in Chapter Six.
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Staatsbürger into their own social life.53 In other words, Marx already looks
beyond the political ‘emancipation’ of the bourgeois, parliamentary state
which is the form of the state under capitalism. This is not true freedom – far
from it. Here, we can see an early form of the argument that true freedom can
only be attained in a classless society without political domination.54
Arguably, the most critical attention given to On the Jewish Question has
focused on its characterisation of Judaism. Marx continues to be accused,
often vigorously, of anti-Semitism – as a morally culpable form of selfloathing. But he has been defended against the charge with equal vigour.55
I must admit that, on a superficial reading, I too initially became uncomfortable with Marx’s somewhat overblown rhetoric,56 but Marx is hardly ever one
to be read quickly and easily. A more careful reading shows that the charge
of anti-Semitism – or, more properly, anti-Judaism, since ‘anti-Semitism’ does
not appear as a term and modern practice until the 1870s57 – misses the dialectical twists and turns of Marx’s argument. Given the tendency of many
readers to jump to conclusions, it is worthwhile paying close attention to what
is going on.
The discussion appears in the last few pages of On the Jewish Question, where Marx responds to Bauer’s article, ‘Die Fähigkeit der heutigen
Juden und Christen, frei zu werden’. In his response, Marx makes an initial

53. ‘Only when the real, individual man re-absorbs in himself the abstract citizen,
and as an individual human being has become a species-being in his everyday life, in
his particular work, and in his particular situation, only when man has recognised and
organised his “forces propres” as social forces, and consequently no longer separates
social power from himself in the shape of political power, only then will human emancipation have been accomplished.’ (Marx 1844m, p. 168; Marx 1844n, p. 370.)
54. I am thankful to Jan Rehmann for this point (private communication).
55. This literature is immense. As a sample, for those who charge Marx with antiSemitism, see Maccoby 2006, pp. 64–6; Lewis 1999, p. 112; Flannery 2004, p. 168; Perry
and Schweitzer 2005, pp. 154–7; Muravchik 2003, p. 164; Greenblatt 1978; Ray 2006;
Misrahi 1972 and 2004; Kaplan 1990; Rose 1990, pp. 296–305; Wolfson 1982, pp. 74–103.
As for those who argue that this is a misreading of Marx, see Deutscher 1968; Avineri 1964; McLellan 1980, pp. 141–2; Peled 1992; Brown 1995; Aron 2005; Fine 2006.
Fischman 1991 takes a more dialectical approach, arguing that Marx’s ‘reputation as
an anti-Semite obscures the true complexity of his views of Judaism’ (Fischman 1991,
p. 24), for Marx might have despised Jewish religion (as he does all religion), but he
saw Judaism as an extremely important social force. For excellent surveys of many of
these positions and detailed defences of Marx, see Bensaïd 2006b and Leopold 2007,
pp. 163–80. See also the important statement by Engels 1890c; Engels 1890d.
56. A sense conveyed graphically by Fischman 1991, pp. 12–13.
57. See Bensaïd 2006a, pp. 78–9.
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distinction between the religious or ‘Sabbath Jew [den Sabbatsjuden]’ and the
‘worldly religion’ of the ‘real secular Jew [den wirklichen weltlichen Juden]’.
Bauer’s mistake, he writes, is to seek the essence of Judaism in its religion; that
is fundamentally mistaken, for the nature of ‘Judaism’ actually appears in its
everyday activity in the real world. This distinction carries much more weight
than at first seems to be the case, for Marx challenges the dominant discourse
concerning Jews by taking it up and undermining it.
What was that dominant representation of Jews? Here, Marx provides us
with the terms. The ‘worldly religion’ of the ‘real Jew’ (as against the ideal,
‘abstract’ or ‘Sabbath Jew’) is nothing less than ‘huckstering’; the ‘God’ of this
religion is ‘money’; the basis of ‘Jewish religion’ is ‘egoism’.58 On the face of
it, this looks like an anti-Semitic caricature of Jews, and more than one commentator has taken it as precisely that. However, such a reading makes the
mistake of reading these terms in a literal sense, falling into the trap of a realistic hermeneutics.59 But what Marx actually does is appropriate the widespread depiction of Jews in German, if not European, culture as a whole.60
This depiction dismissed the uniqueness of Jewish religion as a mere pretext
for the pursuit of money and gain. Judaism was seen, in other words, as a
crass, materialistic religion concerned only with this world.
Now, we can see how Bauer’s argument was also an effort to break with this
discourse, for he argued that the real secret to Judaism’s grubby commercial
practices lay with Jewish religion (which in some way exacerbated the antiSemitic nature of this discourse). The problem is that Bauer does not succeed,
for he continually slides into characterising Judaism itself as a material religion concerned with particular practices and observances. Marx’s response
takes a very different line: forget the religion and let us get inside that popular
discourse – Jude and its cognates were used at the time in a derogatory sense

58. Marx 1844m, pp. 169–72; Marx 1844n, pp. 372–5. See also Marx and Engels 1845a,
p. 109; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 115.
59. For an insightful discussion of the way such a literal reading fails, see Leopold
2007, p. 165. The point concerning ‘realistic hermeneutics’ comes from Jan Rehmann
(private communication).
60. For a discussion of the various senses of ‘Jew’ and ‘Judaism’ as widely held
stereotypes and literary terms of art, see Leopold 2007, p. 167; Fischman 1991, pp.
30–1, and Bensaïd 2006a, pp. 100–2. Leopold 2007, pp. 165–7, argues that Marx uses
Judentum in a metaphorical sense, while McLellan 1980, p. 142, suggests that Marx’s
response is ‘an extended pun at Bauer’s expense’.
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to indicate disreputable forms of ‘commerce’61 – and subvert it from within.
What you take as the ‘true’ nature of ‘real Judaism’ – given over to monetary
gain, usury and self-interest – is, in fact, the nature of the Christian world.
Here, Marx draws upon the Christian supersession of Judaism – an assumption upon which Bauer draws heavily – and turns that argument on its head.
Christianity might argue that it is the perfection of Judaism, that Christianity
has attained spiritual and theoretical superiority, while Judaism remains a
practical and materialistic religion, but that actually means that Christianity is
the perfection of ‘Judaism’. At this point, Marx gives a twist to another feature
of Bauer’s argument. As we saw above, Bauer argued that Christianity might
feel it has attained a higher degree of consciousness than Judaism, but that is
no blessing, for it means that Christianity has universalised alienation to all
aspects of life. Marx gives this argument a materialist turn: yes, Christianity
is a higher level, a ‘perfection’ of ‘Judaism’, but only because it is a perfection
of the self-serving pursuit of gain. In other words, you might feel that you can
externalise all these undesirable features of the grubby world of commerce
on the pariah-Jews, but these features are your own essence as Christians.
What you take for ‘Jewish’ is in fact not Jewish but rather the very nature of
the bourgeois, capitalist order itself, and that is why this huckstering, moneyhungry and egoistic attitude is a deeply Christian attitude.
At last, we can see the connection with Marx’s argument for full emancipation. Where do we find this thoroughly Christian attitude? In nothing other
than the Christian, bourgeois state where we find that the state is abstracted
from ‘civil society’ and where the human world is dissolved ‘into a world
of atomistic individuals who are inimically opposed to one another’.62 True
emancipation is to be free of this world, Jews included. Over against Bauer’s
argument that Jews and Christians must first abandon their religion before
they can attain political ‘emancipation’, Marx argues for a full emancipation
that does not require one to become alienated from one’s own nature – which
means implicitly that the Jews may be emancipated with no strings attached.63
In other words, if we pursue this line, the various distinctions in Marx’s essay
become obvious: citizen and human beings; ‘Sabbath Jew’ and the ‘real Jew’;
61. McLellan 1980, p. 142.
62. Marx 1844m, p. 173; Marx 1844n, p. 376.
63. In a careful analysis, Leopold 2007, pp. 150–63, shows that Marx argues that
religious commitment is no reason to exclude people from the ‘rights of man’.
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Roman Catholic and Protestant. Even more, in the achieved bourgeois state,
we find a radical splintering of human beings not merely into atomistic individuals but also into discrete segments given over to religion, property, business, leisure, sport, family, work, and so on. Emancipation, therefore, means
the recapture and reappropriation of all these realms into a whole and unalienated social being. Needless to say, this is a tall agenda, but it does provide the
basic reference-point for a radical programme of liberation.64
Apart from Marx’s insights into the nature of emancipation and the alienation inherent in the so-called political freedom of the bourgeois state, what
else can we find on a more theological note in this essay? To begin with, we
first encounter the argument that Bauer is still too much of a theologian. The
charge is relatively muted in On the Jewish Question; later, it would become a
centrepiece to Marx’s argument, as we will see soon enough. As Marx puts
it, ‘We are trying to break with the theological formulation [die theologische
Fassung] of the question’.65 Bauer’s problem, at least according to Marx, is
twofold: he is beholden to theological schemas such as the supersessionist
distinction between Judaism and Christianity; and, more substantially, the
fact that Bauer wants to dispense with religion means that his programme
privileges religion. Marx does grant that in Germany, where theology dominates public debate – so much so that the state itself is a theologian – criticism
of the state must of necessity be theological criticism. But that is also the reason for Bauer’s limitation, for he extracts from this situation and universalises
his theological solution. The real problem, argues Marx, lies elsewhere.
Further, this essay is one of Marx’s first – if somewhat untried and rough –
deployments of an argument analogous to the one concerning religious alienation: in the same way that religion and its objects are signs of an alienated
condition, so also is the bourgeois state the signal of alienation. That is, the
separation between civil society and the political state actually points to the
fact that we are alienated, that there is a separation between citizen and human
being. In the clutch of texts written while he was at Kreuznach – of which
On the Jewish Question is but one – Marx would work through this analogous

64. For a careful effort to determine what Marx meant by full emancipation, see
Leopold 2007, pp. 150–78.
65. Marx 1844m, p. 169; Marx 1844n, p. 372.
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argument, apply it and refine it and then add it to his critical store. We will
return to it on many occasions below.

Holy families
By the time we get to The Holy Family and The German Ideology – which really
form a pair as far as Bauer is concerned – the polemic has gone into top gear.
Here, the satire weighs a little too heavily and the dense writing points to
Marx’s hand in much of the material. I must admit I found great difficulty
in settling into it.66 Large slabs of these books offer us polemic at close quarters
– detailed comments on style, delighting in contradictions whether real or not,
ridicule, satire, attacking and mocking Bauer’s style, expression, arguments
and literary ability, personal attacks that accuse him of a sense of superiority, servile dependence, malice and cowardice, teases about losing his posts
as university-lecturer in theology, line after line quoted, dissected and hung
out to cure, a tit-for-tat response by Marx to Bauer’s response to the critics
(Marx included) of Bauer’s original Die Judenfrage. It is the usual convoluted
style to which one becomes accustomed after reading Marx’s early journalistic
efforts.67
In the midst of that stylistic excess and close polemic, a number of themes
emerge. The Holy Family is ostensibly a response to the first eight issues of
Allgemeneine Literatur-Zeitung and the key young Hegelians who wrote for the
journal, but the main target is the editor of the journal, namely Bruno Bauer
himself. Marx and Engels (who contributes a few pages and countless biblical references) recognise that Bauer is the ablest thinker of the lot and so they
give him the most textual space, but only so that they can give him an intense

66. One can well understand why The German Ideology could not find a publisher.
It reads like a very rough first draft of an important argument. As far as the Holy
Family is concerned, Engels too had his misgivings. In a letter to Marx on 17 March
1845, he writes that, while he finds it funny and well written, it is too long and will be
incomprehensible to the public at large (Engels 1845f, p. 28; Engels 1845g, pp. 25–6).
By contrast, Marx thought highly of The Holy Family, since he urges one publisher after
another to do it quickly and tells Börnstein that ‘every word counts’ (Marx 1844o, p. 8;
Marx 1844p, p. 430). As Kouvelakis points out (Kouvelakis 2003, p. 283 and p. 410, n.
169), one response to Prussian repression was to become prolix, as Bauer notably did.
Indeed, Engels felt that The Holy Family was all too close to the verbosity of the young
Hegelians.
67. On style, see Leopold 2007, p. 8.
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battering.68 By comparison, the section on Bauer in The German Ideology is quite
short, no more than a score of pages.69 In light of the endless section on Stirner
in that work, I can only wonder whether they planned a further draft, extending Bauer or perhaps dropping him entirely in order to even out a very lopsided work. The overwhelming impression is that both Marx and Engels have
said what needs to be said about Bruno Bauer in a string of earlier works.
The underlying drive of the attack on Bauer is to show that his path to radical politics through theology is a no-go zone. In fact, Bauer’s politics is not
really radical after all. Bauer’s writings may look radical, Bauer himself may
have lost his posts at Berlin and Bonn because of them, he may even be the
pin-up boy of the radical liberals, but he is really a speculative and idealist
conservative. The linchpin of the attack on Bauer’s radical credentials is that
he is inescapably a theologian.70 For all his later efforts to show that religion
is at odds with his notion of a free and infinite ‘self-consciousness’, that the
church is a pernicious and small-minded effort to universalise the particular,
and that the New Testament already embodies this process, Bauer is still a
theologian, at least in Marx’s opinion.71 He may have lost his faith in God, but
he has merely shifted that faith onto something else, whether that is the state
or even ‘Criticism’ itself. His much-vaunted atheism is merely the ‘last stage
of theism, the negative recognition of God’.72 And, if he is a theologian, he must
ultimately be a reactionary even if he appears to be a radical.
In The German Ideology, this charge that Bauer is at heart a theologian focuses
on the form of his arguments. For example, Bauer’s strategy in the struggle
between Feuerbach and Stirner is to present his own position as a higher unity
that resolves their differences. But this is to make the Hegelian dialectic into
a form of Trinitarian theology: Bauer’s resolution is nothing other than the

68. Marx and Engels 1845a, pp. 78–143; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp. 82–151. A run
of lesser young Hegelians also take a beating for their theological pretensions, such as
Edgar Bauer and ‘Parson Szeliga’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, pp. 61–9, 168–80; Marx and
Engels 1845b, pp. 63–72, 178–91).
69. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 97–116; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 81–100.
70. See also the comment on Edgar Bauer, Bruno’s brother, in Marx and Engels
1845a, p. 34; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 35. Elsewhere Engels suggests that Bauer and
Stirner are the only serious opponents of communism (Engels 1844–5, pp. 240–1).
71. Engels, in the couple of pages he contributed to this section, argues that Bauer is
obtuse enough to continue as a theologian despite Feuerbach’s devastating criticisms
(Marx and Engels 1845a, pp. 93–4; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp. 98–9).
72. Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 110; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 116.
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Holy Spirit.73 In The Holy Family the argument is far more developed: Bauer
sucks everything up into theology – whether law, politics, society or philosophy. The result is that Bauer’s whole analysis is skewed and often contradictory. Marx, who wrote nearly the whole section on Bauer, throws virtually
everything at him: the accusation that he is a sloppy thinker and an élitist;
the use of epithets and adjectives to colour the treatment of Bauer’s political
work; the argument that Bauer is really the caricature and logical extreme of
Hegel; the link between idealism and theology; the search for a materialist
base to Bauer’s idealist categories; and then a direct engagement with Bauer’s
arguments. All of these dizzying moves turn on the pivot of Bauer’s inescapable theology.
The main task of the first few pages of The Holy Family is to show that, for
all his talk of ‘history’ and ‘the mass’, Bauer is an élitist who has little idea
of what these terms really mean. According to Marx, Bauer caricatures the
‘mass’, castigating it for its stupidity and inability to act in history. So Marx
takes the opportunity to juxtapose his own position to that of Bauer, or rather
what he calls the position of all communist and socialist thinkers. Perhaps
because of his élitism, Bauer is also a sloppy thinker.74 In The German Ideology,
they accuse him of plagiarising and then misunderstanding what he has just
appropriated. It may be Feuerbach, it may be Marx and Engels themselves, it
may be Hegel or it may even be Stirner. In The Holy Family, they accuse Bauer
of either appropriating an idea as his own and throwing it back at the same
author as a criticism, or of throwing it at someone else in a way that misses
the mark. He takes what is obsolete and assumes it is current and then sets
out to refute it by taking what is current and making it out to be a new insight
of his own. A similar effect to this charge of sloppy thinking is generated by
the mass-epithets and adjectives at Bauer’s expense. So we find the text laced
with biblical allusions and quotations, invariably used against Bauer in an
ironic fashion.75 ‘St. Bruno’s’ thought (‘pure criticism’) operates in terms of a

73. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, p. 96; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 80.
74. A similar criticism turns up in Marx 1844g, p. 232; Marx 1844h, p. 468.
75. I have discussed these in the chapter on ‘The Subterranean Bible’, but they
begin to appear with far more frequency in the sections that Engels wrote. As a few
examples among many: ‘Real humanism has no more dangerous enemy in Germany
than spiritualism or speculative idealism, which substitutes “self-consciousness” or the
“spirit” for the real individual man and with the evangelist teaches: “It is the spirit that
quickeneth; the ﬂesh profiteth nothing.” ’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 7; Marx and Engels
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‘heavenly motion’ and a ‘divine dialectic’, he has a ‘holy zeal’, offers ‘Critical prophecy’, his ‘theological mind’ offers the ‘latest revelations from the
Kingdom of God’,76 and Bauer’s journal, the Literatur-Zeitung, is the ‘Critical Redeemer of the World’ and so on.77 While the effect is to belittle Bauer,
much in the style Marx adopted with his early journalism, as well as to
hammer home the main point concerning Bauer’s inescapable theological
perspective, what strikes me is the vast distance that now separates these
one-time friends and collaborators.
Further, Marx sets out to show that Bauer is such a faithful disciple of
Hegel that he ‘chews the old Hegelian cud’ and ‘keeps on warming up a few
crumbs dropped by Hegel’.78 Given that Bauer thought of himself as the creative next step beyond Hegel, the line would no doubt have rankled Bauer
(at the least, it certainly would not have repaired their friendship). Marx
repeatedly points out that Bauer’s categories, like those of Hegel, are a priori,
abstract and ethereal, out of touch with their material base and, since they are
purely theoretical, unable to offer any genuine emancipation. He argues that,
like Hegel, Bauer is standing on his head; we need to ﬂip him over and stand
him on his feet.79 In more detail, Marx suggests that Bauer has learnt all too
1845b, p. 7) – the quotation is from John 6:63; ‘Critical Criticism, however superior to
the mass it deems itself, nevertheless has boundless pity for the mass. And Criticism so
loved the mass that it sent its only begotten son, that all who believe in him may not be
lost, but may have Critical life. Criticism was made mass and dwells amongst us and
we behold its glory, the glory of the only begotten son of the father’ (Marx and Engels
1845a, p. 9; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 9) – this time it is the well-known John 3:16 and
John 1:14; ‘The world is a manifestation of the life of self-consciousness which has to
alienate itself and take on the form of a slave, but the difference between the world and
self-consciousness is only an apparent difference.’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 140 – from
Philippians 2.)
76. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, p. 98; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 82.
77. Marx and Engels 1845a, pp. 78, 80, 81, 89, 95–6, 98.
78. Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 103; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 109. Or, as Engels puts
it in his short contribution, Bauer has never freed himself from ‘the cage of the Hegelian way of viewing things’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 92; Marx and Engels 1845b,
p. 97). In a lengthy assessment of Bauer’s theological works, Marx argues that Bauer
does ‘not even show any verbal divergence from the Hegelian approach’ (Marx 1844g,
pp. 326–7; Marx 1844h, pp. 568–9).
79. On Bauer: ‘He stands the world on its head and can therefore in his head also
dissolve all limitations, which nevertheless remain in existence for bad sensuousness,
for real man [Er stellt die Welt auf den Kopf und kann daher auch im Kopf alle Schranken auﬂösen, wodurch sie natürlich für die schlechte Sinnlichkeit, für den wirklichen
Menschen bestehenbleiben]’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 192; Marx and Engels 1845b,
p. 204). At about the same time, we also find the following: ‘(Hegel, who stands every-
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well from Hegel the art ‘of converting real objective chains that exist outside me
into merely ideal, merely subjective chains, existing merely in me and thus of
converting all external sensuously perceptible struggles into pure struggles of
thought’.80
Even more, Bauer reveals the reduction ad absurdum of Hegel’s own thought.
So Marx accuses Bauer of overcoming two of Hegel’s hesitancies and in doing
so becomes a caricature. Firstly, Hegel argues that even though philosophy is
the way in which Absolute Spirit expresses itself, he backs down at the last
minute in identifying any one individual as the embodiment of this Spirit.
Where Hegel feared to tread, Bauer strides forward in utmost confidence: he
is, says Marx, the embodiment of Absolute Spirit, or what he and his close
associates call ‘Criticism’, or what Bauer himself also calls ‘infinite selfconsciousness’. In other words, Bauer has a huge messiah-complex, for he
sees himself as the incarnation of Hegel’s Absolute Spirit or his own ‘infinite self-consciousness’.81 Secondly, Hegel would allow the philosopher a rôle
only after the fact; Absolute Spirit would become conscious through the philosopher of its world-historical rôle when everything had happened. So the
philosopher could reﬂect only on what was past. Once again, Bauer steps into
the breach left open by Hegel: Bauer becomes nothing less than the conscious
Absolute Spirit in the act of creating history. As the incarnation of a historically conscious Absolute Spirit, all Bauer need do is think. In other words, he

thing on its head, turns the executive power into the representative, into the emanation, of the monarch. Since in speaking of the idea the existence of which is supposed
to be the monarch, he has in mind not the real idea of the executive authority, not the
executive authority as idea, but the subject of the absolute idea which exists bodily in
the monarch, the executive authority becomes a mystical extension of the soul which exists
in his body, the body of the monarch.)’ (Marx 1843c, p. 87; Marx 1843d, p. 291). As is well
known, Hegel would have the honour of being stood on his feet in Capital.
80. Marx and Engels 1845a, pp. 82–3; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 87.
81. See Marx and Engels 1845a, pp. 142–3; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp. 150–1. The
text of The Holy Family is full of these types of comments. As a few examples among
many: ‘just as God is all that man is not, Criticism bears witness to itself that: “It has
achieved a clarity, a thirst for learning, a tranquillity in which it is unassailable and
invincible.” ’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 160; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 169.); ‘In short,
the Critic is free from all human passions, he is a divine person . . . Critical Criticism has
at last succeeded in achieving its solitary, god-like, self-sufficient, absolute existence . . . as
a second triumphant Christ [can] accomplish the Critical last judgment and after its victory over the dragon ascend calmly to heaven.’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 161; Marx
and Engels 1845b, pp. 170–1.)
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is a caricature of Hegel.82 I am not quite sure what to make of this argument.
Is it a way of saying, in Hegelese, that Bauer is too full of himself? Of course,
there are more than a few academics with second-rate minds and first-rate
egos who think that they are the greatest stars since Plato. I suspect Marx did
not think so of Bauer, for he devotes immense energy to refuting him at all
levels.
More significant is a further feature of Marx’s argument against Bauer,
namely that idealism and theology are the same thing, or, as Marx prefers to
put it, that speculative, idealist thinking is really theology in disguise. In its
simplest form, the argument is that Bauer brings out the truth of Hegel. Or, in
more detail: Bauer seeks to develop Hegel for use in his own fields of theology and New Testament criticism. The catch is that this effort is like bringing
coals to Newcastle, for Hegel merely provides a speculative shape to what
are really still theological concepts and modes of arguing. Bauer throws this
facet of Hegel into sharp relief. All of the comments concerning the ethereal,
abstract nature of both Bauer’s and Hegel’s thought tend in this direction,
as do those that suggest they are out of touch with reality. Above all, Marx
argues that the very terms Bauer uses in his dialectic – ‘spirit’ and ‘mass’ – are
really caricatures of Hegel’s theory of history, for whom they were speculative
forms for God and matter. We have completed a full circle: Hegel’s idealism is
secularised theology; Bauer seeks to apply Hegel’s idealism to theology.
I have already slipped into the next criticism of Bauer, which is the search
for a materialist base to Bauer’s theological and idealist categories.83 This is a
strategy that Marx would sharpen a little more every time he used it: theology is a form of idealism, which is hopelessly out of touch with a material
basis, which in turn can explain that idealism and therefore leave it high and
dry. But let us follow Marx’s steps: he builds on the argument that Bauer is
an abstract, theological thinker, but now he goes further. The problem is not
merely that Bauer is too Hegelian, that he favours empty categories such as
‘spirit’, ‘progress’ or even ‘mass’, or that he generates speculative oppositions
82. ‘Finally, it goes without saying that whereas Hegel’s Phänomenologie, in spite of
its speculative original sin, gives in many instances the elements of a true description
of human relations, Herr Bruno and Co., on the other hand, provide only an empty
caricature’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 193; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 205). See also
Engels 1846c, p. 642; Engels 1846d, p. 607.
83. The next two paragraphs are a critical exegesis on the important pages 83–4 of
Marx and Engels 1845a, pp. 83–5; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp. 87–9.
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such as ‘spirit’ and ‘mass’, but that he does not bother to ask what the material
basis of ‘spirit’ or ‘progress’ or ‘mass’ might be. After all, that basis belongs to
the real world which ‘is excluded as being the un-Critical hell’ in contrast to the
‘Critical heaven’ of this society.84 At this point, Marx makes an astute move:
for a moment, he grants Bauer’s opposition of ‘spirit’ and ‘mass’, positions
Bauer clearly with the ‘spirit’ and then takes up the position of the ‘mass’. He
will not stay with the opposition for long, but what it enables him to do is set
himself up in direct contrast to Bauer.
But, now, he moves on beyond this opposition: Marx grasps Bauer’s terms
and gives them a communist twist. Here, he makes a move repeated again
and again throughout his work: any point in communist-theoretical work has
an organic connection with the workers’ movement. In this case, he cites Fourier and Owen to show that progress is entirely abstract and inadequate (so
much for Marx as a thinker of progress!), indeed that the progress of Spirit has
led to even greater misery for the mass of humanity. But, then, he connects
these arguments to the experiences of the workers’ movement, the real ‘mass’
rather than the abstract entity favoured by Bauer. Now, while this is a good
materialist response to Bauer – investigating the source of idealist terms in
their materialist base – I cannot help but sense that Marx too has idealised the
real ‘great mass’ in his effort to characterise the workers as studious, craving
knowledge, full of moral energy and desire for development. It is good propaganda and much needed in the élite-ranks of German intellectual life (nothing
much has changed), and also needed to counter Bauer’s characterisation of the
‘mass’ as the embodiment of indolence, superficiality and self-complacency,
but it runs the risk of coming closer to Bauer than Marx would have liked.
This search for a materialist base signals a shift in Marx’s criticism of Bauer,
for now he is coming to grips with Bauer’s arguments. Marx has tried to locate
himself within organic, working-class politics while characterising Bauer as
hopelessly lost in the speculative Hegelian heaven. What has happened to
Bauer the radical political commentator, to Bauer the democrat and ideologue
of republican politics? Marx has conveniently boxed him into the idealist and
theological corner of Spirit. Yet he still has to deal with the fact that Bauer
84. Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 98; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 103. See also the point
that Bauer ‘separates history from natural science and industry and sees the origin of
history not in vulgar material production on the earth but in vaporous clouds in the
heavens.’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 150; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 159.)
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spends a good deal of time discussing domestic and international politics,
was a keen observer of historical events and was never afraid to draw the consequences.85 He squarely faces up to Bauer’s arguments and tries to pick him
off in different ways. First, since Bauer’s politics is really theology, it means
that he has the equation wrong: it is not that theology is the core in relation to
which everything else is secondary (politics, social questions, and economics),
but that theology is in fact camouﬂage for social and political questions. It is
the shell that needs to be cracked open and discarded so that the kernel may
be revealed. Once you have done this, you can get your teeth into the real,
social and political issues.86
Second, he pursues a number of variations on the basic idea that the gap
between Bauer and the crowd cannot be bridged no matter how hard he tries.
So Marx traces the way Bauer tries (vainly for Marx) to abolish the gap, to
explain how he became engaged in politics, how he blames the masses for
misunderstanding his support, admits that he may have been incomprehensible and unnoticeable and therefore unable to be understood by the mass,
suggests it is a temporary breach, and tries to sympathise with and take the
mass seriously. All of these Marx tries to shoot down: ‘In its involvement with
the prejudices of the Mass, Criticism was not really involved in them’.87 It really
is an all-out effort to put a huge wedge between Bauer and radical politics.
Third, Marx repeats an argument he first made in On the Jewish Question:
he counters Bauer’s arguments concerning religion and the state.88 Against
Bauer’s wish that the state should abolish religion as a condition for full
emancipation, Marx replies that the liberal state and the rights of man allow
freedom of worship. Against Bauer’s argument that the removal of privilege
for religion is equivalent to the abolition of religion (for it would not survive),
Marx points out that such removal is actually the condition for the ﬂowering of religion. Marx goes on to argue that the modern, liberal state has only
arrived when it declares religion not to be a public, political matter but a private one into which it will not pry. I have discussed these arguments earlier
85. See Bauer 1847–50, 1964, 1965, 1969a, 1969b, 1969c, 1970, 1846b, 1972a and 1972b.
Marx long continued to respond to Bauer’s commentary on international political
matters – see Marx 1857a.
86. See especially Marx and Engels 1845a, pp. 108–9; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp.
114–15.
87. Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 102; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 108.
88. Marx and Engels 1845a, pp. 110–18; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp. 116–25.
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(they still stand, it seems to me, even if they have not been realised in full
even now), but we should note here that Marx must at last come to grips
with Bauer’s actual arguments. It is a tacit recognition that they do have some
substance, that Bauer may well represent an alternative position with which
he must struggle.

Conclusion
In wrapping up, let me elaborate on a couple of items that are important for
the larger theological context of my discussion. To begin with, Bauer was one
of the means by which Marx came to terms with Hegel, for Bauer was recognised as a leading proponent of Hegelian thought. What was taking place, I
suggest, is that Marx wanted to cut down Bauer’s take on Hegel, argue that
it was a travesty of Hegel and claim that towering yet ambiguous figure for
himself. And it was not as though Bauer represented a mainstream-position,
comfortably ensconced in a cushy university-professorship. No, Hegel was
out of favour, a reactionary Schelling had been brought to Berlin to counter
the Hegelian inﬂuence, and Bauer suffered as a result. What was at issue, then,
was an out-of-favour mode of thought over which Bauer and Marx struggled
for their radical credentials.
Above all, the repeated criticism of Bauer is that ‘even the critical theologian
remains a theologian’.89 This is the unforgivable sin against the Holy Spirit.
But why is it such a problem to remain a theologian? Instead of repeating the
myriad forms of Marx’s response found in his various texts on Bauer, let me
turn to the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. Here, Marx accuses
theology of being inescapably abstract, authoritarian, living in the past, and
of being ‘philosophy’s spot of infection’.90
On the first point – theology is unavoidably abstract – we can see Marx
turning Bauer’s position on theology against him. Through his studies on the
Gospels, Bauer had come to conclude that Christianity was a hubristic universal, a claim by a particular group to have exclusive access to the universal.
In the process, it alienated self-consciousness by abstracting it and placing it
in the heavens instead of realising that it is within human beings. If this is the

89. Marx 1844g, p. 232; Marx 1844h, p. 468.
90. Marx 1844g, p. 233; Marx 1844h, p. 469.
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case, and if the Christian churches are brutal and intolerant institutions, then
the discipline of theology itself is suspect and must be discarded. Not so with
Bauer, argues Marx, for he still plays the theological game.
In other words, theology itself is an act of estrangement or abstraction
from real, sensuous human beings. Understood in this sense, theology cannot be anything other than an affair of the head and of imagination, in short,
of heaven. As Marx developed his own approach, which took its stand with
ﬂesh-and-blood human beings here on earth, he came to feel that any position
that based itself on theology was hopelessly lost. It traded in abstraction, was
aloof and arrogant, and had absolute disdain for the masses; it had no interest
in people as they actually lived their lives; it preferred to withdraw into itself
and become ‘pure’ criticism.91 In short, because theology is abstract, alienated
and concerned with heaven, anyone who bases her thought on theology will
suffer the same fate.
Further, Marx suggests that theology must accept certain presuppositions
as authoritative. We can readily roll out the list: belief in God, in Jesus Christ
as the son of God, in Christ’s rôle in redemption, in the fact that all good
comes from God, and so on. But Marx’s point is a little more subtle, for Bauer
uses the same approach to philosophy: here too he accepts certain philosophical positions as fixed in stone. It is, to borrow St Anselm’s phrase, fidens quaerens intellectum, but now with a subservient bow to philosophy.
At one level, Marx’s description of theology’s underlying subservience to
authority is true enough, but, unfortunately for Marx, Bauer is not such a theologian. The tense relationships between the churches and their ideologues, the
theologians, are fraught with tensions as the churches have sought to keep
them on the straight and narrow path.92 But this is small-minded theology,
not capable of standing on its own legs and walking boldly where it needs
and wishes to go. What we have in Bauer’s case is anything but a timid and
cowering theology, for here is a robust theologian who strode confidently into
whatever conclusion his research led him. Even Marx admits that Bauer was
willing to overturn any and all of the givens of theology.

91. Marx 1844q, p. 356; Marx 1844r, p. 427.
92. I can vouch for that, since when I once taught in a theological college they ﬂayed
me again and again for the type of teaching and writing I did.
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Bauer, then, was by no means a conventional biblical scholar and theologian, one who would explore the minutiæ of textual variants or the history of
theology in order to bolster the church and support the faithful. He was a radical scholar, ending up as a proponent of atheism through biblical study and
marking the beginning of a century of global dominance of German biblical
scholarship. The reason why Marx keeps returning to Bauer is that Bauer was
able to develop a radical position through the Bible and theology. For Marx, this
was anathema, especially in light of Bauer’s own arguments regarding the
Bible and theology. He might admit that religion is a protest against suffering,
or the heart of a heartless world, but it was certainly not going to offer any
practical changes for that heartless and soulless world. Marx felt that Bauer
(and Feuerbach, as we will see) had put an end to the viability of anything
remotely religious; the task now was to get on with analysing and changing the world of which religion was the twisted expression. He never tires of
pointing out that Bauer ‘remains a theologian’93 and that this is the source of
his shortcomings. By contrast, Bauer developed an increasingly radical position by means of his theological work. His atheism, polemic against theological dogmatism and narrowness, radical republicanism, democratic tendencies
and argument that Christianity was a revolutionary challenge to the GrecoRoman world and provided liberation for the excluded and oppressed elements of that world – all of these grew out of his militant biblical research.
On top of all this, Marx argues that theology lives in the past. This criticism has various shapes: it may be that Bauer’s critical theology has not really
advanced past Hegel, so that it is nothing more than ‘the old philosophical, and
especially the Hegelian, transcendentalism, twisted into a theological caricature’.94
Or it may be that it has not yet settled its accounts with German philosophy
and Hegel, from which any worthwhile criticism has emerged as if from some
primeval swamp. The bottom line for Marx is that theology has been superseded, as Bauer’s own work on the Bible shows. The new age of criticism has
begun in a dialectical leap forward, so anyone who still plies the theological
trade must by definition be locked into the past. For Marx, the post-theological world has already begun and Bauer has missed the opening ceremony.

93. Marx 1844g, p. 232; Marx 1844h, p. 468.
94. Ibid.
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Finally, there is the wonderful phrase, ‘philosophy’s spot of infection [der
faule Fleck der Philosophie]’. Marx goes on to describe theology as the ‘negative
dissolution of philosophy’ or the ‘process of its decay [Verfaulungsprozeß]’.95
Disease, death, burial and decay are the images here, as though theology is the
blight of philosophy, that infection which turns out to be cancer and certain
death. Again, this is another way of saying that the moment for theology is
past. Anyone who sticks with theology may as well dine with the grim reaper.
But the images also say more than that: the long and difficult relationship
between theology and philosophy, which began when the early theologians
brought the tradition of Greek philosophy into contact with the stories of the
Bible and especially those of Jesus of Nazareth, has been fatally ﬂawed from
the beginning. This is a much gloomier picture of philosophy, one in which
philosophy has been hobbled almost from the beginning. The only answer,
then, is to discard theology, and therefore Bauer’s thought.
Now, all of these are the explicit reasons why Marx cannot see anything
valuable in Bauer’s critical theology. The crucial problem is that Bauer was
able to attain some radical positions through his theological and biblical
work. For Marx, this was simply unacceptable. He and Engels were fighting daily battles against the theologically-inspired socialists such as Weitling,
who argued that Jesus was the first socialist and who was no better than the
air-headed utopian socialists. Even more, Marx had already closed off that
path to any sort of radical analysis and action. Bauer’s effort to continue to
pursue such a path had to be blocked.
Yet there is one telling moment, a slip, in The Holy Family where Marx
threatens to undo all of his hard work. In all these obscure struggles with
Bauer, there is an extraordinarily important sentence that jumps out: ‘See by
what a complicated detour Absolute Criticism arrives at the present historical
movement – namely by the detour of theology [Umwege der Theologie]’.96 That
phrase – the detour of theology – sums up how Marx (and to a lesser extent
Engels) wants to trump Bauer. But it is a slip of Freudian proportions: what
Marx is trying to say is that the materialist and even communist categories
of analysis and action do not arise from theology, indeed that theology travels
in the opposite direction. Theology is not even a crucial stage in their develop-

95. Ibid.
96. Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 98; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 104.
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ment; it is a detour, a side-road used while the main road is being repaired.
You, Marx says to Bauer, represent that detour and your problem is that you
think the detour is the main road. But now Marx says too much, for a detour
is not a dead-end, for it actually connects one from point-of-origin to the end
of the journey by another path. It may not be the road chosen by all, especially
those who want to get to the destination as quickly as possible, but it will still
get you there even if it does wind its way through the hills. Without doing the
metaphor to death, I suggest that Marx unwittingly recognises that Bauer’s
path to radical politics may well be a valid one, if somewhat circuitous.
Like any marriage, the relationship with Bauer was long, complex and
troubled. Running through from those early days in Berlin to the sustained
polemic of The Holy Family and The German Ideology, one does not have to be
the most astute sleuth to discover that the friendship was not what is used
to be. Yet, despite this sea of polemical ink, it does not seem to have severed
all ties. I can still recall my surprise when I read in a letter from Marx to
Engels on 14 December 1855 that Bruno had been in London for a visit. Marx’s
own surprise shows through: ’The day before yesterday evening I had a visit,
you’ll never guess from whom. Edgar Bauer – whom I hadn’t seen for about a
year – came to see me, and with him – Bruno’.97 Over the next year or so, we
find comments that Marx and Bruno Bauer continued to meet while the latter
was in London.98 Even until the end his life, Marx cannot help himself, commenting on Bauer’s latest antics, his characteristic turns of phrase and even
his writings.99 In early January of 1857, Marx heard that Bauer had finally
bought some land outside Berlin and wanted to farm it.100 Marx thinks he is
crazy, but Bauer seems to have survived better than Marx himself.

97. Marx 1855nn, p. 562; Marx 1855oo, p. 466.
98. Marx 1856d, p. 4; Marx 1856e, p. 6; Marx 1856f, p. 11; Marx 1856g, p. 15.
99. Marx 1859e, p. 403; Marx 1859f, p. 411. Engels 1856a, p. 7; Engels 1856b, p. 10.
Marx 1856l, p. 68; Marx 1856m, p. 72. Marx 1857l, p. 127; Marx 1857m, p. 131; Marx
1859g, p. 453; Marx 1859h, p. 445; Marx 1882e, p. 339; Marx 1882f, p. 100; Marx 1869p,
p. 343; Marx 1869q, p. 360; Marx 1868b, p. 549; Marx 1868c, p. 44.
100. Marx 1857h, pp. 90–1; Marx 1857i, pp. 93–4. Although Marx expresses concern
over Bauer’s misfortunes, he dismisses Bauer’s farming venture in the ‘miserable hole’
of Rixdorf (Marx 1861i, p. 288; Marx 1861j, p. 167).

Chapter Four
Against the Theological Hegelians II: Max Stirner
and the Lever of History

I knew Stirner well and we were on Du terms; he
was a good sort, not nearly as bad as he makes
himself out to be in his Einzige . . .1

The sprawling chapter on Max Stirner (a pseudonym for Kaspar Schmidt) is the engine-room of The
German Ideology. The reason: in response to Stirner’s
effort to reinterpret world-history in light of the
ego, Marx and Engels gradually build up their own
historical-materialist schema. So why would I be
interested in spending time in this endless and often
tedious section? It is because the effort to produce a
key to history, to rewrite the whole of history in that
light, is analogous on a formal level with theological
arguments concerning history.
That claim will take some substantiating, but I
have the rest of the chapter in which to do so. Let
me outline my answer briefly before laying it out in
more detail. There were a number of questions that
kept prodding me as I laboured my way through
the hundreds of pages on Stirner: why is this chapter soaked in biblical references and theological satire? Indeed, why is the whole section structured in
terms of the Bible? And why is this canonical biblical

1. Engels 1889d, p. 393; Engels 1889e, p. 292.
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structure overlaid with a mock imitation of the structure of Stirner’s book. On
a more general level, it is a question that applies to the whole of The German
Ideology: if that work is such a crucial text in marking the ﬁrst clear statement of Marx and Engels’s historical materialism, then why is it so full of
theology?
The answers to these questions lie in the overlaps between Hegel, Stirner,
Marx and Engels, and the Bible. The chapter is structured in terms of the Bible,
from Old Testament to New Testament, from Genesis to Revelation. Now, the
canonical structure of the Bible has a coherence about it that shows the hand
of the last editors, namely those responsible for the canonical ordering of the
books of the Bible (the very last of these, working on the New Testament,
completed their task in the fourth century CE). It offers nothing less than a
story that moves from the creation of the world to the end of history. And
it is a canonical ordering that has locked itself into the way we think about
the world, an ideological feature of existence that seems almost impossible to
dislodge. More speciﬁcally, the canonical structure of the Bible is an effort to
produce a reasonably coherent narrative of world-history and a theory of the
lever of that history.
Does not Hegel also produce such a lever, now understood in terms of the
dialectical unfolding of Spirit? And does not Marx charge Hegel with having
a barely-concealed theological structure to his thought? In its effort to provide
a comprehensive theory of and narrative concerning world-history, Hegel’s
effort remains part of that vast biblical schema that moves from creation to
eschaton. As for Stirner, he attempts a re-reading of world-history in the
name of the ego, which now provides an alternative key to that history. Like
Bauer’s inﬁnite self-consciousness, Stirner’s ego is an adaptation of Hegel’s
world-spirit. With the ego at centre-stage, Stirner offers a loose reconstruction of history in terms of multiple versions of three ages – child-youth-adult,
Negro-Mongol-Caucasian, and ancient-modern-ego – all the while spearing
opponents who challenge the ego.
So what do Marx and Engels do with all of this? They want to show that, for
all his protests, ‘Saint Max’ is still a Hegelian and that his schema of worldhistory is therefore deeply theological. For this reason, we ﬁnd the perpetual
biblical texts, usually with an ironic twist, as well as the endless theological
references. They want to make sure we do not miss the massive theological
stone blocking the entrance. What they set out to do is produce something
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entirely different: a thoroughly non-theological and materialist theory of
history, one that does not depend on a world-spirit, or an inﬁnite selfconsciousness or an ego. In many respects, it is, of course, distinct, beginning
with the material reality of human existence to build a theory of history. The
motor they ﬁnd – contradiction – is as distinct as the narrative that emerges
from it. Yet, at one very deep level, they still share an assumption with Stirner:
that it is possible to produce a world-history in the ﬁrst place. But they also
share this with Hegel and with the iconic narrative of the Bible. In other
words, for all the difference in content, their alternative world-history arises
from and is analogous to this theological form.
In a letter to Marx on 19 November 1844, Engels mentions that he is holding
in his hands the specimen-sheets of Stirner’s new book from the publisher,
Wigand. While outlining the argument of the book and noting suggestions as
to what they should do with it, he makes the following comment: ‘We must
not simply cast it aside, but rather use it as the perfect expression of presentday folly and, while inverting it, continue to build on it’.2 Let us see how they
do indeed invert and build on it.

Stirner’s ego, or, the lever of history
Towards the end of Stirner’s The Ego and His Own, there is the following sentence:
‘That the individual [Einzelne] is of himself a world’s history [Weltgeschichte],
and possesses his property [Eigentum] in the rest of world history, goes beyond
what is Christian’.3 This is not a bad summary of what Stirner tries to achieve
in this rambling work. To be sure, Stirner rambles, confessing that the book is
really an inconsistent collection of his various notes and immediate responses
to books and that he has simply gathered them loosely together. But then
messy people are not really disorganised; they merely have a different way
of organising things. The same applies to Stirner. He organises his text into a
number of loose historical stages: child through youth to man; Negro, Mongol
and Caucasian; ancients (really the ancient Greeks and Romans), the moderns (roughly from the arrival of Christianity to the struggles between Roman
Catholics and Protestants), and then the discovery of the ego in the present
2. Engels 1844n, p. 11; Engels 1844o, p. 11.
3. Stirner 2005, p. 365; Stirner 1845, p. 428.
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(which boils down to German philosophy in his own time). These various
threefold schemas overlap and run into one another. All of this is really the
ﬁrst half of the book – what Marx and Engels dub the ‘Old Testament’. The
second, called simply ‘I’, becomes ‘New Testament’.
While their response to the ‘Old Testament’ is largely polemical, by the time
they get to the second part, the ‘New Testament’, Marx and Engels begin to
supply more and more constructive comments and suggestions. Part of the
reason is that, in this second part, Stirner whirls off diatribes against property, competition, labour and money, precisely those topics where Marx and
Engels cannot resort to satire and heavy criticism. Stirner’s critiques continue,
taking on all manner of topics, such as revolution, love and freedom of the
press. Above all, what comes through again and again is a sustained attack
on any form the collective might take. It might be the closed-in circle of the
family, or the collaborative hold on power by the aristocracy, or the rise in his
own time of the party, or indeed the state itself. The list goes on: fatherland,
common weal, mankind . . . No wonder that later, when Stirner’s forgotten
book was rediscovered, it would be claimed by anarchism as one of its precursors.4 In this light, it should come as no surprise that Stirner has little time
for the communists.
Astonishingly, the liberals too (whether political or humane) suffer in
Stirner’s hands. The problem, he argues, is that the various liberalisms really
retain society and the state. One may argue for responsible citizenship, for the
need to respect the rights of one another. Another may say that the state and
society are undesirable, but then slips them in the back door anyway. Why?
Because the state is needed to ensure that liberal values are upheld. Marx and
Engels will seize on these arguments, pointing out that Stirner is in fact the
true liberal, for he is a champion of the inviolable private individual.
In all of this, there are a couple of features on which I want to focus. When
reading Stirner’s book, it becomes quickly obvious that theology is a major
topic – not surprising, given the context in German public debate. Most of
the time, Stirner points to yet another failing of Christianity, especially when
it teaches us how to live with our fellow human beings (in love), but every

4. Engels comments in a letter to Max Hildebrand on 22 October 1889: ‘Stirner
enjoyed a revival thanks to Bakunin . . . I saw his [Stirner’s] wife in this country on
one occasion; while here she took up with – ah que j’aime le militaire! – ex-Lieutenant
Techow and, if I’m not mistaken, accompanied him to Australia.’ (Engels 1889d,
p. 394; Engels 1889e, p. 293.)

Against the Theological Hegelians II: Max Stirner and the Lever of History • 113

now and then he seeks to appropriate an element for his own project. For
example, he claims Christian love for himself. He has little time for the unselfish and sacriﬁcial love preached by Christian theology, love that denies itself
for the sake of others. But he does claim a selﬁsh love, one that is his own
[Eigentum].5 Here, we glimpse the vision Stirner had for the future of his programme: unlike religious or romantic love, which brutally destroys what it
seeks to possess, selﬁsh love is able to love others without seeking to claim
anyone, for we are all pure egos. In this way, it can overcome the pain and
suffering caused by unselﬁsh love.
Much more signiﬁcant is his appropriation of the incarnation:
Christ is the I of the world’s history, even of the pre-Christian; in modern
apprehension it is man, the ﬁgure of Christ has developed into the figure of
man: man as such, man absolutely, is the ‘central point’ of history. In ‘man’
the imaginary beginning returns again; for ‘man’ is as imaginary as Christ is.
‘Man’ as the I of world history closes the cycle of Christian apprehensions.6

Stirner has neatly identiﬁed the logic of Christology, for, in Christ, God becomes
a human being. So far, so good, but now it becomes interesting: Christ is not a
half-man, half-God, taking on a human body with a divine soul. No, in Christ,
God becomes a complete human being. Of course, this is where the logic breaks
down, for according to orthodox theology, Christ is also fully divine. But what
Stirner does is zero-in on the human dimension – Christ is a man, man as such,
man absolutely. This human Christ is what Stirner wants to appropriate for the
ego. Further, the complete man known as Jesus Christ is also the ‘central point’
of history, the pivot on which history turns. What is good enough for Christ is
even better for the ego. After all, Christ is the paradigmatic ego.
A few lines later, Stirner tackles the other side of the Christological equation.
Christ may have been fully human, but he is also completely God. Human
and divine meet in the one person, so Stirner can claim:
They say of God, ‘Names name thee not’. That holds good of me: no concept expresses me, nothing that is designated as my essence exhausts me;
they are only names. Likewise they say of God that he is perfect and has no
calling to strive after perfection. That too holds good of me alone.7

5. Stirner 2005, pp. 291–2; Stirner 1845, pp. 340–2.
6. Stirner 2005, p. 365; Stirner 1845, p. 427.
7. Stirner 2005, p. 366; Stirner 1845, p. 429.
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Christology opens up a two-way street: Christ may have become human, but
that means human beings may go in the other direction and become divine.
Stirner’s ego joins the ride, but with a twist: it is not that the ego wishes to join
God or attain God’s status. The simple truth is that God has never existed, so
when the ego arrives at wherever God is supposed to be, he ﬁnds that he is
the only one there. That means that, whenever we have been talking about
God – his perfection, the inability to name him and so on – we have, in fact,
been talking about the individual human being all along.
There are all manner of questions I would to put to Stirner, such as the danger of the personality-cult, since it relies on the logic of Christology.8 A few
too many tyrants and despots (including those elected ‘democratically’) have
made rather similar claims to those made by Stirner. Further, it seems that
Marx and Engels’s charge that Stirner is still a theologian is correct. For all
Stirner’s diatribes against Christianity, his thought is still far too theological.
But, let me close this discussion of Stirner with the turning point of history.
Like Christ, the ego is the lever of history. Here is Stirner again: ‘That the
individual [Einzelne] is of himself a world’s history [Weltgeschichte], and possesses his property [Eigentum] in the rest of world history, goes beyond what
is Christian. To the Christian, the world’s history is the higher thing, because
it is the history of Christ or “man”; to the egoist only his history has value,
because he wants to develop only himself’.9 Not only is the egoist’s history the
only one that has value, not only is it the principle by which Stirner offers his
reinterpretation of the ages of world-history, but he does so in response to the
Christian schema of that history whose lever is Christ. However much he may
protest, he is playing the same game.

The engine-room of historical materialism
‘Whose faith moves all the mountains of world history’ – this passing comment is far more than a mere biblical allusion.10 It pinpoints the underlying
feature of the critique of Stirner by Marx and Engels, namely that he offers
a reinterpretation of history which is heavily indebted to theology. Not for
8. Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, pp. 145–6; Horkheimer and Adorno 2003,
pp. 201–3. See also Boer 2007a, pp. 434–5.
9. Stirner 2005, p. 365; Stirner 1845, p. 428.
10. 1 Corinthians 13:2 and Matthew 17:20.
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nothing is the label ‘theologian’ pinned to Stirner’s chest. But it is an appropriate label, for he talks about the Bible and Christianity a little too much to
avoid it. Even if much of his effort is directed at dispensing with Christianity,
we do ﬁnd the crucial move whereby he appropriates Christology for his own
programme. All of this hardly distinguishes ‘Saint Max’ from ‘Saint Bruno’;
the same applies to the argument that Stirner is still too beholden to Hegel.
But what is distinctive and critically important for my argument is that Stirner
dares to produce a new narrative of world-history. The lever (or faith) that
will move those vast mountains is, as I have argued above, nothing less than
the ego.
As with the criticisms of Bauer, the polemical style dominates one’s impression when reading the text. It is as though the style that Marx developed
when working on the Rheinische Zeitung – in his effort to liven-up public
debate, prod at the state-censorship and conservative press, and entertain his
readers – flowed over into criticisms of those closer to him politically. In fact,
the propensity for sharp language would stay with Marx and, in fact, Engels,
showing up every now and then in their later texts. In Stirner’s case, they castigate him for his inability to escape from theology. As with the discussion of
Bauer, we ﬁnd the use of myriad epithets and digs. One or two examples will
sufﬁce, although they can be found on every one of the hundreds of pages.
Alluding to Philippians 2, they write that Stirner’s book ‘fell from the heavens
towards the end of 1844 and took on the shape of a servant’.11 In this book, the
‘holy author’ known as the ‘very pious [recht gläubige] Saint Max’ presents a
history of the kingdom of the unique which ‘follows a wise plan ﬁxed from
eternity’.12 A little later, they proclaim that ‘the holy warrior has now conquered history’.13
Further, like the treatment of Bauer, there is a deluge of biblical quotations
and allusions. On a page-by-page comparison, there are even more in the section on Stirner. Overall, they run into the hundreds, so I cannot help seeing
Engels’s hand in this feature of the text. Marx may have known his Bible well
enough, but not that well. And if the comparison with some of Engels’s other
writings is anything to go by (see my discussion in Chapter Nine), he was
11. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, p. 116; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 101.
12. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 123, 130, 134; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 107,
113, 117.
13. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, p. 191; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 174.
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capable of writing a complete text that was a web of biblical phraseology and
direct quotations. He seems to have known much of the Bible from memory, a
habit that forms when it is read to you regularly from early childhood.
More distinctive about the Stirner chapter is the way in which it is structured like the canonical (kanon means ‘measure’ or ‘rule’) sequence of the
Bible. So we ﬁnd, as I pointed out earlier, that the ﬁrst part is called ‘The Old
Testament: Man’ and it includes chapters on ‘The Book of Genesis’ and ‘The
Economy of the Old Testament’. Not unexpectedly, the second part is entitled
‘The New Testament: Ego’ and contains chapters called ‘The Economy of the
New Testament’ and ‘The Revelation of John the Divine’. Or, as Marx and
Engels put it, the division is between ‘the unique history of man (the Law
and the Prophets) and the inhuman history of the unique (the Gospel of the
Kingdom of God)’.14 It is of course a very effective way of connecting Stirner
at a formal level with the canonical structure of the Bible.
That biblical structure was in its own way the result of an ideological and
political struggle which waned and waxed over six or seven centuries (from
the third century BCE to the fourth century CE). Although there was a strong
element of political control in the various decisions concerning which books
were to be included and how they were to be arranged,15 it is better perhaps
to see it in terms of a conflict of ideologies – prophets versus kings, lawgivers
versus priests, ruling class versus the disadvantaged, Jew and Greek, law and
grace, and so on. Ultimately, these struggles may be understood in terms of
14. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, p. 120; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 103.
15. ‘The fact is that we do not know why a canon . . . of religiously authoritative books
was created, though we may reasonably assume that its establishment was a political
act, intended to create consensus, counter deviance and establish authority’ (Davies
1998, p. 182). For a semiotic argument along this line, see Aichele 2001. Reconstructions
of the history of the canonisation of the Bible continue to appear at a steady pace. As a
sample, see Sundberg 1964, Brettler 1994, Carr 1996, Davies 1998, and Aichele 2001. The
status of the debate is covered rather well in McDonald and Sanders (eds.) 2002, but
they all operate within certain limits. They oscillate within three oppositions: diversity
versus unity, conflict versus consensus, and rupture versus organic or evolutionary
development. If you begin from the side of unity and consensus, then the problems
arise with diversity and conflict, and vice versa. Often, such reconstructions come up
with ingenious and overlapping combinations of these three oppositions, with, for
instance, an organic development broken by a rupture or two, or a consensus as the
resolution of conflict, or a ﬁnal unity out of diversity that is yet plagued by diversity.
For the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament), the dates vary between the supposed time of
Ezra and Nehemiah (sixth century BCE), through the era of the Hasmoneans (third to
second century BCE) to the rabbinic efforts in the ﬁrst centuries of the Common Era.
For the New Testament and reordering of the books in the Hebrew Bible by the early
Christians, it is generally agreed that the fourth century CE is the terminus ad quem.
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mode of production and the tensions found therein. In other words, the biblical canon is a product of a dialectical process which enables multiple readings
and justiﬁcations for conflicting political positions.
One element in these struggles was the search for an overriding narrative
into which the disparate biblical books would ﬁt. That narrative had been
developing slowly as some books gained authoritative status through community-use, but the ﬁnal decisions were made only in the fourth and ﬁfth centuries CE. Largely due to continuing disagreements, these ﬁnal agreements
were made at a remarkably late point – three centuries after the New Testament was written and even more after the Hebrew Bible came together – and
really only followed in the wake of Constantine’s efforts to bring about consensus among the squabbling bishops of the religion he had just decided was
to be the religion of the Roman Empire. After Constantine’s death, the two
ecumenical councils of Carthage in 397 CE and 419 CE placed the ﬁnal imprimatur on what was to be the canon. Those decisions involved not merely
what books were to be accepted or rejected, but also the ordering of the books.
Thus, the Hebrew Bible took on the order of the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible), beginning with Genesis and ﬁnishing with the book
of Malachi which promises a redeemer, while the New Testament opens the
new age with the four Gospels and then completes the picture with the ﬁnal
battle at the end history and the arrival of the New Jerusalem. I hardly need
to point out that this overarching narrative framework within which the various books of the Bible ﬁt has become an inescapably powerful one. I cannot
emphasise enough how it is a theological story that moves from the creation
of the world to its end and turns on the ﬁgure of Christ. This is the narrative
that Marx and Engels invoke in their treatment of Stirner.
Before I consider the way Marx and Engels respond with their own narrative, let me make a few comments on the way they criticise Stirner for being
beholden to Hegel. Thus they point out that Stirner tries to do what Hegel did,
albeit with much less ﬁnesse. For example, in dealing with Stirner’s phases
of Mongol, Christianity (Roman-Catholic and Protestant), and the French
Revolution they keep referring him back to Hegel’s statements on the same
matters.16 Stirner actually provides a bowdlerised version of Hegel’s Absolute
Spirit, copying directly here and there, and caricaturing in the process. This
16. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 168–77, 266; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 151–
61, 249.
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argument is closely tied in with the criticism that Stirner merely expresses the
particular world-view of the petty bourgeoisie, or more speciﬁcally the German burgher. All Stirner does is provide an ideology of the individual with
no sense of the way social and physical changes affect such an individual.
Hegel at least made his individual German burgher ‘the servant of the world
around him’.17 Not so Stirner, who abstracts this individual into a solipsistic
world of his own, an abstract history of ‘ghosts’.18 In other words, there is
no break whatsoever with the tradition of speculative German philosophy or
indeed with the theological schema of history that comes with Christianity.
No wonder Don Quixote, who lived in an imaginary world of his own, entirely
divorced from reality, makes regular appearances.
One of the most revealing features of the Stirner section is the way Marx and
Engels construct the bits and pieces of their alternative history replete with its
lever. As their criticism proceeds they gradually begin to insert more constructive sections. It may be in response to Stirner’s comments on property, or
money, or labour or competition, but we ﬁnd increasingly complex and alternative presentations of a materialist approach to these and other matters. The
interventions are most persistent in the last hundred pages, where Marx and
Engels begin to clarify matters in their own heads.
It is important to note the way in which Marx and Engels edited the work as
they proceeded. As the constructive pieces began to take on coherence, they
moved some of them in the second draft to the beginning of the manuscript,
which is where we now ﬁnd the ﬁrst coherent statement of historical materialism. That is, this relatively clear opening statement was actually produced in
the workshop known as the chapter on Stirner. So, the tendency of so many
readers and commentators to isolate the section on Feuerbach, dismissing
the remainder and putting the book down when that section has been read,
misses some of the most important material in the whole book. As Fredric
Jameson once commented, ‘we don’t have to go back to Stirner, do we?’. I am
afraid that we do.19
17. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, p. 129; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 112. See also
Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 119, 128; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 102, 111.
18. Although Stirner’s spooks and spirits are the trigger for these ghosts, Marx
developed a distinct liking for diese Gespenster, so much so that Derrida picked this up
in his own engagement with Marx (Derrida 1994).
19. Among the scarce literature on Marx and Stirner, see Comstock 1976, pp. 336–8;
Thomas 1975; Lobkowicz 1969.
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Let us see how Marx and Engels proceed with their constructive responses
to Stirner. Early on, they zero-in on the fact that Stirner is trying to present an
alternative history, one they feel is not so unique after all. He merely trots out
the hoary three-stage idealistic theory of history, although now decked out
in new names: it may be child-youth-man, or Negro-Mongol-Caucasian, or
indeed (among the Caucasians) ancients-moderns-ego.20 The problem with
this neat schema is that it says nothing about real, everyday history. However, in the early pages of the response to Stirner we ﬁnd little in the way
of an alternative, except for occasional hints that Christianity has no history
apart from empirical history, that religion must be explained in terms of material causes and mode of production, or that it ‘was not their Christianity that
made them vagrants, but their vagrancy that made them Christians’.21
We need to wade through many pages of detailed critique of nearly every
single one of Stirner’s observations and wait until the later stages of the chapter to dig out the more substantial contributions (although not before we
come across that favoured metaphor of standing Stirner’s ideal history on its
feet). Then they begin to appear – at ﬁrst snippets on the material, economic
and relational factors in the ‘family’, the political factors that led to the collapse of the Roman Empire, the nature of worker-rebellions and of revolutionary communists, the nature of private property, and the Christian dialectic
of flesh and desire in relation to food.22 Apart from one notable exception, to
which I will return in a moment, these scattered comments begin to ﬁll out,
especially in the section designated ‘New Testament’. But then this is where
we would expect something to happen, since in the comparable section in his
book Stirner covers topics such as competition, revolution and property. It is
as though Marx and Engels are getting both wound up and clearer in their
own heads about how to respond to Stirner. For example, when they tackle
the topic of law, they begin to weave in more and more materialist replies into
their argument with Stirner. And then, at certain moments, there is need for a
larger comment on law, which ends up being a brief history full of modes of

20. See the detailed table with its many overlaps in Marx and Engels 1845–6a,
pp. 131–4; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 114–17.
21. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, p. 136; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 120.
22. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 180–1, 187–8, 220, 226–7, 230–1, 247, 254–5; Marx
and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 163–5, 170–1, 201, 207–8, 211–13, 229, 237–8.
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production, class, economics and politics.23 Before long, this practice becomes
standard: in the context of their materialist critique of Stirner, we ﬁnd ever
more expansive explanations. One after another, they tumble out: crime, society, private property, competition, revolution, labour, money, exploitation,
class, contradiction, as well as language, railways and food. In a sense, Stirner
has forced this out of them, for they cannot abide the way he deals with these
matters and need to come up with something coherent in reply.
It would be a little tedious to go through each topic in detail (the reader
may well be driven to stubbing cigarettes out on her arm just to stay awake),
so let me focus on the most important ones: exploitation, class, and contradiction. Stirner’s treatment of ‘usefulness’ is the trigger for a full-blooded discussion of exploitation.24 Marx and Engels point out that Stirner is deluded if he
thinks his theory is at all new. For Stirner, ‘usefulness’ is the only way human
beings actually relate to one another: you, as an object, may be useful to me
or you may not. Marx and Engels leap in and point out that this theory of
mutual exploitation has a decent pedigree. But the theory does not appear in
a vacuum, the product of pure speculation. No, it comes into its own with the
growth of the bourgeoisie and commercial social relations. Before spinning
out the historical narrative of how the theory of exploitation grew in relation
to the bourgeoisie and the spread of capitalism, Marx (for it really is his section) outlines the way in which the theory ﬁrst came to life.
In this birth of the theory of exploitation there is a dual process: abstraction
and reduction. The theory of utilitarian or exploitative relations is in fact an
abstraction. It may appear like an actual relation, but it is already a secondorder activity, for primary are the social relations between people. From these
relations, one abstracts the idea and gives it the name of exploitation. Once
you have the category, you can then begin to ﬁll it with the content of the
actual concrete relations between people so that it appears to be a real thing,
an actual relation. As for reduction, the theory of exploitation brings the multiform relations between people and forces upon them the straightjacket of a
single universal relation. All relations hitherto – bond and free, serf and lord,
patrons and client, parents and children – are now explained in terms of utili-

23. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 328–30, 335–6; Marx and Engels 1845–6b,
pp. 311–13, 318–19.
24. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 408–14; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 393–9.
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sation or exploitation. Above all, it becomes an ideological position, a bold
programme for the bourgeoisie in its long campaign against feudalism.
With the mechanism described, Marx can go on to track the way the theory
of exploitation grew in relation to the bumpy ride of the bourgeoisie. He tracks
his way through Hegel, Hobbes, Locke, Helvétius, d’Holbach, Bentham and
Mill, contrasts the situations in Germany, France and England, identiﬁes the
importance of the French Revolution and Dutch mercantile expansion – all in
order to show how the theory gradually ﬁlled up with content. While the English gave it a particular economic content, the French were able to universalise
the theory so that it could absorb all other forms of social relations. Everything was subordinated to this one overriding universal economic concept
and at the same time political economy became a distinct science. This process
took place as the bourgeoisie presented itself no longer as a particular class,
but as the universal class which determined all others. When it had achieved
this status, the abstract and universalising theory became an explanation and
apology for the capitalist relations which were spreading their roots rapidly
throughout Europe.
All I have been doing is expositing Marx for a few moments, but, now, I
would like to pick out a particular feature of the explanation of exploitation,
namely the way in which Marx connects it, in a brilliant deployment of dialectical thinking, with a distinct class, the bourgeoisie.25 In other words, this
narrative of the rise of theory could not happen without the assumption of
class. One may object that this is as much an abstraction as exploitation (as it
indeed is), but it serves Marx again and again in these explanatory sections.
For example, it works brilliantly in dealing with the way personal and distinctly individual interests develop into the common and general interests of
a class.26 Here, Stirner ﬁnds himself dragged, kicking and screaming, into a
class-situation. But Marx forestalls his protests by pointing out that this classconnection takes place against the will of individuals. What we have here, he
says, is a contradiction between individual and collective interests. Stirner
may think he is a pure ego, independent of any class (against which he keeps

25. The ﬁrst substantial analysis of class comes with the comparison between
the rise of the bourgeoisie in France and England, followed by a comparison
with the proverbial backwardness of German development (Marx and Engels 1845–6a,
pp. 193–7; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 176–80).
26. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 245–6; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 227–9.
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protesting), but he cannot avoid the fact that his individual interests are in fact
characteristic of a whole class, the petty bourgeoisie. Now Marx makes a virtue of his invocation of abstraction, for class is an objectifying and estranging
entity that stands over individuals. The explanation for the contradiction may
be found in the nature of production: this mode of production is the primary
context in which individuals and classes must operate. Even more, in relation
to that mode of production the beliefs and protestations of an individual are
secondary, imaginary matters. However, this crude argument will not do, for
one cannot merely expel the beliefs of an individual as mere ephemera. So
Marx suggests that the contradiction between individual and class is but an
expression of a deeper contradiction in the mode of production, and that is
nothing other than the division of labour. At this point, we must turn back to
the full exposition of the division of labour in the chapter on Feuerbach, to
where it was moved from the Stirner chapter.
As another example, let me pick up on Marx’s later comments on class
within a mode of production.27 Distinguishing between the revolutionary
‘vocation’ of the oppressed class and the dominating vocation of the ruling
class, which tries to impose its ideology on the proletarians, Marx identiﬁes
a basic contradiction – that between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. In
other words, contradiction is really an issue of class, which itself arises from
the conditions of production. How does this work? A little earlier,28 Marx
describes a proletarian who needs to work 14 hours a day even to survive; he
is thereby reduced to a beast of burden, or, even worse, to an article of trade or
even a thing. Opposed to this proletarian is a bourgeois who believes that the
particular task of domination of the proletarian is in fact a universal human
task. In response, the proletarian has, given his circumstances, no option but
to revolutionise his own conditions and overthrow the bourgeoisie. Or, as
Marx puts it, when ‘the bourgeois tells the proletarian that his, the proletarian’s, human task is to work fourteen hours a day, the proletarian is quite
justiﬁed in replying in the same language that on the contrary his task is to
overthrow the entire bourgeois system’.29

27. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 418–20; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 403–5.
28. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 289–90; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 270–1.
29. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, p. 290; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 271.

Against the Theological Hegelians II: Max Stirner and the Lever of History • 123

What we have is a basic dynamic of class-identity and conflict, one that
operates according to a fundamental contradiction which can only lead to a
revolutionary-communist position. We are close to that elusive lever of history. But which one is it, class or contradiction? While this may seem like
a false dichotomy – the two are inseparable, in one sense – contradiction
also works at a more fundamental level. Towards the close of the section on
Stirner, Marx ﬁnally lays the explanation out before us.30 Within productive
forces there exists a contradiction, one that is based on the insufﬁciency of
those productive forces. That insufﬁciency meant that a few who were able
to satisfy their needs gained control of the limited productive forces while
the rest fell under their sway. Inevitably, this tension, or the desire of the
oppressed class to satisfy its needs, led to the overthrow of a narrow-minded
ruling class that could not see the problem. Marx again: ‘Thus, society has
hitherto always developed from within the framework of a contradiction – in
antiquity the contradiction between free men and slaves, in the middle ages
that between nobility and serfs, in modern times between the bourgeoisie and
the proletariat’.31 No-one will miss the echo of the opening lines of The Manifesto of the Communist Party.
Here we have the new pivot of history – contradiction within the mode
of production. Of course, that contradiction is all too well known, but I cannot stress enough how it emerges in some detail in this lengthy engagement
with Stirner. A more systematic account of the division of labour, class, classconflict and the contradiction at the heart of all modes of production appears
in the ﬁrst section on Feuerbach, but only, as I pointed out earlier, because
Marx and Engels pieced that account together from the struggle with Stirner.
What are now Sections III and IV of the initial chapter on Feuerbach originally
emerged from the treatment of Stirner.32 They now form part of that famous
ﬁrst statement of historical materialism.
Yet, if we look at those ﬁnal two sections of the Feuerbach chapter, it soon
becomes clear that Marx and Engels present nothing less than the history
of the world. The topics run through division of labour (between the sexes,
material and mental, town and country and then, with greater and greater

30. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 431–2; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 417–18.
31. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, p. 432; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 417.
32. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 59–93; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 46–77.
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complexity, in commerce and industry), private property, ideology (the ‘ruling ideas’-statement), individual and society (the legacy of Stirner is very clear
on this matter), state, law, class and class-conflict. But, above all, the theme
of contradiction runs through nearly of this discussion like a bass-rhythm. It
becomes that Archimedean point by which history shifts from one epoch to
the other, or, as Marx and Engels put it, the contradiction between productive
forces and ‘form of intercourse’ (it would become ‘relations of production’)
reaches a crisis that is nothing other than revolution. This is the answer to
Stirner’s own lever of history.

Conclusion
The entanglement with Stirner really is the engine-room of the emerging
historical-materialist method. In that room, we ﬁnd the ﬁrst rough artefacts
that would be shaped, ﬁled and polished as time went on. However, when I
began this chapter I made the bold statement that the construction by Marx
and Engels of a new historical narrative based on a crucial lever – contradiction within the modes of production – is analogous on a formal level with
theology. The content may be different, the way that history is told from a
materialist perspective may be different, even the lever itself may be novel,
but the form is analogous.
This observation requires some attention, not least because it remains a
contentious issue between Marxists and their bourgeois and apostate-Marxist
critics. I will also return to this formal connection at later moments in this
book, so it is worthwhile dealing with it here. To begin with, let me sum up
my argument. In the Bible, we ﬁnd the deeply influential ideological construct of a narrative that moves from creation to the end of history, turning on
the ﬁgure of Christ. Stirner protests against that narrative and produces his
own version, moving through different and overlapping phases of history by
means of his own key, the ego, which is extrapolated from Christ. Marx and
Engels subject Stirner to critique, accusing him of being all too Hegelian and
theological, and come up with an alternative, a history periodised in terms
of modes of production and one that pivots in its turn on the contradictions
within those modes of production, contradictions that manifest themselves as
class-conflict and revolution.
What is the relation between these narratives? At the risk of stating the
obvious, the one developed by Marx and Engels differs widely in terms of
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content. Still, it is necessary to make this point, since there are still too many
uninformed observations that Marx and Engels merely secularise the content
of a Jewish and/or Christian narrative – the proletariat is the saviour which
will lead us from our fallen state into an eschatological one of paradise. Or
perhaps the course of history is seen as a preordained process with the classless communist society as a type of eschatology.
As I argue elsewhere in this book, there is no appropriation of content, even
if secularised. But there is a formal relation between these constructions of
history. Yet precisely what that formal relation might be requires some careful
distinctions. It may be understood as a simple appropriation: Marx and Engels
simply go about applying Stirner’s (and thereby Hegel’s, and ultimately that
of the Bible) in a new way. The problem with this suggestion is that it hardly
makes sense of the intense and sustained polemic against Stirner. They quite
obviously set themselves against Stirner and, in the process, produce the initial pieces of a very different approach to history.
An advance on simple appropriation is that the form of Marx and Engels’s
approach is ‘grafted’ from a theological approach, or that it operates in ‘parallel’ or ‘analogous’ fashion.33 Strictly speaking, ‘grafting’ suggests a direct connection, a blending in which a new fruit is produced. By contrast, a parallel
or analogous approach does not necessarily assume such a connection. The
constructions of history may have comparable formal features, but there is no
need to assume some form of influence or borrowing.34 However, those who
use terms such as ‘parallel’ or ‘analogous’ do assume a degree of influence,
but that Marx’s use of such a form is quite creative and distinct.
In other words, Marx thoroughly transforms the form of historical narrative
found in Stirner and even the Bible in a new direction. For this reason, I would
rather speak of the formal crucible provided by Stirner. That lengthy and intense
engagement brought Marx, and Engels after him, to formulate a radically different approach, but it was one that took place through the critique of Stirner.
Or, to use a different image, Stirner and his theological-historical schema is
the scaffolding that Marx and Engels use to construct their own approach, but
when they are done, they can pull it apart and leave it aside.

33. These terms are taken from Kouvelakis 2003, p. 189, and Leopold 2007, pp. 142–
3, albeit in discussions of Feuerbach where this issue is inescapable.
34. Michael Löwy’s ‘elective afﬁnity’ would also ﬁt into this category. See Löwy
1992, as well as my treatment in Boer 2011, pp. 159–200.

Chapter Five
Against the Theological Hegelians III:
Ludwig Feuerbach’s Inversion

In these writings you have provided . . . a philosophical basis for socialism.1

Bauer and Stirner may have come in for unrelenting
criticism; not so Ludwig Feuerbach. The reason lies
in what has been called ‘transformative criticism’,2
although since it was mediated to Marx via Feuerbach, I prefer the more specific ‘Feuerbachian inversion’: the argument that what appear to be the gods
and religion are, in fact, projections made by human
beings. Marx especially took this move and adapted
it for his own use. He applied it to idealist philosophy in general and Hegel in particular, any ideas or
concepts that claimed prior status (as we saw with
Stirner), and of course economics. He also took it a
step further, pointing out that Feuerbach had only
laid the groundwork. What is really needed is an
analysis of this real, human world in order to understand why such projections were made in the first
place. Now all of this is rather well known, not least
because the Theses on Feuerbach are among the best
known and most easily digestible of Marx’s texts.

1. Marx 1844q, p. 354; Marx 1844r, p. 425.
2. For a brief account of the longer trajectory – passing from Aristotle, through
Galileo and to Kant – of this transformative criticism, see Leopold 2007, p. 84.
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However, there is one fact about the Feuerbachian inversion that is
neglected all too often: it is, at heart, a theological argument. Feuerbach sets
out to improve Christianity, which is already the most advanced religion, by
revealing its truth.3 Using this new idea, he explores the full range of theology
and practice from creation to immortality, drawing upon unlikely subjects
such as celibacy and miracles. All of them end up being distorted expressions
of human hopes and aspirations. With this inversion, Feuerbach felt he was
able to clear up the murky and confused nature of theology.

Inversion
So what exactly did Feuerbach argue? Religion, or rather Christianity, is actually the projection or abstraction of human subjectivity. It takes what is best in
human beings only to hypostatise all those features into an entity or force that
is exterior to human beings. That entity becomes a figure, a ‘god’ who appears
to human beings as a being in his own right, one that returns, loves, saves and
directs human life through providence. As Feuerbach puts it, theology is actually anthropology: ‘the divine being is nothing else than the human being, or,
rather, the human nature purified, freed from the limits of the individual man,
made objective – i.e., contemplated and revered as another, a distinct being’.4
One way of putting it is that religion is an expression of the unrealised wishes
of self-transcendence that each human being harbours, that we have not quite
realised our full potential. With this definition in place, Feuerbach shows how
it illuminates one theological topic after another: wisdom, moral being, love,
suffering, the Trinity, logos, cosmogony, providence, creation, prayer, faith,
resurrection, heaven and, lastly and appropriately, immortality, which is the
perfection of unlimited personality. In short, ‘the fundamental dogmas of

3. On this matter Engels is correct: ‘He [Feuerbach] by no means wishes to abolish
religion; he wants to perfect it.’ (Engels 1886a, p. 374; Engels 1886b, p. 283.) Of course,
for Engels this is a sign of Feuerbach’s abiding idealism.
4. Feuerbach 1989, p. 14; Feuerbach 1924, p. 18. Similarly, ‘In religion man frees
himself from the limits of life; he here lets fall what oppresses him, obstructs him,
affects him repulsively; God is the self-consciousness of man freed from all discordant
elements; man feels himself free, happy, blessed in his religion, because he only here
lives the life of genius, and keeps holiday.’ (Feuerbach 1989, p. 98; Feuerbach 1924,
pp. 121–2; see also Feuerbach 1989, p. 140; Feuerbach 1924, p. 174.) His later work, The
Essence of Religion, merely extends the insight to all religion and switches the projection
from human beings to nature (Feuerbach 2004).
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Christianity are realised wishes of the heart’.5 This, at least, is the argument
of the first, positive part of the book. The second part focuses on a series of
contradictions that are irresolvable within traditional theology; of course, he
claims that his own proposal resolves them. In fact, he suggests that, if one
were to read only the second part, the conclusion would be that theology is
mere illusion and falsehood. One needs to read the first part too – which is
why it is placed first – to see the benefit of theology.
There are a few points I wish to stress in Feuerbach’s argument, for they
will become important in Marx’s analysis. To begin with, the controversial
genius of Feuerbach’s argument is that we do not realise what is going on.
We may think that God is a more powerful and eternal being who creates us
and guides our lives, but that assumption only moves from God to ourselves.
There is a prior step, namely the projection of the divine from our own subjectivity. So there are in fact three stages: the projection of religion and God
by human beings; the assumption that this being is superior to us and that we
are beholden to him; the belief that we are secondary and inferior creatures in
relation to this God. Or, as Feuerbach writes:
God is the highest subjectivity of man abstracted from himself; hence man
can do nothing of himself, all goodness comes from God. The more subjective God is, the more completely does man divest himself of his subjectivity, because God is, per se, his relinquished self, the possession of which he
however again vindicates to himself. As the action of the arteries drives the
blood into the extremities, and the action of the veins brings it back again, as
life in general consists in a perpetual systole and diastole; so it is in religion.
In the religious systole man propels his own nature from himself, he throws
himself outward; in the religious diastole he receives the rejected nature into
his heart again. God alone is the being who acts of himself, – this is the force
of repulsion in religion; God is the being who acts in me, with me, through
me, upon me, for me, is the principle of my salvation, of my good dispositions and actions, consequently my own good principle and nature, – this is
the force of attraction in religion.6

5. Feuerbach 1989, p. 140; Feuerbach 1924, p. 174.
6. Feuerbach 1989, p. 31; Feuerbach 1924, pp. 39–40.
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This quotation raises a further feature of Feuerbach’s argument: it is formally
Christological. I do not mean his point that the incarnation of Christ is the
ultimate expression of the human form of God, but that the way his argument
moves is Christological. Feuerbach is quite deliberate on this issue: he writes
that in the same way theology lowers God into human form and thereby makes
a human being God, so also does he reduce theology to anthropology and
thereby raise anthropology into theology.7 Like Stirner, Feuerbach plays with
the form of Christology. What Feuerbach has done is merely reverse the direction of the interaction between human beings and whatever is beyond – ‘God’
or the ‘gods’. Over against the assumption that the Christological path
moves from God to human beings, he reverses the direction: human beings
create God.
A further point that is often forgotten is that Feuerbach stresses the way
belief in a god diminishes human beings. The elevation of God leads to the
depreciation of human beings: ‘To enrich God, man must become poor; that
God may be all, man must be nothing’.8 Since Marx’s reception of Feuerbach
has been so dominant, we tend to miss the fact that Marx’s argument takes
its cue from Feuerbach here as well. Marx would take Feuerbach’s point that
Christianity diminishes human beings and turn it into the argument that religion is a sign of human alienation in this world. From there, of course, they
would diverge: Marx goes on to argue that religion is not the cause of alienation (an idealist position), but that it is the sign of social and economic alienation. They would also differ in terms of the solution: for Feuerbach, it was
a case of showing how this feature led to the doctrines of sin and depravity
and that we need to realise our full potential through a proper understanding
of religion; for Marx, we need to deal with the oppressive and exploitative
conditions in which we live.
All the same, for Marx, this theological argument was a vital breakthrough,
one in which he saw immense potential. In later years he may have downplayed the importance of Feuerbach in relation to Hegel,9 but that belies the

7. Feuerbach 1989, p. xviii; Feuerbach 1924, p. xxix.
8. Feuerbach 1989, p. 26; Feuerbach 1924, p. 33. He also points out that the illusion
of religion is ‘profoundly injurious in its effects on mankind’ (Feuerbach 1989, p. 274;
Feuerbach 1924, p. 349). Breckman 1999, pp. 90–130, argues that Feuerbach is far more
politically radical than many take him to be, but then Feuerbach is the real hero of
Breckman’s book. On Feuerbach’s radical politics, see also Leopold 2007, pp. 203–18.
9. In 1865 he writes: ‘Compared with Hegel, Feuerbach is certainly poor. Nevertheless he was epoch-making after Hegel because he laid stress on certain points which
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excitement he first felt when he encountered Feuerbach’s work. There are two
early letters Marx sent to Feuerbach, written on 3 October 1843 and 11 August
1844.10 They clearly show that Marx admired Feuerbach immensely, betraying
an awkwardness that comes from a precocious young man trying to find the
best way to approach someone who was widely regarded as the most important philosopher of the time. In the first letter, the ostensible purpose was to
invite Feuerbach to contribute to the first issue of the new journal DeutschFranzösische Jahrbücher that Marx was planning to edit in Paris. Marx cannot
offer Feuerbach enough praise: not only do I know your work, I have read the
second edition of Das Wesen des Christenthums. You have said that a GermanFrench alliance is needed – we are realising that desire. By the way, did you
know that you have many female admirers? And since you have indicated
that you are working on Schelling, perhaps you could send us a piece from
that work. In the second letter he pursues the same line, mentioning that German artisans in Paris are having lectures on Wesen, that the French and English translations are almost out (a premature comment for the English one, it
seems), and that Feuerbach’s thought is the great step forward for socialist
thought. As Marx puts it, ‘I am glad to have an opportunity of assuring you of
the great respect and – if I may use the word – love, which I feel for you’.11
Yet Feuerbach did not send an article on Schelling for the new journal.
Indeed, in the face of almost complete silence from Feuerbach, Marx had to
ask for ‘some speedy sign of life’.12 In the midst of this rather one-way correspondence, these letters state a crucial truth, especially for Marx: ‘Your Philosophie der Zukunft, and your Wesen des Glaubens, in spite of their small size, are
certainly of greater weight than the whole of contemporary German literature
put together. In these writings you have provided – I don’t know whether
intentionally – a philosophical basis for socialism and the Communists have

were disagreeable to the Christian consciousness but important for the progress of
criticism, points which Hegel had left in mystic clair-obscur.’ (Marx 1865a, p. 26; Marx
1865b, p. 25.)
10. Marx 1843s; Marx 1843t; Marx 1844q; Marx 1844r.
11. Marx 1844q, p. 354; Marx 1844r, p. 425. Many years later (in 1867) Marx wrote
to Engels, saying that he had come across a copy of The Holy Family at Ludwig
Kugelmann’s place, where he found a better collection of both his and Engels’s works
than they had themselves. Marx writes, ‘I was pleasantly surprised to find that we
have no need to be ashamed of the piece, although the Feuerbach cult now makes a
most comical impression on me.’ (Marx 1867g, p. 360; Marx 1867h, p. 290.)
12. Marx 1844q, p. 357; Marx 1844r, p. 428.
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immediately understood them in this way’.13 At around the same time, he
writes in The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844: ‘Feuerbach is the
only one who has a serious, critical attitude to the Hegelian dialectic and who
has made genuine discoveries in this field. He is in fact the true conqueror
of the old philosophy’.14 It is nothing less than the great leap forward, the
only ‘real theoretical revolution’ beyond Hegel.15 What Feuerbach’s argument
enables Marx to do, at least in his opinion, is leave these old questions of religion and idealism behind. And, since they have been dealt with once and for
all, he can proceed in building his own method as though they were no longer
problems.

Idealism and theology
In The German Ideology, Marx and Engels take up the inversion with gusto,
invoking it in the first lines of the Preface. It is the key to the whole work.
We the creators, they tell us, have bowed down before our creations, namely
our ideas, beliefs, and imaginary beings such as God. It is no wonder that
Feuerbach is the subject of the first chapter, for it is his idea that is wheeled
out again and again, even against Feuerbach himself (who is accused of having gone only halfway). But they do not restrict themselves to Bauer, Stirner
or Feuerbach, or even to the young Hegelians. It applies to humanity as a
whole: ‘Hitherto men have always formed wrong ideas about themselves,
about what they are and what they ought to be’.16
A bold claim, is it not? In one sense, the range of uses to which the inversion is put suggests that it does indeed apply to the whole human race. As

13. Marx 1844q, p. 354; Marx 1844r, p. 425. See also Engels’s enthusiastic declaration that Feuerbach had come clean as a communist, indeed that his writing naturally
ﬂowed in that direction (Engels 1844–5, pp. 235–6). See also Engels 1844b, pp. 461–6;
Engels 1844c, pp. 543–8. Engels is less than impressed with Feuerbach’s Essence of Religion (Feuerbach 2004). He finds that it is mostly rehashed older material and a lot
of polemic against God and Christianity (see Engels 1846e, pp. 75–9; Engels 1846f,
pp. 55–8). Engels is not far off the mark, since Feuerbach repeats and expands many of
his arguments from the earlier work.
14. Marx 1844g, p. 328; Marx 1844h, p. 569.
15. Marx 1844g, p. 232; Marx 1844h, p. 468. There are a small number who stress
Bauer’s greater rôle in Marx’s take on religion; see Rosen 1977, pp. 133–47; Clarkson
and Hawkin 1978. However, in light of Marx’s own comments, I prefer the majorityviewpoint in which Feuerbach is the primary inﬂuence.
16. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, p. 23; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 13.
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for those first well-known pages on Feuerbach in The German Ideology, the
inversion becomes the tool with which Marx and Engels dismantle idealist
philosophy. These are the famous sections that juxtapose an idealist approach
to history with a materialist one. I do not need to wade through each twist of
this argument, apart from a couple of crucial points.
To begin with, it seems as though nothing has changed and that this argument is rehearsed with a weary regularity today. Take part in any discussion
over religion and you will find at least one person who asserts that the only
way to change people is produce change in ideas or attitude. Another will
lament in word or print that historical, literary, cultural . . . (fill in the blank)
research has woefully neglected the rôle of religion. Yet another will fall back
on the hoary argument that religion is the key-driver of historical conﬂict –
the most recent example being a putative Muslim East and Christian West.
The response is just as predictable: religion or beliefs or ideas are secondary
phenomena which can only be explained through other causes, such as social
organisation and economic systems. In other words, religion is unimportant,
a pseudoscience if you will, and what we need is analysis of the real issues at
stake. It is as if this first section on Feuerbach has set the script and that people
will merely parrot the positions laid out by Marx and Engels. The paradox is
that this crucial text did not appear in published form in Marx and Engels’s
lifetime, turning up in a belated moment in snippets in the 1920s and 1930s,
and then in full in 1932 (German) and then in 1968 (English). Further, it really
is a rough nugget, recently dug out of the earth of German philosophy and
still needing refinement and polishing. In their enthusiasm, Marx and Engels
say much about excretions of the brain, ephemera and the like, failing to see
that their own thoughts fall into exactly the same category. In the end, it was
not their most original move, for at this level it was appropriated wholesale
from Feuerbach. Later, Marx in particular would develop a far more complex
analysis that took full account of philosophy, beliefs, culture and religion, as
well as the crucial realm of economics and social relations.17
Taking a leaf out of their own analysis, we should never forget that the
context is crucial, for it arose as a polemic against the overriding trend in

17. The critique of religion would become the first step to a theory of ‘ideology’ (see
Larrain 1983b, pp. 10–15 and Barrett 1991, pp. 6–7), but that path is not one I pursue in
this study, mainly because it draws me too far from theology.
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Germany to favour religious explanations above all others. In fact, Marx and
Engels point out that German philosophy is dominated by theology.18 What
has happened is that all other philosophical categories have been subordinated to theology. Juridical, moral, political and metaphysical-philosophical
branches have been drawn under the umbrella of theology. This is really
another way of saying that all of the important public debates in Germany at
the time took place on the ground laid out by theology. Given this situation,
it is no surprise that the old Hegelians should uphold this situation, while the
young Hegelians attack theology as the source of all the problems besetting
Germany.
Marx and Engels both agree and disagree. The real problem, they argue, is
that theology is not the dominant problem; that honour is taken by idealism
of which theology is but a subset. At another level they agree, for theology
reveals all too clearly the problem with idealism – the creations of people’s
minds seem to dominate their real lives. So they face a dilemma: theology
both embodies the very essence of idealism (projection from real conditions
of life) and yet it provides the argument that reveals the problem in the first
place. Given the presuppositions from which Marx and Engels work, it is not
all that easy to escape this dilemma.
What intrigues me about their response is that they use a theological argument appropriated from Feuerbach to undermine idealism. But how is it a
theological argument? Is not the Feuerbachian inversion a way to overcome
theology? Marx certainly thought that it laid the problem of religion to rest
once and for all, if not idealism as such. How then can the destruction of theology and religion as a whole be a theological argument? I might answer that
theology has provided its own suicide-pill, or rather that a particular philosophical theologian has done so. Once it has taken its own life, it is no longer a
problem as to how it may have done so. Apart from pointing to apparent paradoxes such as atheistic theology (or atheology) or indeed materialist theology, there are two problems with this premature death-notice. At the level of
content, Feuerbach’s inversion is another approach to theology. The position
he overturns – that God, Christ, sin, redemption, creation, eschaton and so on
are real and determine who we are as human beings – is but one approach to
the content of theology. To argue that they are projections of human desires,
18. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 27–30; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 17–20.
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wishes and aspirations is another. It is perfectly plausible for someone to say,
yes, God is a projection of mine or indeed of others, but that is what I worship. The divine is no less or more empirically verifiable with either position.
Marx and Engels assumed that Feuerbach’s argument was the funeral of any
real religious content, but that by no means follows. Much hinges on what one
understands by ‘real’.

The theological springboard
The Feuerbachian inversion becomes another springboard – along with that
provided by Stirner – for historical materialism. That method may well be a
new development, but it was not possible without this prior step. This next
step appears at various moments in The German Ideology,19 The Manifesto of
the Communist Party,20 as well as the ‘Introduction’ to the Contribution to the
Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law (Kritik for the sake of brevity), but its clearest expression appears in the Theses on Feuerbach, especially the fourth one:
Feuerbach starts out from the fact of religious self-estrangement [der religiösen
Selbstentfremdung], of the duplication of the world into a religious world and
a secular one. His work consists in resolving the religious world into its secular basis. But that the secular basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself
as an independent realm in the clouds . . .21

This much we have already encountered: religion is indeed a projection from
this world that is subsequently hypostatised, or as Marx puts it, ‘the secular
[or “worldly” – weltliche] basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself as an
independent realm’. But that is merely the first step. Engels clarifies with his
editorial addition: ‘He [Feuerbach] overlooks the fact that after completing

19. See especially Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 36–7; Marx and Engels 1845–6b,
pp. 26–7.
20. Marx and Engels 1848v, pp. 503–4; Marx and Engels 1848w, pp. 479–80.
21. Marx 1845b, p. 4; Marx 1845c, p. 6. Or in Engels’s edit, ‘Feuerbach starts out from
the fact of religious self-estrangement, of the duplication of the world into a religious,
imaginary world and a real one. His work consists in resolving the religious world
into its secular basis. He overlooks the fact that after completing this work, the chief
thing still remains to be done. For the fact that the secular basis lifts off from itself and
establishes itself as an independent realm in the cloud . . .’ (Marx 1845d, p. 7; Marx
1845e, p. 534).

136 • Chapter Five

this work, the chief thing [die Hauptsache] still remains to be done’.22 Feuerbach
has made the initial move, providing the proper basis for die Hauptsache, for the
real task at hand. And that is to focus on the human beings who make such projections and ascertain why they do so in the first place. I have, of course, quoted
only the first half of the fourth thesis on Feuerbach. The rest is as follows:
Thesis 4: . . . But that the secular basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself
as an independent realm in the clouds can only be explained by the inner
strife and intrinsic contradictoriness of this secular basis. The latter must,
therefore, itself be both understood in its contradiction and revolutionised
in practice. Thus, for instance, once the earthly family is discovered to be the
secret of the holy family, the former must then itself be destroyed in theory
and in practice.23

In other words, Feuerbach’s analysis is incomplete.24 As has been repeated
many, many times since Marx, the most important step is to show how these
projections arise from the ‘inner strife and intrinsic contradictoriness’ of the
conditions of this world, and to undertake a project of uncovering and revolutionising that basis.25
Marx senses that he has launched himself well beyond Feuerbach. In doing
so he offers a decidedly negative take on Feuerbach’s inversion. Instead of the
realm of the gods being the projection of the best of human principles, nature
and actions, it is for Marx a far more negative business. As we will see in
more detail shortly, religion is actually a projection based on ‘inner strife [der
Selbstzerrissenheit]’ and this-worldly contradictions, in short, on alienation.

22. Marx 1845d, p. 7; Marx 1845e, p. 534.
23. Marx 1845b, p. 4; Marx 1845c, p. 6. Once again, here is Engels’s edited version:
‘For the fact that the secular basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself in the clouds
as an independent realm can only be explained by the inner strife and intrinsic contradictoriness of this secular basis. The latter must itself, therefore, first be understood
in its contradiction and then, by the removal of the contradiction, revolutionised in
practice. Thus, for instance, once the earthly family is discovered to be the secret of
the holy family, the former must then itself be criticised in theory and transformed in
practice.’ (Marx 1845d, p. 7; Marx 1845e, p. 534.)
24. In The German Ideology, they argue that Feuerbach’s materialism is an inconsistent one. See Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 38–41; Marx and Engels 1845–6b,
pp. 42–5.
25. Theses six and seven carry the analysis in a slightly different direction, pointing
out that Feuerbach is fixated on the individual. So rather than locating the essence of
religion within each individual, we need consider both the religious essence and the
individual as social products (Marx 1845b, pp. 4–5; Marx 1845c, pp. 6–7).
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Religion is a signal of a world out of joint, not the cause of that disjunction.
Feuerbach argues that the key to alienation may be found in the religious
projection itself; as a result these projections diminish human beings, for we
believe that our best belongs to another being. Thus Feuerbach feels that if
we reintegrate these projected elements of ourselves – they are our best parts,
after all – then we can overcome the alienation of religion. For Marx, this is
simply wrong-headed, for religious projection is a signal of deeper, socioeconomic, alienation – that is what needs to analysed, understood, and
changed. As he would put it later in Capital,
Every history of religion, even, that fails to take account of this material basis,
is uncritical. It is, in reality, much easier to discover by analysis the earthly
core of the misty creations of religion, than, conversely, it is, to develop from
the actual relations of life the corresponding celestialised forms of those
relations. The latter method is the only materialistic, and therefore the only
scientific one.26

Let us pause by the road for a moment and consider the journey so far. Seizing
on what they see as a breakthrough, Marx and Engels take up Feuerbach’s
inversion as a way of tackling theologically saturated German philosophy
and public debate. But then they also use it as a springboard for developing
their own method in response to the overwhelming idealism of that philosophy. The catch is that, in terms of form, Feuerbach’s inversion is a theological
argument. Without it, the move by Marx and Engels would not have been
possible; this theological form is, as I pointed out earlier, the crucible for their
own thought. One might be forgiven for thinking that once the theological
scaffolding had been packed away there would be no further need to ponder
its intricacies. Yet it was not to be, for the inversion had a tendency to drag its
theological baggage with it when invoked.

Irreligious criticism, or, completing the criticism of religion
For the remainder of this chapter, I cover some ground worn bare and dusty
from countless footsteps. It is the famous statement on religion found in the
first couple of pages of the ‘Introduction’ to the never-completed Kritik. The

26. Marx 1867a, p. 375, n. 2; Marx 1867b, p. 393, n. 89.
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slightly later Theses on Feuerbach may contain the most succinct statement of
what Marx proposed to do with Feuerbach, but the ‘Introduction’ explores
the implications of the inversion in greater detail.
Yet this relatively short statement has not been taken up by so many without
reason, since it is a crucial piece of Marx’s thought. For reasons that now go
back some way, I am always on the lookout for style, or in more direct terms,
sentence-production. And I have pointed out on more than one occasion that
Engels is the better writer of the two by a good way. No matter what it is – a
description of one of his long walks, the history of the riﬂe, war-reports or
whatever – Engels draws me in. Marx is much more work. But, every now
and then, he rises above the dense web and intense ﬂurry of his writing to
produce some stunning sentences. This text is one of one those moments.
The sentences ring out one after another: ‘the criticism of religion is the
premise of all criticism’; ‘The basis of irreligious criticism is: Man makes religion, religion does not make man’; ‘The criticism of religion is therefore in
embryo the criticism of the vale of tears, the halo of which is religion’; ‘Religion is
only the illusory sun which revolves round man as long as he does not revolve
round himself’.27 The highest point, at least from a literary perspective, is the
series of statements that begin simply with ‘Religion is …’
Religion is the general theory of this world, its encyclopaedic compendium,
its logic in popular form, its spiritual point d’honneur, its enthusiasm, its
moral sanction, its solemn complement, and its universal basis of consolation and justification. It is the fantastic realization of the human essence since
the human essence has not acquired any true reality. The struggle against religion is, therefore, indirectly the struggle against that world whose spiritual
aroma is religion.
Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed
creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions.
It is the opium of the people.
Criticism has torn up the imaginary ﬂowers from the chain not so that man
shall wear the unadorned, bleak chain but so that he will shake off the chain
and pluck the living ﬂower. The criticism of religion disillusions man to

27. Marx 1844c, pp. 175–6; Marx 1844d, pp. 378–9.
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make him think and act and shape his reality like a man who has been disillusioned and has come to his reason, so that he will revolve round himself
and therefore round his true sun. Religion is only the illusory sun which
revolves round man as long as he does not revolve round himself.28

Each time I read this text, it still stuns and delights.29 As with most of what
Marx wrote, the various phrases might have spilled from his pen at a great
rate (it is no wonder his handwriting was so difficult to read), yet each of them
explores another dimension of religion. Every pore of these sentences breathes
with the insight of Feuerbach. Flushed with this insight into the nature of religion and the implications of that insight for his own work, Marx is finally able
to produce a coherent response to the religious turn of German philosophy. It
enables Marx to undo Hegel and declare the criticism of religion complete.
What Marx does is push Feuerbach’s insight into religion as far as it will
go. As I pointed out earlier, Feuerbach argued that religion is the projection
of the best in human beings, a projection that then comes back in hypostatised forms. The problem is that theology begins with the projection, with the
hypostasis, and not its moment of origin in human beings. In other words,
we need to take a step back and begin at the beginning. Marx agrees vigorously. So we find him claiming that human beings make religion, that the
‘superhuman being in the fantastic reality of heaven’ is simply the reﬂection
[Widerschein] or semblance [Schein] of ourselves.30 Instead of a ‘super-man
[Übermenschen]’ there is simply a ‘non-man [Unmenschen]’. What does religion
do? It projects human self-consciousness [Selbstbewußtsein – a Bauerian term!]
and self-esteem [Selbstgefühl]. It is, as that famous sentence puts it, ‘the general
theory of this world, its encyclopaedic compendium, its logic in popular form,
its spiritual point d’honneur, its enthusiasm, its moral sanction, its solemn complement, and its universal basis of consolation and justification’.31 All of this
28. Ibid. Or as he puts it elsewhere, Christianity has displaced the aspirations of
people to the heavens: ‘The self-confidence of the human being, freedom, has first of
all to be aroused again in the hearts of these people. Only this feeling, which vanished
from the world with the Greeks, and under Christianity disappeared into the blue
mist of the heavens, can again transform society into a community of human beings
united for their highest aims, into a democratic state.’ (Marx 1844k, p. 137; Marx 1844l,
pp. 338–9.)
29. Kouvelakis 2003, p. 316, too is taken with the ‘incisive and carefully chiselled
style’.
30. Marx 1844c, p. 175; Marx 1844d, p. 378.
31. Ibid.
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is good, solid Feuerbach: religion is the projected and comprehensive ideal of
human existence.
As we already saw with the fourth thesis on Feuerbach, Marx thinks that this
is a first step. Feuerbach may have felt that he had completed his argument,
but Marx argues that it is merely a prolegomenon. Projections, hypostases,
returns – these are all very well, but it is the social and political reality of
those people who make the projections in the first place that interest Marx far
more. The burning question is not the fantastic projection but the person who
makes such projections in the first place. For Marx, however, that person is
not merely an individual, but one who is situated within a state and society.
What is it about such a state and society that generates such fantastic projections? Simply put, any society that needs and produces such religious projections is deeply troubled. It is an ‘inverted world’; it is a ‘vale of tears’ of which
religion is the ‘halo’; it is, in short, a society riven with ‘self-estrangement
[Selbstentfremdung]’. Attention to the alienation of this world surpasses any
consideration of religious alienation: ‘Religious estrangement [Entfremdung]
as such occurs only in the realm of consciousness, of man’s inner life, but economic estrangement [Entfremdung] is that of real life; its transcendence [Aufhebung] therefore embraces both aspects’.32
One way of reading Marx up until this point is that he has been expanding
on Feuerbach’s argument that religion belittles and degrades human beings.
However, their solutions differ: Feuerbach seeks to restore all these lost attributes to us and therefore provide us with fulfilment; for Marx, the solution
requires a political act. Once we are aware of how such a society functions, we
need to pursue the following course of action: remove the illusion and relieve
the causes of the illusion. In the enthusiastic rush of his discovery, Marx does
not tire of repeating the same call to action in slightly different ways: sublate
illusory happiness to find real happiness; give up illusions in order to give
up the situation that requires illusions; shake off the chain and its imaginary
ﬂowers in order to pluck the real ﬂowers; religious disillusionment is a coming to one’s senses and the basis for reason; establish the truth of this world
once the world beyond has gone.

32. Marx 1844g, p. 275; Marx 1844h, p. 515.
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So we have three steps: show that religion is an illusory projection (borrowed from Feuerbach); turn one’s attention to the situation that produces
such fantastic illusions; and remove the conditions that generate those illusions. Now, the purpose of this little piece of hagiography is not merely
to show how deeply Marx relies on Feuerbach, or even to show in some
detail where he uses the man as a springboard for his own position. I also
want to raise some points that are problematic: the opposition of illusion
and reality; the relation between Marx’s emerging materialist method and
theological modes of thinking; and what the end of the criticism of religion
really means.
Crucial to Marx’s catchy sentences is the opposition of illusion and reality. If we look patiently at the rush of his statements, then a basic opposition begins to show its face: the illusory [illusorisch], imaginary [imaginär] and
fantastic [phantastisch] versus the real [wirklich] and living [lebendig] realm of
reason [Verstand] and truth [Wahrheit]. In short, religion is false, this world is
true. Marx feels that if he can show that something is a fantasy or an illusion,
then, like the emperor’s new clothes, it has lost all its power. It does not exist,
since it is not ‘real’.33 Needless to say, this is a problematic distinction that
has suffered countless attacks, but I will deal with it more extensively in my
discussion of Hegel in the next chapter.
My next criticism – the presence of theological forms of thinking – is a double one. Let me put it this way: the moment that we first catch a glimmer of
the controversial base-superstructure model, we also draw closer to theology.
In these few pages of the ‘Introduction’ to Marx’s Contribution, the metaphor
of base and superstructure (a metaphor that seems to come from building but
also refers to a railway and its rolling stock) begins to show its controversial
face. To put it in terms of the preceding paragraph, what is ‘real’ soon enough
becomes the realm of economics, of the means and relations of production;
what is an ‘illusion’ then becomes the domain of ideology, culture, politics,
philosophy and religion. But note what has happened: the base-superstructure
comes out of a theological argument, namely, Feuerbach’s inversion, but
Marx turns it on its head, for theology is no longer the determining model but is
now subsumed with the new one. This relationship between Marx’s argument

33. Marx 1844g, p. 337; Marx 1844h, pp. 578–9.
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and that of Feuerbach is analogous to the story of the creation of woman in
Genesis 2. In the same way that the woman, who would later be called Eve,
is taken from the side of Adam, so also is the base-structure model surgically
removed from the side of Feuerbach’s argument concerning religion. Once
removed and re-shaped, it takes on a new life of its own.
In case my point is not clear, let me tackle it in another way. Feuerbach has
shown to Marx’s satisfaction that religion is a projection of real human beings.
That projection is an illusion and is therefore not real. Later, as we shall see,
in the discussion of Hegel Marx would bring along the state, the constitution,
sovereignty and politics in order keep religion company. As this group grows
to become the superstructure, Marx turns his attention to the ‘real’ human
beings who make these projections and produce these illusions (the second
and third steps I outlined a little earlier). What is it about their situation that
makes them do so? Pursuing this question would lead Marx to the areas of
economics and society, of productive means and relations. These ‘real’ matters will become the concrete stuff of the base.
Now, all of this may have come to life as Marx grappled with Feuerbach,
but I have not yet substantiated my claim that it has the form of a theological
argument. I do not simply mean that Marx’s position gains its impetus from
Feuerbach’s philosophy of religion. Rather, it is the form of the argument that
interests me, a form that both Marx and Feuerbach use. As I pointed out a
little earlier in my discussion of Feuerbach, that form is as follows: while systematic theology traditionally moves from God to man, from theology strictly
defined [theo-logos] to anthropology, Feuerbach and then Marx invert the
order; they move from man to God. More specifically, Feuerbach makes this
move – God is a projection of man. Marx, however, goes a good deal further.
Initially he drops God: since religion is a product of man, an illusion, Marx
gives the impression that he is not interested in religion and turns his attention
elsewhere. What actually happens is that the space of theology is filled with
nothing other than the superstructure – ideology, politics and, of course, religion. Or, as others have argued, the criticism of religion is the first step to a theory of ideology. As with the engagement with Stirner, here the theological form
of thinking becomes the crucible in which Marx forges a new method, with the
twist that the method in question accounts for and encompasses the old.
Finally, there is the whole matter of completion or ending. In the same
‘Introduction’, Marx makes the following statements:
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For Germany, the criticism of religion is in the main complete, and the criticism of religion is the premise of all criticism.34
Für Deutschland ist die Kritik der Religion im wesentlichen beendigt, und die
Kritik der Religion ist die Voraussetzung aller Kritik.35
The evident proof of the radicalism of German theory, and hence of its practical energy, is that it proceeds from a resolute positive abolition of religion.
The criticism of religion ends [endet] with the teaching that man is the highest
being for man, hence with the categorical imperative to overthrow all relations in
which man is a debased, enslaved, forsaken, despicable being.36
Der evidente Beweis für den Radikalismus der deutschen Theorie, also für
ihre praktische Energie, ist ihr Ausgang von der entschiedenen positiven
Aufhebung der Religion. Die Kritik der Religion endet mit der Lehre, daß
der Mensch das höchste Wesen für den Menschen sei, also mit dem kategorischen
Imperativ, alle Verhältnisse umzuwerfen, in denen der Mensch ein erniedrigtes,
ein geknechtetes, ein verlassenes, ein verächtliches Wesen ist.37

Marx’s statement that the criticism of religion is complete appears straightforward. Yet it is not so simple, for it carries on a double life in these passages,
best captured by the two terms Marx uses: ‘enden’ or ‘beenden [beendigen]’,
meaning to finish or complete, and ‘Aufhebung’, the famed Hegelian abolition
or sublation with the sense that it carries on to another level. The one indicates
that we have reached the end of the line, that there is nothing more to be said
or done. The other is less final, designating transition, suggesting that it is
now time to move onto the next stage or level.38
In both statements Marx actually juxtaposes the two senses of completion.
In the second statement, we find that the radicalism of German theory is due
to the fact that it ‘proceeds from a resolute positive sublation [Aufhebung] of

34. Marx 1844c, p. 175; Marx 1844d, p. 378. For a similar comment, backed up by
some dubious information on early-Christian practices, see Marx 1847e.
35. Marx 1844d, p. 378.
36. Marx 1844c, p. 182; Marx 1844d, p. 385.
37. Marx 1844d, p. 385.
38. See also Marx’s comments on Hegel’s effort at Aufhebung – in ‘which denial and
preservation, i.e., affirmation, are bound up together [worin die Verneinung und die Aufbewahrung, die Bejahung verknüpft sind]’ (Marx 1844g, p. 340; Marx 1844h, p. 581) – of
theology through philosophy and Absolute Mind in Marx 1844g, p. 341; Marx 1844h,
p. 583.
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religion’.39 Immediately afterwards, he writes that the ‘criticism of religion
ends [endet] with the teaching that man is the highest being for man’. And then,
in the first statement, he writes of the dual status of the criticism of religion as
both ‘complete [beendigt]’ and as a ‘premise’ or ‘prerequisite [Voraussetzung]’:
‘For Germany the criticism of religion is in the main complete, and the criticism
of religion is the prerequisite of all criticism’.
What are we to make of this tension between completion and sublation,
between ending and abolition? As van Leeuwen points out, there is actually
a tension here between the suggestion that the critique of religion is over and
that he still sees the need to engage in such a criticism.40 So let us see how
Marx deals with that tension. At least it enables him to escape the criticism
that he has somewhat rashly proclaimed the death of God, the bankruptcy of
theology and the end of religion. These predictions are like predictions of the
end of the world, Armageddon, the Last Judgement and so on. We have had
and continue to have all manner of predictions and warnings, and yet the end
does not quite want to come. So also with the end of religion and religious
criticism, except in reverse: at least since the Enlightenment, time and again,
we find its end presented as a fait accompli. At some point in the relatively
recent past – or so goes the story – someone has slipped the knife into religion
and quietly disposed of the body. It is an assumption that afﬂicts someone
like Gilles Deleuze: theology is a dead issue, so he can play with it all he likes.
Or Alain Badiou, who argues that the One (and thereby God) was put out of
its misery by the mathematician Cohen and his set-theory. Since then, it can
no longer be an issue. The problem is that the would-be assassin has not done
the job properly – whether Voltaire, Nietzsche, Freud, Feuerbach, Cohen,
or . . . Richard Dawkins today.41
Marx’s claim is a little more modest. In a Hegelian nutshell, the time of
religion and its criticism must come to an end in order to be sublated by
something more far-reaching. And that moment has arrived in Marx’s own
time and in his own thought. In other words, there is both a situation-specific
dimension to the claim and a personal one. As I have mentioned a few times,
through Marx’s high-school and university-years, and even into his first

39. A little later he writes, ‘The Aufhebung of religion as the illusory happiness of
the people is the demand for their real happiness.’ (Marx 1844c, p. 176; Marx 1844d,
p. 379; translation modified.)
40. Van Leeuwen 2002b, p. 184.
41. Dawkins 2006.
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forays as a journalist, essayist and radical, the overriding context for political
struggle in Germany was theology and especially the New Testament. Marx
announces here that he will not be constrained by that context, that he will set
his own agenda and move on, that others may want to carry on the criticism
of religion but that he has other goals. He escapes (but only just) the worldhistorical claim for his own thought by inserting two small phrases. The first
is ‘für Deutschland’ and the second ‘im wesentlichen’ – the criticism of religion is
complete for Germany . . . in the main. It is basically finished, at least here.
Even this claim may be too much, no matter how much it expresses his own
frustration with the nature of criticism in Germany, no matter how much it
gives voice to the development of his own thought. Even in Germany at the
time, let alone afterwards on a more global scale, the criticism of religion has
had and continues to have a vigorous, healthy and rather long retirement.
So I am far more interested in the other side of his statements on religion,
that of Aufhebung. On one level, negation and sublation mean that theology
continues in some form in the new mode of thought. At another level, it raises
a fascinating question: what is it about the criticism of religion that gives it
privileged status as some type of Hegelian forerunner of Marx’s own criticism? Thus far I have been pursuing an answer to this question via Feuerbach.
Later in the ‘Introduction’ there is a far more surprising answer. It comes in
the shape of Martin Luther.

The new Luther
Luther? I cannot stress how much of a surprise this is for me, even with my
radar carefully on the watch for such things. Luther embodies, for Marx, that
earlier stage of criticism. The Lutheran criticism of religion is the forerunner which must do its job before it is abolished and taken up within the new
criticism.
Germany’s revolutionary past is theoretical, it is the Reformation. As the revolution then began in the brain of the monk, so now it begins in the brain of the
philosopher. . . . But if Protestantism was not the true solution it was at least
the true setting of the problem.42

42. Marx 1844c, p. 182; Marx 1844d, p. 385. See also: ‘Shortly before and during the
period of the Reformation there developed amongst the Germans a type of literature
whose very name is striking – grobian literature. In our own day we are approaching
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We really have two stages, one that begins with Luther the monk and the
second that begins with Feuerbach the philosopher. Or is it Marx who begins
the new phase? Does he see himself as the new Luther? The ‘philosopher’
remains unnamed, while the ‘monk’ is named. It may be Feuerbach, for he
is responsible for the breakthrough. Hegel it is not, unless he marks the end
of the first phase of revolutionary criticism. Rather than decide one way or
another – Feuerbach or Marx? – I prefer to keep the ambiguity of the text.
Marx displays both the excitement of Feuerbach’s move and his own sense
that he is going beyond that discovery. There was one thing that Marx did not
suffer and that was lack of confidence in the importance of his ideas. So the
new Luther is ready to take up a new phase of revolution.43
But what is Luther’s contribution, or that of the Reformation itself? In a
series of wonderful Hegelian sentences, Marx lays out Luther’s achievement:
the transition from an external to an internal religious expression.
Luther, we grant, overcame the bondage of piety by replacing it by the bondage of conviction. He shattered faith in authority because he restored the
authority of faith. He turned priests into laymen because he turned laymen
into priests. He freed man from outer religiosity because he made religiosity the inner man. He freed the body from chains because he enchained the
heart.44

an era of revolution analogous to that of the sixteenth century.’ (Marx 1847f, p. 312;
Marx 1847g, p. 331.) On a lighter note, although still with the comparison to Luther:
‘My sincere thanks for the wine. Being myself from a winegrowing region, and former owner of a vineyard, I know a good wine when I come across one. I even incline
somewhat to old Luther’s view that a man who does not love wine will never be good
for anything’ (Marx 1866g, p. 334; Marx 1866h, p. 536). Marx had a continuing fascination with Luther; see, for example, Marx 1856h, p. 21; Marx 1856i, p. 25, as well as his
appreciative comments on Luther’s criticism of usury from his An die Pfarherrn wider
den Wucher zu predigen of 1540. Marx quotes him again and again in his economic
manuscripts and Capital (Marx 1859a, pp. 364, 448–9; Marx 1861–3d, pp. 531–8, 539–
41; Marx 1861–3e, pp. 516–24; Marx 1867a, pp. 146, 203, 314, 588–9, 741; Marx 1867b,
pp. 149, 207, 328, 619, 781; Marx 1894a, pp. 329, 345, 391–2, 594, 605–6, 889; Marx 1894b,
pp. 343–4, 359, 407, 613, 624–5, 911). As Marx puts it, ‘An excellent picture, it fits the
capitalist in general [Allerliebstes Bild, auf den Kapitalisten überhaupt]’ (Marx 1861–3d,
p. 539; Marx 1861–3e, p. 525). Note: Marx 1843k is now agreed not to be by Marx but
by Feuerbach.
43. Thankfully he was not always so serious, suggesting in a letter to Eleanor that he
is the devil and not Luther: ‘Sometimes, however, when I commence whistling, Dicky
[Eleanor’s bird] treats me as Luther treated the devil – he turns his . . . on me’ (Marx
1869f, pp. 270–1; Marx 1869g, p. 601).
44. Marx 1844c, p. 182; Marx 1844d, p. 386. See also Marx 1844g, pp. 290–1; Marx 1844h,
pp. 530–1, where he makes a similar point: Luther internalises faith, the priesthood
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Against all forms of outer religiosity – piety, authority, priests and the
body – Luther pressed for the internalisation of religious commitment, one
characterised by conviction, faith, laity and the heart and the inner man. This
internalisation or, as I prefer, privatisation becomes the huge step forward,
and, for Marx, it is the first stage in radical revolutionary criticism. It is a breakthrough only because Luther did not retreat into the inner sanctum as in some
monastery; instead, he overcame such an other-worldly retreat by – paradoxically – universalising that inwardness so that it was available for all.45 Yet,
it is a backhanded compliment. The first and last sentences in the quotation
from Marx bring the catch out all too clearly: Luther might have freed people
from external religious forms, but only by bringing about a whole new level
of enslavement – that of conviction and the heart.46
What, then, can the ‘philosopher’, the second Luther, achieve? Here, Marx
stumbles, becoming unclear and saying a number of things that do not necessarily connect with each other. Let me list them: first, he says that the struggle
is now internal: since laymen have become priests, the struggle for emancipation is internal, against the priest inside. Second, the struggle is external,
that is, against all the newly made priests and ‘lay popes’, namely the princes
and squires to whom Germany is enslaved. Third, the next step is a thorough
secularisation, since Luther’s revolution was still theological. Indeed, it was
theology that drove the Peasant Revolt into the mud. Finally, what Luther

and external religiosity. Here, however, he uses an analogy with political economy, in
which Adam Smith is the one who shows that private property is an internal reality
rather an external condition.
45. The anticipation of Weber is quite remarkable. Marx points out elsewhere that
the retreat to the inner self has a long history within Christianity, especially in the
monastic cloister where one must turn inward. It is not for nothing, he points out,
that blinding was a common punishment during Christendom: ‘This punishment
was current in the thoroughly Christian empire of Byzantium and came to full ﬂower
in the vigorous youthful period of the Christian-Germanic states of England and
France. Cutting man off from the perceptible outer world, throwing him back into his
abstract inner nature in order to correct him – blinding – is a necessary consequence
of the Christian doctrine according to which the consummation of this cutting off, the
pure isolation of man in his spiritualistic “ego” is good itself.’ (Marx and Engels 1845a,
p. 178; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 189.) If this is the pre-Reformation way in which the
ego was ‘encouraged’ in its pursuit of spiritual knowledge, then the breakthrough by
Luther and the reformers was to overturn this inward focus by universalising it and
thereby making it public.
46. Michel Foucault would take this point of internalised control much further in
his Discipline and Punish (Foucault 1979).
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was missing was a material, class-basis for the Reformation; that Marx finds
for the new, secular revolution in the proletariat.
A number of slippages and dead-ends emerge in this argument. It is not necessary to seek some hidden logic when a writer loses the way. The desperate
effort to find some coherence bedevils too much literary criticism, assuming that
an author is always clear and consistent, so I much prefer to explore the nature
of the breakdown in logic. As for the slippages, Marx tries to move from the
internalisation of religion first begun by Luther to the German nobility. In other
words, since they have internalised the Lutheran innovation, these princes have
made themselves the new bishops and popes (every laymen becomes a priest).
And, so, they need to be opposed in the new revolution, one that is now secular.
It is a curious, frog-like argument that hops in an erratic fashion from one lilypad to another. Yet, each stop is worth developing on its own.
So let us pull Marx up from the mad rush of his writing and ask a few
patient questions. I begin with the idea that the new bondage is of the heart,
that Luther has successfully internalised religious conviction. This idea can
run off into bourgeois cant about changing attitudes, the sacrosanct individual
and so on. Yet it can also be taken in a very different and highly productive
direction. If the tension between layman and priest, between outer religiosity
and inner conviction is one that is internal, then the struggle for liberation
becomes an internal affair. Each of us carries that contradiction and struggle
within us. But then how might that struggle be resolved? One part of me
would suggest that it never will be, at least completely; another part wants to
ask what the social and economic conditions are that generated this internal
tension and turmoil in the first place. Revolution then becomes one of simultaneously transforming those conditions and the internal struggle.
I have already moved into Marx’s second point, namely that the new revolutionary phase is directed against the German nobility. All I need to ask
at this point is who is responsible for the social and economic conditions in
the first place. It is human beings, of course, and especially those in positions of economic and political power. Yet the choice of the princes is an odd
one. They may have held power in Germany at the time, but that power was
already waning before the onslaught of the bourgeoisie. Marx will turn to the
latter soon enough, which makes the presence of these nobles even stranger.
Then there comes a bolt out of the blue: Marx calls for a thorough secularisation. Of course, secularisation is a complex term but let us see what Marx
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does say, what is implicit in what he says and what is left begging. Given that
theology has come to a dead-end and given that the peasants’ rebellion of 1525
ran aground due to theology, secularisation would seem to mean removing
theology from any revolutionary activity. From here, we must speculate and
explore. It seems to me that what he wants to argue is that Luther’s revolution
also falls short because of theology. Thus, the way forward for the new Luther
is to drop theology entirely. A number of other factors crowd the scene. For
one, Feuerbach’s rôle is implicit, for his inversion would seem to be the great
secularising step forward. However, the most problematic element here is the
contested status of the term secularisation and what it entails. The question
might be put this way: is secularisation the thorough removal of theology for
a new stage of revolutionary activity, or is secularisation the removal of theological content from some key-terms (sin, redemption and so on) and their
filling with other non-theological content?
Finally, there is Marx’s charge that Luther embodies a feature of German
revolutions in general: the absence of a mass, popular basis for his own revolution. Luther’s revolution remained a matter of faith and knowledge; there
was no popular heart for the theologian/philosopher’s head. Marx will go on
to find it in the proletariat, using those well-known phrases concerning the
need for philosophy to ‘grip’ the masses, the class in radical chains that needs
abolition of its status as a class. But the charge against Luther is not quite fair.
It is all very well to have the luxury of sitting in the midst of a society that
did experience the Protestant shake-up. Outside of that context, in Italy to
be precise, Gramsci would see the situation a little differently. Ensconced in
his bleak prison-cell, Gramsci expressed in his neat hand the longing that the
Reformation had happened in Italy too. Why? The Reformation grasped the
whole of society in one large pitchfork and tossed it up into the wind so that
when it came down everything had changed, from bottom to top. More specifically, it gripped the masses, to use Marx’s own phrase. Or, as Gramsci put
it: ‘In Italy there has never been an intellectual and moral reform involving
the popular masses’.47 Gramsci goes on to argue that a communist revolution
needs to permeate to the deepest roots of society, just like the Reformation.
47. Gramsci 1996, pp. 243–4; Q4§75. So also: ‘The Lutheran Reformation and Calvinism created a popular culture, and only in later periods did they create a higher
culture; the Italian reformers were sterile in terms of great historical achievements’
(Gramsci 1996, p. 142; Q4§3). See also Gramsci 1994, p. 365; Boer 2007a, pp. 258–73.

150 • Chapter Five

However much the Reformation may have betrayed its initial impetus (but
then it would not be the first movement to do so), Gramsci’s observation
places a question-mark against Marx’s assertion that he is the first to discover
a truly mass-basis. Let me push this a little further: it may be that Marx is
rediscovering the secret of the Reformation, namely, its mass-appeal. Where
does this leave Marx’s ambiguity over ‘the philosopher’ as the second Luther,
the philosopher who may achieve what the monk could not? It means that
his own effort is more truly an Aufhebung than he would care to admit. The
theological baggage of earlier revolutions has not so much been dumped on
the side of the road as it has been tipped out, sorted and repacked before continuing the journey. His last sentence is more telling than he perhaps thought:
‘When all the inner requisites are fulfilled, the day of German resurrection will
be proclaimed by the ringing of the Gallic cock’.48 Not a bad benediction. But
this connection with Luther cuts both ways: it may point out the sublation of
theology within Marx’s thought, but it also shows that the Reformation may
have been a little more revolutionary than he might have thought.

Conclusion
There is little need to dwell with the point I have belaboured in this chapter,
namely that Marx and Engels employed Feuerbach’s theological argument
both as the means for answering the dominance of theology in German public
debate and as the stepping stone to their own method. Instead, I identify a
number of trajectories from this crucial engagement with the Feuerbach inversion, trajectories that are actually the subjects of the following three chapters.
We might view this chapter as an intersection from which a number of paths
diverge, one towards Hegel, the other to fetishism and yet another to a certain
ambivalence over theology.
One of the paths leading out of this short text is to a critique of Hegel’s
philosophy of the state. Hegel is, after all, the subject of the main text that was
to follow this ‘Introduction’, the Kritik. But what is the relevance of theology
to that treatment of Hegel? Marx had already written his notes on Hegel’s
Rechtsphilosophie before this ‘Introduction’ and there he was already ﬂushed
with the discovery that the deeper structure of thought in Hegel’s system was
48. Marx 1844c, p. 187; Marx 1844d, p. 391.
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analogous to theology. As he puts it in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, one of Feuerbach’s great achievements was the ‘proof that philosophy is nothing else but religion rendered into thought and expounded by
thought, i.e., another form and manner of existence of the estrangement of the
essence of man; hence equally to be condemned’.49 This was not the simplistic
argument that Hegel was really a theologian of a somewhat secular variety.
It is an argument concerning the structure of thought, the steps taken in an
argument and above all the assumptions with which one begins. So, Marx
argues that Hegel’s theory of the state, or of sovereignty, or of the constitution
begins by assuming the prior existence of these items. The task then involves
fitting in the prior idea of the state or sovereignty or the constitution to the
real situation of ﬂesh-and-blood people. Such a way of arguing is comparable
to theology, which begins with a prior idea concerning God, the Trinity and
salvation and then tries to make human reality fit. The problem with both
is that they begin at the wrong point and then try to work backwards, from
abstraction to concrete situations. The key is to begin with concrete, everyday
human beings and then see how the state or God, sovereignty or the Trinity,
the constitution or salvation are developed from there. For this reason, theology is the starting-point for Marx’s discussion of Hegel, to which I turn in the
next chapter.
Another path heads in the direction of Marx’s ongoing fascination with
fetishism. It turns up in his earliest pieces and makes a well-known reappearance in Capital. In this case, we find not a direct application of Feuerbach’s
inversion but an adaptation or mutation. Marx’s basic position is that, with
fetishism, human interaction and relations take on the nature of things, while
inanimate objects begin to relate to one another in an all-too-human manner.
It may best be described as a transferral in which human relations switch
places with objects. The connection with Feuerbach’s argument is obvious, for
human beings may project their own properties onto inanimate objects, but it
is also an adaptation, for the objects in question are not illusory products of
the human mind, but tangible items in the world around us. The reason for
that mutation may be found in a couple of points of contact with other lines
of thought, one more obvious and the other less so. Marx’s economic studies
play a rôle here, especially the insights regarding commodities, but another
49. Marx 1844g, p. 328; Marx 1844h, p. 569.
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is unexpected: a connection with the critique of idolatry that stems from biblical narratives. This is where Adorno’s Bilderverbot comes into play, for he
sought a connection between the ban on images in the second and third commandments in the book of Exodus and Marx’s own critique of commodityfetishism.
Another path, somewhat overgrown and far less used, directs us towards
an ambivalence concerning theology. I traced a hint of this ambivalence in a
few of Marx’s biblical and theological allusions in Chapter Two, but we also
find it in some of his comments on religion in the ‘Introduction’. I do not mean
that Marx was unsure – far from it! – or that he was hedging his bets in case
there was a God and an afterlife.50 No, what Marx hints is that even as a projection, even as a ‘man-made’ product, theology may give voice to a rebellious
and revolutionary wish. To be sure, the default-position is that theology is
reactionary, but not always. So we find that while man makes religion, while
religion is an illusion that must be sublated, a halo for an oppressive vale of
tears, it is also a protest against suffering.
Every now and then someone will focus on these statements and argue
that Marx was far more sympathetic to a rebellious form of Christianity than
we might have thought.51 In almost every discussion of Marx and religion,
someone will eagerly say, ‘Ah yes, but if you read Marx more carefully, you
will see that he was actually sympathetic to religion’. And then this person
will recite the usual verses from the ‘Introduction’ to the Kritik. Marx had
little sympathy for religion. What he does is hint at a small opening for the
ambivalence of theology. Marx leaves a tiny gap open for a sharp opposition
between two understandings of religion, one that is reactionary and the other
that begins to look revolutionary. In other words, it is a political ambivalence
over the uses and effects of religion that I explore in Chapter Eight. By contrast, Engels was the one would make much more of this tension.

50. This observation was actually made to me by someone who on all counts seemed
to be intelligent. He included Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Kautsky and other Marxists who
have written on theology, the Bible or religion more generally.
51. For example, see Raines 2002, pp. 5–6, 8–10, as well as the collection of essays in
Raines and Dean (eds.) 1970. This was a common move in the Marxist-Christian dialogue of the 1960s and 1970s. See, for example, Aptheker 1968; Aptheker 1970.

Chapter Six
Hegel, Theology and the Secular State

If you call your state a general Christian state, you
are admitting with a diplomatic turn of phrase
that it is un-Christian.1
The Prussian King, who calls himself emphatically ‘the Christian King’, and has made his
court a most ludicrous assemblage of whining
saints and piety-feigning courtiers . . .2

The thread that ties this chapter together is the
question of the state. Or rather, we might view it as
a necklace upon which hang various jewels of different sizes and values. I begin with a critical commentary on the notes called the Contribution to the
Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law (the Kritik). I quite
deliberately take this central and much-read text
not as a step from theology to politics and law (as
so many do, including Marx), but as one of Marx’s
most sustained reflections on theology and the arguments that might be launched against it. The next
section shifts to a collection of texts that concern the
relations of church and state. Here, I focus on a tension: on the one hand, Marx argues that theology is
a particular concern and that it really should have
no part in the general matters of the state. On the

1. Marx 1843a, p. 118; Marx 1843b, p. 106.
2. Engels 1844m, p. 515.
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other hand, he points out that the secular state is born out of the contradictions within the Christian state. Engels agrees and ﬁlls out the detail of this
argument. Needless to say, this is a far more interesting and dialectical argument, for it recognises the tensions within theology itself.

The formal theologian
The Kritik, written in Kreuznach in 1843 before the family moved to Paris, is
usually taken as the moment when Marx extended the theological critique
of Feuerbach into political philosophy, or perhaps as an appropriation and
extension of Feuerbach’s scattered reflections on politics.3 The problem with
these approaches is that they miss some crucial theological arguments Marx
makes, or rather the arguments he makes against theology. However, in order
to come to grips with those arguments, I want to move in reverse, from politics to theology in order to dig out the theological critique.
I do have a confession to make: it took me a while to see the consistent
theological criticism in this text. When I ﬁrst began to read it, I set out to
track the theological spoor. It certainly showed up in a consistent pattern, but
the references seemed peripheral, illustrations perhaps to the main argument
concerning the state. As I read more carefully, I noticed that the theological
‘examples’ are the only ones given: often when Marx wants to make a point
against Hegel, he suggests that it is just like a certain theological argument
or doctrine. I wondered whether Marx wanted to bring Hegel and theology together so that he could distance himself from Hegel and set out on his
own. Finally, it struck me: the theological argument underpins his argument
against Hegel.
However, my obtuseness may be due to the fact that it is a devilishly complex text, for Marx was clarifying matters as he went along. Or perhaps I
should say through his hand and pen, for he seems to have written in order to
think. So, by the time of the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, he
could write with much greater clarity: ‘Hegel sets out from the estrangement

3. Avineri 1968, pp. 8–13; Dupré 1983, pp. 24–5; Breckman 1999, pp. 284–5. However, see Kouvelakis 2003, especially pp. 290–303, and Leopold 2007, pp. 47–99, for
careful readings of this text, albeit with an emphasis on the state. Leopold usefully
questions whether Feuerbach is the only source for Marx’s use of the ‘transformative
method’. See Leopold 2007, pp. 83–7.
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of substance (in logic, from the inﬁnite, abstractly universal) – from the absolute and ﬁxed abstraction; which means, put in a popular way, that he sets
out from religion and theology’.4 So, let me begin in reverse, using this later
clarity as a way into Marx’s discussion of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law.5
The key to the quotation from Marx is the phrase, ‘put in a popular way
[populär ausgedrückt]’. In this sense, Hegel begins from religion and theology,
at least according to Marx. Yet that is not quite true, for Hegel does not really
begin with theology. To be more precise, at a formal level his arguments are
the same as theology if theology is understood in a Feuerbachian sense. That
is, we must understand theology as a hypostasised projection of flesh-andblood human beings. So also with Hegel’s thought: he projects from sensuous
human beings a world-spirit or abstract thought which becomes a great overriding force of history with its own existence and power. The problem is that,
like theology, Hegel also begins mid-stream: he begins with absolute thought
and then tries to make human beings ﬁt in. The result is the dominance of
absolute thought and the sidelining of human beings. In light of this dominance, Marx suggests that Hegel’s dialectic begins with the estranged and
abstracted inﬁnite thought, its negation becomes the negation of the inﬁnite
and the positing of real, sensuous existence, and the negation of the negation
is nothing less than the reassertion of the absolute and the banishment of sensuous existence.
Marx believes that this re-reading of the dialectic has a deadly effect on
Hegel’s thought and on theology. In short, anyone who maintains a belief in
Hegel’s absolute mind or the reality of theology is simply engaging in bad
faith. Why? Because they know that theology is unreal, that it is a product of
alienation and yet they still believe in it and its propositions. For Marx: ‘This
implies that self-conscious man, insofar as he has recognised and superseded
the spiritual world (or his world’s spiritual, general mode of being) as selfalienation, nevertheless again conﬁrms it in this alienated shape and passes it
off as his true mode of being – re-establishes it, and pretends to be at home in
4. Marx 1844g, p. 329; Marx 1844h, p. 570.
5. Marx 1844g, pp. 328–32; Marx 1844h, pp. 569–73. Since I am interested in Marx’s
engagement with theology in the Kritik, I leave other elements on the side. See the careful reading by Leopold 2007, pp. 17–99, and especially his assessment (Leopold 2007,
pp. 69–74) that Marx appreciates Hegel’s empirical acumen in identifying the abstraction (civil society versus the state) and atomism (each individual for him or herself) of
the modern state.
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his other-being as such. Thus, for instance, after superseding religion, after recognising religion to be a product of self-alienation he yet ﬁnds conﬁrmation
of himself in religion as religion’.6 How does this work? We must begin with
the assumption, which I explored in the previous chapter, that we know and
believe that theology is actually a sign of self-alienation, that we project God
from ourselves and thereby know it is false. With this preface in place, the
Hegelian dialectic becomes ridiculous: even if we begin with God in the ﬁrst
step, we must negate God in the second, in the full knowledge that the ﬁrst
step really was a projection. Then, if we get to the third step and still assert
that God has meaning for us, that theology has some weight, then we are simply deluded, trying to grasp something that has been superseded. Or rather,
we live in a state of fundamental contradiction and unreason. We cannot simply posit, negate and re-establish theology without ending up mad.
Formally, then, Hegel’s thought is the same as theology, as long as we
understand theology in Feuerbach’s sense.7 If you begin with the abstract and
absolute you end with the abstract absolute, just as if you begin with God…
In this schema, nature or the products of human hands will be nothing more
than the products of abstract mind, or thought-entities. But, if you begin with
human beings, then the whole game changes. And that is precisely what Marx
sets out to do. In all of this there is a big assumption, namely that Feuerbach’s
theory of projection is in fact viable. However, since I bring forward a series
of objections in my discussion of the ‘theological state’, I will not deal with
them here.

The theological state
The lever that Marx uses against Hegel’s theory of the state is analogous to
the one Feuerbach uses for religion: just as religion is a projection from real
human beings, so also is the political state a projection or abstraction of what
Hegel calls ‘civil society’, social and economic interactions independent of
the state. The whole of the Kritik may be seen as an extended application to
Hegel of Feuerbach’s insight concerning theology. Marx sums it up rather
6. Marx 1844g, p. 339; Marx 1844h, p. 581.
7. Marx also accuses Proudhon of being a formal theologian, since his economic categories exist from eternity and only await their unfolding from the lap of God (Marx
1846a, pp. 100–1; Marx 1846b, pp. 456–7).
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nicely: he calls it ‘the theological notion of the political state [der theologischen
Vorstellung des politischen Staates]’.8
There are two crucial moves in this collection of notes: the Feuerbachian
inversion and then a strenuous effort to set theology and materialism over
against each other before dissolving theology into thin air. I will take each in
turn, but, as I do so, I will do my best to avoid getting tangled in Hegel’s language. It is a little like a thorn-bush: the more you struggle and thrash about
the more you are caught. Marx tries his best, wanting to state bluntly what
Hegel means without the verbiage, but in the end he too gets drawn in. Let us
see if we can keep clear.
There is no need to repeat the explanation of Feuerbach’s inversion here
(see Chapter Five), but what Marx does is extend it to Hegel’s theory of the
state. The delusion is that the state exists, like God, as some abstract entity that
pre-exists and thereby controls human beings. The truth, Marx argues, is that
the state is a projection of those very same flesh-and-blood human beings.
The great appeal of Feuerbach’s method is that he places human beings in the
foreground – historically and logically.
Enthused with his new tool of analysis, Marx makes the same move again
and again, piling on example after example – whether sovereignty, the constitution, political life, primogeniture, political estates, social estates, or bureaucracy. In each case, Marx tries to show that Hegel begins with the objectiﬁed,
abstract ‘sovereignty’, ‘constitution’ and so on, and then tries to make human
beings ﬁt. The result: we ‘meet at every stage an incarnation of God’.9 In other
words, if Hegel’s theory of the state is inescapably theological, then Marx’s
attack is a systematic attack against theology.
One may go through each example in painstaking detail, but that is not
really necessary. So let me take the example of sovereignty, which turns out to
be deeply Christological in Hegel. That is to say, sovereignty is incarnated in
the single person of the monarch: ‘Hegel is concerned to present the monarch
as the true “God-man [Gottmenschen]”, as the actual incarnation of the Idea’.10
8. Marx 1843c, p. 119; Marx 1843d, p. 325. Or, as Marx points out in another part of
the Kreuznach notebooks, Hegel’s theory of the state and his ‘philosophical-religious
pantheism’ operate in exactly the same way: unreason becomes reason and the old
reactionary world of metaphysics dominates the new (Marx 1843n, p. 130).
9. Marx 1843c, p. 39; Marx 1843d, p. 241.
10. Marx 1843c, p. 24; Marx 1843d, p. 225. See also the comment: ‘As the monarch mediates himself with civil society through the executive power as its Christ, so
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Here, we can see in close-up how Marx works to show how Hegel’s idealist
method is intrinsically theological.
Marx’s argument goes roughly as follows: Hegel starts off on the wrong
foot. He postulates an abstract, independent entity known as sovereignty.
However, it cannot remain floating in the heavenly ether, so this objectiﬁed,
abstract entity must become a speciﬁc subject. In other words, what we have
is incarnation, the ‘self-incarnation of sovereignty [Selbstverkörperung der
Souveränität]’.11 It must become flesh in a distinct entity, which is not merely
the state itself, or perhaps the citizens of that state, but the individual person
of the monarch.
But how did Hegel’s abstract, objectiﬁed entity called sovereignty come
to be so? Just like Feuerbach’s God, Hegel has projected such sovereignty
from its actual material base: the flesh-and-blood subjects of a state. Once it
has been so objectiﬁed (or ‘alienated’), it becomes an entity unto itself which
then appears to come down and become embodied in a particular person in
a particular situation – hence sovereignty in the person of the monarch. As
far as Marx is concerned, Hegel has put the objectiﬁed cart before the material horse: one must begin with the real people and from there sovereignty is
clearly secondary. Hegel moves in exactly the opposite fashion.
Marx deals with all of the major Hegelian categories in the same way:
the constitution, political life, primogeniture, political estates, social estates,
bureaucracy, the executive, the monarch . . . Since I have discussed sovereignty
in detail, only a summary is needed for the remainder. As for the constitution,
Marx argues that, under Hegel’s idealist theory, it is objectiﬁed and estranged,
so much so that up until now ‘the political constitution has been the religious
sphere, the religion of national life’.12 By contrast, once we get the relation right,
we can state: ‘Just as it is not religion which creates man but man who creates
religion, so it is not the constitution which creates the people but the people
which creates the constitution’.13 Concerning Hegel’s curious argument for
the necessity of primogeniture, Marx comments: ‘That man becomes monarch

society mediates itself with the monarch through the estates as its priests’ (Marx 1843c,
p. 86; Marx 1843d, p. 291).
11. Marx 1843c, p. 24; Marx 1843d, p. 225. See Marx 1843c, p. 26, and Marx 1843d,
p. 227, where he refers to ‘sovereignty incarnate [menschgewordene Souveränität]’.
12. Marx 1843c, p. 31; Marx 1843d, p. 233.
13. Marx 1843c, p. 29; Marx 1843d, p. 231.
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by birth can no more be made a metaphysical truth than can the immaculate
conception of the Virgin Mary’.14 On political estates and social estates: ‘It
is an historical advance which has transformed the political estates into social
estates, so that, just as Christians are equal in heaven but unequal on earth, so
the individual members of the nation are equal in the heaven of their political
world, but unequal in the earthly existence of society’.15 On bureaucracy:
Since this ‘state formalism’ constitutes itself as an actual power and itself
becomes its own material content, it goes without saying that the ‘bureaucracy’ is a web of practical illusions, or the ‘illusion of the state’. The bureaucratic spirit is a Jesuitical, theological spirit through and through. The
bureaucrats are the Jesuits and theologians of the state. The bureaucracy is la
république prêtre. . . . The bureaucracy is the imaginary state alongside the real
state – the spiritualism of the state.16

And, lastly, to link at least some of these items together – the executive,
monarch and sovereignty (once again) – in a package that corresponds alltoo-closely with Christianity, we have the following: ‘When Hegel calls the
executive the objective aspect of the sovereignty dwelling in the monarch, that
is exactly the same sense in which the Catholic Church was the real presence of
the sovereignty, substance and spirit of the Holy Trinity’.17
This long list of items is more than enough to show how much Hegel and
theology are lined up on the same side of the fence. Even if their content may
differ, their form is remarkably similar. Both are mystical, guilty of taking the
projection (God, the state etc.) as the real thing.18 What they both need is that
famous inversion.
14. Marx 1843c, p. 33; Marx 1843d, p. 235. See also; ‘Primogeniture is private property
become a religion to itself, lost in itself, elated by its own independence and power.’
(Marx 1843c, p. 101; Marx 1843d, p. 306.) And then: ‘The actuality of the ethical idea
here appears as the religion of private property. (Because in primogeniture private property regards itself in a religious manner, it has come about that in our modern times
religion in general has become a quality inherent in landed property and that all writings on primogeniture are full of religious unction. Religion is the highest form of
thought of this brutality.)’ (Marx 1843c, pp. 102–3; Marx 1843d, pp. 307–8.)
15. Marx 1843c, p. 79 (translation modiﬁed); Marx 1843d, p. 283.
16. Marx 1843c, pp. 46–7; Marx 1843d, pp. 248–9.
17. Marx 1843c, p. 48 (translation modiﬁed); Marx 1843d, p. 250.
18. ‘This uncritical approach, this mysticism, is . . . the mystery of Hegelian philosophy,
particularly the philosophy of law and the philosophy of religion’ (Marx 1843c, p. 83, translation modiﬁed; Marx 1843d, p. 287). Van Leeuwen 2002a, pp. 158–9, argues that this
text sums up Marx’s multi-dimensional critique.
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The death of theology?
What are the implications for theology? Does Marx’s critique of Hegel mean
the death of theology? The major strike against theology is part of a central
argument in the Kritik: the effort to separate idealism and materialism by a
bottomless pit over which no bridge can be thrown. This is really an idée fixe of
Marx’s, one that he repeats at various points, but it boils down to the assumption that theology deals with other-worldly matters, while materialism is
resolutely this-worldly. With its talk of heaven and God and the eschaton,
theology is not concerned with the ‘real world’, with politics, society and
economics.
The most persistent metaphor, one that turns up again and again, is the
opposition between heaven and earth. On the one, materialist, side Marx lines
up the actual, democracy, flesh-and-blood people, civil society, citizens of
states, while on the other, heavenly, side there are generality, monarchy, sovereignty, constitution, bureaucracy, abstraction, alienation, spiritualism, mystiﬁcation and God. We can see what is at stake in the following text, where
Marx begins with the opposition between the sovereignty of a monarch and
that of the people.
But then it is not a question of one and the same sovereignty which has arisen
on two sides, but two entirely contradictory concepts of sovereignty, the one a
sovereignty such as can come to exist in a monarch, the other such as can
come to exist only in a people. It is the same with the question: ‘Is God sovereign, or is man?’ One of the two is an untruth [eine Unwarheit], even if an
existing untruth.19

He ends with the theological point that there is a sharp opposition between
God and man. We can read this in a couple of ways. Either Marx is using a
theological point to illustrate and reinforce his argument concerning sovereignty: do you not see, he asks, that it is just like theology and the opposition
between God and man? In support of this reading, we should remember that
the Kritik is really an extended collection of notes and comments rather than
a watertight argument. So the examples he uses are really ideas that come to

19. Marx 1843c, p. 28; Marx 1843d, p. 230.
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mind as he writes.20 However, I suspect that the argument is more polemical
than that: Marx wants to tie theology and Hegel’s idealist argument as closely
together as possible. This is so he can put Hegel squarely in the theological
corner and set out on his own in sharp distinction from theology.
I have a number of questions. Perhaps the most important one is, what
about the dialectic? Surely Marx is not going to lock in this opposition between
heaven and earth, between God and man, and leave it at that. Not quite, so
let us see how his argument unfolds over a couple of dense but extremely
important pages.21 In these pages, Marx begins by arguing that true opposites
or extremes cannot have any form of mediation since they have nothing in
common. There is no common language, no ‘essence’ (Wesen, to use Marx’s
favoured term of that time), and no way of communicating. We might think
of the impossibility of communication between the human beings – on the
observation-station that circles around Solaris (in Lem’s novel) – and that sentient planet itself.22 They are so different there is no hope of ever bridging the
gap. The question then becomes: is this the kind of opposition Marx envisages
between God and human beings, between heaven and earth?
The answer is no. He presents two types of what we might call pseudo- or
apparent oppositions. The ﬁrst type actually shares a common ground or language (for Marx, Wesen) – hence the saying ‘opposites attract’. Like a divorced
couple arguing over money or the children, they have something in common

20. Marx’s argument is certainly not watertight and his examples are not consistent. Just when I think I have him pinned down on this opposition between theology
and materialism, he undermines it. That moment comes in a discussion of democracy
and monarchy. While it appears that monarchy is aligned with theology (his previous
argument certainly suggests so) and democracy with a materialist approach, Marx
turns around and compares Christianity with democracy: ‘In a certain respect the relation of democracy to all other forms of the state is like the relation of Christianity to all
other religions. Christianity is the religion, the essence of religion – deiﬁed man as a particular religion. Similarly, democracy is the essence of all state constitutions – socialised
man as a particular state constitution. Democracy stands to the other constitutions as
the genus stands to its species; except that here the genus itself appears as an existent,
and therefore as one particular species over against the others whose existence does
not correspond to their essence. To democracy all other forms of the state stand as
its Old Testament. Man does not exist for the law but the law for man – it is a human
manifestation; whereas in the other forms of state man is a legal manifestation. That is the
fundamental distinction of democracy.’ (Marx 1843c, pp. 29–30; Marx 1843d, p. 231.)
21. See Marx 1843c, pp. 88–90; Marx 1843d, pp. 292–4. For some reason that I cannot
fathom, Van Leeuwen 2002a, pp. 137–9, is content to paraphrase these crucial pages,
whereas elsewhere he enters into great tangential detail.
22. Lem 1971.
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that enables them to communicate, however rancorous it might be. Marx’s
examples are the North and South Poles as well as women and men, but the
point is the same. By contrast, a real opposition is qualitatively different. Here
he makes a rather simple logical point: the true opposite of pole is non-pole,
of human, the non-human.
The second type of pseudo-opposition is far more interesting and troubleridden. Let us say that God and human beings are absolutely different – as
Marx has said a little earlier and some forms of theology have done for quite
some time. If we say that they have nothing in common, is that a proper,
qualitative opposition? No, says Marx: an abstraction (like God) is not a real
thing. He is not an ‘essence [Wesen]’ like human beings. Thus, despite appearances, the opposition between an essence and an abstraction is not a real
opposition.
Once he has made this point, Marx can move on to dissolve theology, God,
heaven and the rest of theology. They are all abstractions and therefore not
really proper objects. For that reason they cannot be opposed to philosophy,
man or earth, all of which are proper objects. And then he delivers the coup de
grâce: in fact, philosophy shows that religion is an illusion and therefore not
a real object.23
Christianity, for example, or religion in general, and philosophy are
extremes. But in truth religion does not form a true opposite to philosophy.
For philosophy comprehends religion in its illusory actuality. For philosophy,
religion is therefore dissolved into itself [in sich selbst aufgelöst], insofar as it
wants to be something actual [Wirklichkeit]. There is no actual dualism of
essence [Wesen].24

This is Marx’s take on Hegel’s dialectic. Theology is not the other pole to philosophy, and so philosophy cannot actually negate theology and then sweep it
up to another level. Instead, philosophy shows that theology is an illusion and
so theology, instead of being ‘dissolved [aufgelöst]’ into philosophy, actually
‘dissolves’ into itself. The relation between theology and philosophy is not

23. Soon enough, philosophy itself would not be adequate, for it remains at the theoretical level. Once we shift to the realm of society, the apparent contradictions – subjectivity versus objectivity, spirituality and materialism, activity and suffering – lose
their oppositional character. See Marx 1844g, p. 302; Marx 1844h, p. 542.
24. Marx 1843c, p. 89; Marx 1843d, p. 294.
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one of Aufhebung but Auﬂösung, not sublation but dissolution, cancellation,
and elimination. The reason is that philosophy and theology cannot relate on
the same plane, since theology is not eine Wirklichkeit, a reality. Its contents
are illusions, it has no objective existence, and it therefore cannot relate to
other objects since it is simply non-being. Or, more bluntly, anything that is
abstract, bloodless, non-sensuous, unsuffering and ahistorical simply cannot
exist.25 And if not, it should be ruled out of court in any serious discussion.
‘True criticism’, argues Marx, does not bother with the niceties of theological
contradictions, such as those of the Trinity. It shows how such theological
debates arise in the ﬁrst place. It explains them, attempts to understand their
genesis and tracks their necessity.26
There are, it must be admitted, a few problems with this argument, especially since it is a core-position that Marx would take. I focus on the following: the nature of a true opposition; the assumption of what is ‘real’; and the
dismissal of an abstract projection as un-real and not worth considering. To
begin with, Marx sneaks in the argument that a true opposition can operate
only between items that are real. Even though it is a common point – an opposition can only take place when the items share some common ground27 – I am
by no means sure that Marx’s argument is entirely logical. The real and the
non-real are perfectly valid logical oppositions – precisely of the sort Marx
speciﬁes earlier. They are qualitatively different on that score. Marx wants to
argue that they are not valid opposites, since one is determined by the other.
Therefore, their common ground is one term of the opposition. For theology
(and indeed the state), that common ground is human beings.
But, then, what is ‘real’? This is an unfortunate position to take, for it is
far too easy to dismantle. ‘Reality’ is what is empirically veriﬁable – my foot,
the water in the ocean, the bust of Lenin on the bookshelf, the copy of Annie
Sprinkle’s book Post-Porn Modernist, the cathedral I can see from my window,

25. Marx 1844g, p. 337; Marx 1844h, pp. 578–9.
26. ‘True criticism . . . shows the inner genesis of the Holy Trinity in the human brain.
It describes the act of its birth.’ (Marx 1843c, p. 91; Marx 1843d, p. 296.)
27. He makes use of this general argument more than once. For example, ‘the orthodox Catholic is more hostile to the orthodox Protestant than to the atheist, just as the
Legitimist is more hostile to the liberal than the Communist. This is not because the
atheist and the Communist are more akin to the Catholic or Legitimist, but because
they are more foreign to him than are the Protestant and the liberal, being outside his
circle.’ (Marx 1844e, p. 190; Marx 1844f, p. 393.)
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and so on. The ‘real’ must be perceptible by the senses, able to suffer and have
a historical existence.28 By contrast, ideas, beliefs, assumptions and worldviews are not real; they are illusions. Again and again, he lumps religion in
with politics, arts, literature and so on – they are far too abstract.29
There are many ways to tackle this opposition between what is ‘illusion’
and what is ‘real’, but let me approach it in this way: there are too many borderline-cases even if we grant the initial assumptions. For example, is ‘society’
real? Can you verify it any more than you can verify my fantasy of the ideal
bicycle-ride? Or is a philosophical idea like historical materialism any more
real? Let us assume that Marx is right: theology is an abstract projection, a
secondary product of human activity, in short, it is a constructed entity. The
big problem then is that, even if these various (Feuerbachian) projections are
secondary and derivative, that in no way dispels them. For instance, why is a
fantasy or an illusion any less ‘real’ than anything else? Even if my sexual fantasy of . . . is just that, a fantasy produced by my imagination, is that not real in
some sense? I may not be able to touch, smell or see them in the same way that
I do physical objects, but they are certainly ‘real’ for me. Marx would respond
that this argument is precisely Feuerbach’s failing, for Feuerbach may have
argued that the various elements of ourselves which we project and turn into
the divine are projections, but he does not dispense with them; they are still
‘real’, except that they actually belong to us. In reply, I would point out that
we also have a whole collection of borderline-cases, such as art or writing or
ﬁlms that have tangible, real outcomes in ways very similar to religion. Yet,
they are ultimately products of the human imagination. In short, it seems to
me that Marx has here succumbed to the fallacy of showing that something
is an illusion and thereby establishing that it is no longer real and not worth
one’s attention. Later, as we will see with his treatment of fetishism in Capital,
he would develop a completely new approach to the opposition that effectively negates it. However, at this point, he still subscribes to the opposition
and succumbs to the fallacy I have been tracing. The danger of such a fallacy
is that you assume that a question has been laid to rest, the prayers said and
the cofﬁn lowered into the ground. The problem is that the corpse is not dead

28. Marx 1844g, p. 337; Marx 1844h, pp. 578–9.
29. See, for example, Marx 1844g, p. 302; Marx 1844h, p. 542.
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and is knocking loudly on the cofﬁn-lid. I fear that Marx, for one, has not
heard the sound.

The paradox of the secular state
Or perhaps he did hear. These rough notes on Hegel are not the only time
Marx dealt with theology and the state. Marx ﬁrst picks up the question in
an earlier piece, ‘Comments on the Latest Prussian Censorship Instruction’,
which ironically did not pass the censor, as well as a crucial observation from
On the Jewish Question. At this point, I bring Engels into the discussion with
an astute journal-article from the same time, ‘Frederick William IV, King of
Prussia’. What do we ﬁnd when we throw these texts together? They actually
do not sit easily with one another. While we might attribute this to the mad
schedule associated with Marx’s early journalistic efforts, or indeed to the
fact that he was still developing his ideas and responding in the heat of the
moment to various organs of the conservative press, there is a more important
issue at stake: the dance between theology and the state. I begin by tracking a
piece that comes close to his assessment of Hegel – that theology should have
nothing to do with the state – but then move on to pick up a far more dialectical and intriguing argument. They end up providing two very different perspectives on the secular state and the basis for religious tolerance.
In his ﬁrst journalistic article, where he reflects on the revisions to the Prussian censorship-law of 1842,30 Marx develops an argument that leads to the
following conclusion: the only way to allow a plurality of religions within
any state is to have a secular state. In other words, religious tolerance is based
on a secular indifference to religion. Muslims, Hindus, Greenlandic shamans,
Christians and so on can all exist together as long as I am indifferent to them
all. Still common today, especially with the increasing presence of religion
within politics, this conclusion is in itself quite unremarkable. However, I am
more interested in the way the 24-year-old Marx reaches such a conclusion.
The starting point is an old friend, namely the distinction between the general and the particular. Religion is, by deﬁnition, a particular beast. Each religion makes a truth-claim, based on the speciﬁc nature of its own belief and
doctrines, that excludes all others (the echoes of Bauer are strong here). They
30. Marx 1843a; Marx 1843b.
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are, if you like, complete world-views that cannot tolerate another complete
world-view: ‘each religion believes itself distinguished from the various other
would-be religions by its special nature, and that precisely its particular features
make it the true religion’.31 It follows, then, that any idea of religion in general is a contradiction. One cannot talk about the general features of religion,
since that involves denying the speciﬁc features that make each religion what
it is. These features held in common must of necessity discard any positive
content of any speciﬁc religion. The result: the idea of religion in general is
nothing other than a non-religious position.32 In short, such a general religion
is another version of secularism.
What is wrong with this argument? Apart from the use of the generic term
‘religion’, which should be ruled out by such an argument, the sample-pool
is a little restricted. Marx’s context has something to do with this, especially
in light of the long wars fought between Roman Catholics and Protestants
(1618–48). As I outlined in the Introduction, both the Reformation itself and
the retaliation by the Roman Catholics, which eventually won back Southern
Germany, contributed to a continuing pattern of exclusive intolerance. In fact,
Marx goes on to use this difference between Roman Catholics and Protestants to argue against the push for a Christian state under the Prussian king,
Friedrich Wilhelm IV. If it is to be a Christian state, then what type of Christianity will be the religion in favour – Roman-Catholic or Protestant? Favouring
one would exclude the other as heretical. Why? The ‘innermost essence [innerstes Wesen]’33 of one is completely at odds with the other. Even more, all else
becomes secondary, for one ‘who wants to ally himself with religion owing to
religious feelings must concede it the decisive voice in all questions’.34
This is not the best argument, despite the fact that it is recited regularly
today. Not all religions operate with mutually exclusive world-views, even
though many do. The obvious example is Hinduism, which prides itself on
the fact that it is inclusive rather than exclusive, that it is perfectly possible
to be a Hindu pursuing a potentially inﬁnite range of speciﬁc practices and
beliefs. The nice catch here is that Hindus will claim that this feature makes

31. Marx 1843a, p. 116; Marx 1843b, p. 104.
32. ‘This rationalist point of view . . . is so inconsistent as to adopt the irreligious point
of view while its aim is to protect religion.’ (Marx 1843a, p. 116; Marx 1843b, pp. 103–4.)
33. Marx 1843a, p. 118; Marx 1843b, p. 105.
34. Marx 1843a, p. 118; Marx 1843b, p. 106.
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Hinduism superior, all the while neglecting to mention the ingrained castesystem. I could also cite more open-minded forms of Christianity rather than
what we would now call fundamentalist exclusivism. Then there is the long
story of syncretism, the gradual acquisition of all manner of ‘pagan’ practices
into any religion that found itself expanding – whether Mahayana Buddhism
as it moved into China and Japan, or indeed Christianity as it spread from
Palestine to Rome and then across Europe, drawing in all manner of fertility
and solstice-festivals along with a good collection of spirits.
What is more interesting than these flaws are the ways in which Marx’s
argument connects and disconnects with his other positions concerning the
state and theology. Without too much trouble it may join forces with his
heaven-earth distinction. Theology is a heavenly, other-worldly project and
so it should have nothing to do with the earthly, this-worldly concerns of
the state and politics (see Chapter Two). When this other-worldly concern
does enter politics, then its particular and exclusive approach leads to a brutal intolerance of other religions, or even other versions of the same creed.
Now there are two reasons for excluding Christianity from the public life of
the state.
But, then, we come to a disconnection with these arguments. Over against
his separation of heaven and earth, or, indeed, particular and general, Marx
makes a much more perceptive dialectical observation in nothing other than
On the Jewish Question. Here, Marx argues that the fully realised Christian state
is not what everyone thinks it is (the ‘Christian state’ of Friedrich Wilhelm IV);
rather, the true Christian state is the negation of Christianity, that is, a secular,
atheistic and democratic one.35 The crucial point here is that the contradictions
inherent within the idea and practice of a Christian state can only lead to its
dissolution. These contradictions include the tension between other-worldly
religion and this-worldly politics, the problems inherent in a political attitude
to religion and a religious attitude to politics, the impossibility of actually

35. Marx 1844m, pp. 156–8; Marx 1844n, pp. 357–9. Another example of Marx’s
awareness of the contradictions inherent in the Christian state appears in his long discussion of thefts of fallen wood (his third piece of commentary on the Sixth Rhine
Province Assembly). He points out the paradox of the Reformation’s abolition of monasteries and secularisation of their property. Although it was a necessary step to get
rid an abusive institution, it also had its down side, for nothing replaced the meagre
support the poor had received from the monasteries (Marx 1842n, p. 232; Marx 1842o,
p. 207).
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living out the prescriptions of the Bible for living with one’s fellow human
beings (turning the other cheek, giving your tunic as well as your coat, walking the extra mile and so on). What is the resolution of these contradictions? It
is ‘the state which relegates religion to a place among other elements of civil
society [der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft]’.36 This is the realised Christian state, that
is, one that has negated itself and relegated Christianity to its own, private
place among other religions and other parts of society. As we saw earlier,
Marx thought that such a state had been realised in North America, with the
secular state and the separation of church and state making religion a private
affair.
Yet what is intriguing about this argument is that this modern secular state
arises from, or is the simultaneous realisation and negation of, the Christian
state. This argument is a long way from his efforts to banish theology from
any form of the state or even his critique of Hegel for the theological form of
his thinking about the state. It might be argued that his characterisation of
theology as other-worldly and Christianity as exclusively particular is consistent with this idea of the secular state. But the difference is that such a particular, heavenly Christianity would have no place in a secular state unless it was
thoroughly transformed.
Marx’s argument – the realisation of the Christian state in the secular
state – moves in a different direction, for it connects with a point made today:
the secular state arose out of the Christian need for religious tolerance and
pluralism.37 Even more, goes the argument of our own time, the secular state
is the only proper basis of religious tolerance. In order to overcome older
practices of religious intolerance and in response to the sheer number of different forms of Christianity, the only viable response is a secular state that
favours no Christian denomination or indeed no religion at all. Or, as Marx
put it, Christianity itself ‘separated church and state’.38
36. Marx 1844m, p. 156; Marx 1844n, p. 357. Or, as he puts it in his debate with
Bauer, the ‘modern state that knows no religious privileges is also the fully developed
Christian state’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 111; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp. 117–18).
37. For example, see Brett 2009. Despite his love of pursuing all sorts of angles, Van
Leeuwen 2002a, pp. 164–9, is content with this section to offer an exposition of Marx’s
argument. All he suggests is that it is the key to Marx’s essay on Hegel’s philosophy
of law.
38. Marx 1842h, p. 198; Marx 1842i, p. 186. See Breckman (Breckman 1999,
pp. 295–6) who argues that when Marx came to the conclusion that the secular state
actually has a dialectical basis in theology, he saw the inadequacies of liberal, republican
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This position actually has a sting in its tail. Before we feel that sting, I would
like to bring Engels into our discussion, for in an early piece he makes a strikingly similar argument to Marx’s. Engels tackles the question of church and
state in a rather judicious article from 1843 called ‘Frederick William IV, King
of Prussia’.39 His main point is that the efforts of the self-described ‘Christian
king’ (always in mocking quotation-marks)40 to establish a Christian state are
doomed to collapse through a series of contradictions. The underlying problem is that the Christian-feudal model the king has in mind is, like theology
itself, an ossiﬁed relic from the past that will no longer work in a world that
has made huge strides in science and free thought, by which I take it he means
not merely philosophy but also democracy, representation and republicanism. The result is that the king must make a whole series of compromises that
doom the effort from the start.
Engels does not ﬁnd the Prussian king an obnoxious person as such. He
credits the king with having a system, even with being kind-hearted and
witty, but he is also a reactionary with an impossible agenda. Engels begins by
pointing out that various obvious measures are really the outward manifestation of a deeper problem – encouraging church-attendance, laws strengthening the observance of Sunday rest, tightening of the laws concerning divorce,
purging of the theological faculties, changing examinations to emphasise
ﬁrm belief, and appointing believers to government-positions. The problem
is that the Prussian king is caught in a dilemma: the logical outcome of his
programme is the separation of church and state, yet he seeks to fuse the two.
On the one hand, as the head of the Evangelical Church, as summus episcopus,
he seeks to subordinate the church to secular power. Even though he wants to
combine ecclesiastical and state-power in his own person, to join ‘all power,
earthly and heavenly’ so that he becomes ‘an earthly God’,41 he is, in fact,
king ﬁrst and supreme bishop second. On the other hand, such a move runs
arguments for such a state. From this point (1843) he became much more determined to
explore human emancipation in a way that was entirely outside theological questions.
In other words, Marx’s problem was how to conceive of a politics that was entirely
non-theological.
39. Engels 1843a; Engels 1843b. See also Engels’s comments in the late letters on
Paul Lafargue’s efforts to bring about the separation of church and state in the French
assembly; Engels 1891m, p. 320; Engels 1891n, p. 239; Engels 1892b, p. 330; Engels
1892c, p. 248.
40. See, for example, Engels 1844m, p. 515; Engels 1844i, p. 530.
41. Engels 1843a, p. 362; Engels 1843b, p. 431.
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directly into the wall of Christian doctrine: one’s primary allegiance should
be to God and not some temporal power, whether state or king: ‘A person
who makes his whole being, his whole life, a preparation for heaven cannot
have the interest in earthly affairs which the state demands of its citizens’.42 In
other words, a full recovery of Christianity means the separation of church
and state.
Engels muddies his argument by two points. He suggests that the Prussian
king’s approach is a Protestant one, a compromise with secularism, whereas
the separation of church and state is a Roman-Catholic position. I am not
so sure, since the Roman Catholics have been all-too-interested in temporal
power, with land, armies, and an earthly representative in the Pope, all the
while proclaiming superiority over any ruler to the extent of anointing one
sovereign after another. The Pope, it would seem, is as compromised as the
rest of this sordid bunch. Further, Engels argues that state and church both
demand absolute commitment. Nothing should come above one’s allegiance
to God or the state; the two are therefore incompatible. Once again, this is
a strange argument. It betrays once again Engels’s own background within
the Calvinist tradition: it really is an all-or-nothing perception of God versus
Mammon. In the same way that he sees Christianity as an unchanging and
monolithic entity of more than 1800 years (see Chapter Nine), so also does
he perceive its demand as absolute. It requires total commitment and obedience; any engagement with ‘the world’ becomes compromise and betrayal.
And, if that is the case with one’s religious belief, then so also with the state.
I would add that the problems of cohesion in the Prussian Empire, or indeed
the perpetual issue of German uniﬁcation, also provide a speciﬁc situation for
Engels. He does, after all, argue consistently for a uniﬁed and large republican
state as the proper form for revolutionary politics.
Engels’s argument intersects quite neatly with Marx’s: Christianity itself
leads to a separation of church and state, for there is a tendency towards secularisation within Christianity especially in light of the endless divergence
within it. Any effort at a Christian state must decide what form of Christianity is to be favoured.43 Is it to be Orthodox, Roman-Catholic, Anglican, Pres-

42. Engels 1843a, p. 363; Engels 1843b, p. 432.
43. He makes a similar point in his discussion of the established Church of England
and the English constitution in relation to ‘dissenters’ and the Roman Catholics. See
Engels 1844f, p. 501; Engels 1844g, pp. 580–1.
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byterian, Lutheran, Methodist, Congregational, or . . .? The existence of the
Orthodox churches in their multiplicity, as well as the event of the Protestant Reformation put the lie to the claim by the Roman Catholics to be the
one ‘catholic’ church. Even within the history of the Roman-Catholic Church,
there were numerous schisms and breakaways that were either absorbed and
curtailed or expelled as heretics. According to this argument, any Christian
theory of the state must enable and allow for such diversity. The only way
that can happen is through a separation of church and state: no one form of
Christianity can dominate without making a travesty of theology itself.
It seems to me that this argument is implicit in Engels’s exploration of the
contradictions in Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s programme. For example, this Prussian king not only recognises both Roman Catholic and Protestant, but he had
also freed the Old Lutherans from the enforced union in 1817 of Lutherans and
Calvinists in the Evangelical Church. With the various Protestant churches
now given freedom in their internal affairs, the king struggles to maintain his
rôle as the head of the church. Which church? Is one church to submit to the
state-imposed authority of another? It is a hopelessly contradictory solution
and one unacceptable to the churches themselves. The more Friedrich Wilhelm IV tries to deal with each situation in question, the more confused the
whole situation becomes. In the end, these efforts – like those that sought to
restore feudal privilege in the context of an Enlightenment-inspired basis of
Prussian law – will lead to the collapse of the so-called Christian state through
internal contradictions. The solution is a secular state.44
A little earlier, I suggested that this argument, shared by the young Marx
and the equally young Engels as well as some today, may come back to bite us.
Let me put it this way: the more church and state are separated, the more they
seem to be entwined. Of course, this twist comes with some hindsight after a
reasonable history of the secular state. For example, in the United States, the
separation between church and state is enshrined in the First Amendment to
the Constitution: ‘Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof’. Initially a response to the established Church of England, especially after the American War of Independence,
it has come to be interpreted as any act by the Congress and the legislature that

44. The separation of church and state would become standard Social-Democratic
policy. See Marx and Engels 1848j, p. 4; Marx and Engels 1848k, p. 4; Engels 1891c,
p. 229; Engels 1891d, p. 237.
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favours one religion over another with the possible outcome that such a religion
may become established. In practice, this really means Christianity and shows
up with monotonous regularity in the area of state-funded education. The Bible
is not to be taught, prayer is not appropriate and one cannot teach religious doctrines in state-schools.
However, in the United States, the separation of church and state has
become something of a legal ﬁction. The more strictly the courts apply the
First Amendment, the more pervasive religion becomes in public life. An
external observer cannot help noticing that religion saturates public life in the
USA: the founding myth of the escape from oppression to a land of freedom is
drawn from the story of the Exodus and the ‘promised land’, presidents must
be openly Christian, they make decisions with religious concerns in mind,
most recently on the questions of sex-education and stem-cell research, voting patterns follow religious lines, and, especially in the ‘Bible Belt’, there is a
sharp polarisation over religion. One is either passionately Christian or passionately atheist. By comparison, states which still have an established church,
such as Denmark, or those with only recently disestablished churches such as
Sweden, are among the least religiously observant countries in the world.
One cannot help wondering whether this paradox is the result of the fact
that the separation of church and state arose, in part at least, as a Christian
response to the plurality of religions. I have argued elsewhere that secularism and religion are really two sides of the same coin. The various derivative
forms of secularism – such as the separation of church and state, or the distinction between scientiﬁc academic work and theology, or indeed atheism
itself – seem to be riddled with the same contradiction.45 The purpose of secularism is a salutary one – the removal of oppression in the name of religion.
Unfortunately, the ways in which secularism has manifested itself have not
done a very good job. Perhaps the way forward is to recognise the liberating
elements within both religion and secularism and form a politics of alliance in
what may be called a ‘new secularism’.46
45. The basic meaning of secularism (from saeculum, ‘this age’ or ‘this world’) is that
it designates a system of thought, indeed a way of living that draws its terms purely
from this age and from this world. That is the positive sense of the term. Of course,
it has an implied negative, namely that secularism does not draw its reference-point
from something beyond this world, whether that is a God or the gods above, or a time
in the future, or indeed a sacred text such as the Bible that talks about both. In light of
this basic sense, these other forms – separation of church and state, of theology and other
academic disciplines, and an anti-religious position – are secondary and derivative.
46. Boer 2007b.

Hegel, Theology and the Secular State • 173

Conclusion
I began with Marx’s systematic use of the Feuerbachian inversion to uncover
the formal theologian at work in the heart of Hegel’s theory of the state. Before
long, it became a comprehensive argument on Marx’s part to rule theology out
of the picture, for theology is illusory and unreal, heavenly, other-worldly and
particular. It has no place in the real world, especially that of politics and the
state. But then we found him developing a very different argument, namely
that one can actually ﬁnd a logic for the secular state within Christianity,
indeed that the secular state is the full realisation of the Christian state and the
resolution of its contradictions. At this point, Engels joined the conversation
with an astute piece that dovetailed nicely into Marx’s argument.
While much of Marx’s assessment of Hegel’s implicit theology is extraordinarily engaging and well worth re-reading, I am, in the end, much more interested in what can only be regarded as a tension within his thought concerning
theology and the state. Is theology to be dismissed as a pseudoscience, dealing with illusory and imaginary entities, or is it a more complex beast, beset
with its own contradictions that yield sometimes surprising results?
Indeed, what strikes anyone who reads through the later journalistic pieces
by Marx and Engels – let alone Engels’s later concerns with early Christianity – is that the complex issue of religion and politics turns up with a persistence that belies their efforts to move beyond that issue. They kept seeing
the entwinement of religion and politics everywhere around them. It may
be the tensions between the Russians, Turks, British and French around the
Crimean War,47 or it may be the French Revolution and French history,48 or

47. Marx 1856–7, pp. 86–7; Marx 1857g, p. 178; Marx 1876a, p. 120; Marx 1876b,
p. 15; Engels 1853c, pp. 284–5; Engels 1853d, pp. 218–19; Engels 1854a; Engels 1854b;
Marx 1854q; Marx 1854r; Marx 1854s, p. 492; Marx 1854t, p. 404; Marx 1860b, p. 429;
Marx 1853g, p. 541; Marx and Engels 1853, pp. 6–11; Marx 1853i, p. 19; Engels 1853a,
pp. 23–6; Engels 1853b, pp. 32, 35–6; Marx 1853r, p. 67; Marx 1853l, p. 111; Marx 1853t,
p. 195; Marx 1853w, p. 211; Marx 1853v, p. 257; Marx 1853u, p. 266; Marx 1853y, p. 313;
Marx 1853j, pp. 356–7; Marx 1853x, p. 408; Marx 1854n, p. 576; Marx 1854l, pp. 615–17;
Marx 1854b, pp. 20–1; Marx 1854i, p. 33; Marx 1854f; Marx 1854d, p. 74; Marx 1854m,
p. 86; Marx 1854c; Marx and Engels 1854; Engels 1855, pp. 163–4; Marx 1855t, p. 232;
Marx 1855u, p. 258; Marx 1855j, p. 558; Marx 1855k, p. 560.
48. Marx 1850a, pp. 55, 60, 77, 83, 92–3, 118, 124–5, 131, 141; Marx 1850b, pp. 19,
24, 40–1, 47, 56–7, 81, 87–8, 94, 104; Marx 1851a, p. 570; Marx 1852c, pp. 105–6, 110–
14, 125–8, 132, 135, 138–42, 150, 169–71, 181–3, 192–4, 196–7; Marx 1852d, pp. 116–18,
121–5, 137–9, 143, 147, 149–56, 162, 181–3, 194–5, 202–4, 206–7; Marx 1871e, p. 501;
Marx 1871f, p. 559; Marx 1871a, p. 352; Marx 1871b, pp. 358–9; Engels 1882c, pp. 62–8,
77–9; Engels 1882d, pp. 478–84, 490–2; Engels 1890–1a, pp. 184–5, 190; Engels 1890–1b,
pp. 193–4, 198–9.
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the English Revolution and England generally,49 the Revolution of 1848–9 and
the history of other struggles in Germany,50 Russia,51 or the Holy Alliance,52
Switzerland,53 matters pertaining to Poland,54 the dealings of the Pope in Italy
and France,55 Spain,56 the whole question of Ireland,57 Puritanism in the United
States,58 Austria and the Slavic countries,59 the revolutionary war in Hungary,60
China,61 India,62 Algiers where Marx went for recuperation close to the end
of his life,63 Europe in general,64 and even Engels’s comments on the family.65
I would suggest that Marx’s comment on the ‘East’ applies to all of these
49. Marx and Engels 1850e, pp. 254–6; Marx and Engels 1850f, pp. 210–12; Marx and
Engels 1850c, pp. 512–14; Marx and Engels 1850d, pp. 443–5; Marx 1852f, p. 350; Marx
1853e, p. 486; Marx 1853d, pp. 503–5; Marx 1853b, p. 517; Marx 1853m; Marx 1853a,
pp. 50–2, 56; Marx 1853h, p. 189; Marx 1853j, pp. 350–1; Marx 1855bb, pp. 390–1; Marx
1855cc, pp. 398–9.
50. Engels 1851–2, pp. 14–15, 23–4, 28, 35; Marx 1853k, pp. 310–11; Engels 1875a,
p. 59; Engels 1875b, p. 576; Engels 1882e, pp. 450–3; Engels 1882f, pp. 325–8; Engels
1882c; Engels 1882d; Engels 1895–6a, pp. 509–10; Engels 1895–6b, pp. 460–1; Engels
1890e, p. 8; Engels 1890f, p. 8.
51. Engels 1882i; Engels 1882j; Engels 1866, pp. 160–1; Marx 1867e, p. 197; Marx
1867f, p. 201; Engels 1874–5a, p. 49; Engels 1874–5b, p. 566; Engels 1890a, pp. 15, 18–19,
30–1; Engels 1890b, pp. 15, 18, 30–2.
52. Marx and Engels 1848x; Marx and Engels 1848y.
53. Engels 1848e, p. 146; Engels 1848f, p. 93; Engels 1848j, p. 183; Engels 1849k;
Engels 1849i, pp. 42–4.
54. Marx and Engels 1848n, pp. 339, 356–7, 359–61, 370, 380; Marx and Engels 1848o,
pp. 321, 338–9, 341–3, 352, 362; Engels 1874–5a, p. 10; Engels 1874–5b, p. 526.
55. Marx 1860b, p. 430; Marx 1855n, pp. 473–4; Marx 1855o, p. 483f; Marx and Engels
1848t, p. 385; Marx and Engels 1848u, p. 366; Engels 1848i.
56. Marx 1854k, pp. 394–5, 402–5, 411, 435–6.
57. Marx 1871g, p. 620; Marx 1871h, p. 654; Marx 1868d, p. 4; Marx 1868e, p. 543;
Marx 1867c, pp. 194–8; Marx 1867d, pp. 550–2; Marx 1869b, pp. 215–20, 230–1, 242–4,
247–52, 265, 270–1, 279; Marx 1853s, pp. 119–20; Marx 1855bb, pp. 384–5; Marx 1855cc,
pp. 393–4; Marx 1855x, pp. 79–80; Marx 1855y, pp. 118–19; Engels 1870d; Engels 1870e;
Engels 1870a, pp. 169, 171, 176–8; Engels 1870b, pp. 483, 485, 490–2; Engels 1869a, pp.
285–6; Engels 1870k, pp. 299–303; Engels 1870g, pp. 308, 314; Engels 1881c; Engels
1881d; Engels 1882m; Engels 1882n; Engels 1868i, p. 165; Engels 1868j, p. 209; Engels
1867a, p. 458; Engels 1867b, p. 373; Engels 1867e; Engels 1867f. Even Jenny (junior) joins
the discussion: Marx (Jenny junior) 1870a; Marx (Jenny junior) 1870b; Marx (Jenny
junior) 1869a, p. 549; Marx (Jenny junior) 1869b, pp. 703–4.
58. Engels 1892n, p. 74; Engels 1892o, p. 560.
59. Marx 1856h, p. 21; Marx 1856i, p. 25.
60. Engels 1849p, pp. 469–70; Engels 1849h, p. 147.
61. Marx 1853q, p. 93; Marx 1854e, pp. 41–2.
62. Marx 1853c, p. 126; Marx 1853f, p. 222.
63. Marx 1882c; Marx 1882d.
64. Engels and Kautsky 1887, pp. 597–8, 603.
65. Engels 1884a, pp. 160, 173–4, 178, 186–9, 193, 197, 204–6, 211–12, 224, 228–9, 250–
3, 275; Engels 1884b, pp. 56, 68–9, 72, 80–4, 88, 91–2, 98–100, 104–5, 118, 122–3, 145–8,
171; Engels 1890–1c, p. 205; Engels 1890–1d, p. 213.
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topics: ‘So far as religion is concerned, the question may be reduced to a general and hence easily answerable one: Why does the history of the East appear
as a history of religions?’66 At times, they argue that religion is a screen for
political and economic matters, but at others they recognise that, even if religion is an abstract and illusory business, it still seems to have a distinct and
problematic political presence. It was not for nothing that the ‘religious idea’
(and its relation to social, political and intellectual development) was important enough to be listed as part of the programme for the 1866 Geneva Conference of the International.67

66. Marx 1853bb, p. 332; Marx 1853cc, pp. 251–2.
67. Marx 1865d; Marx 1865e; Marx 1865f; Marx 1865g.

Chapter Seven
Idols, Fetishes and Graven Images

England, that land of Mammon.1
When a great social revolution shall have mastered the results of the bourgeois epoch, the
market of the world and the modern powers of
production . . . then only will human progress
cease to resemble that hideous, pagan idol, who
would not drink the nectar but from the skulls
of the slain.2

Fetishism is another trajectory that proceeds from
the insight which Marx gained from Feuerbach.
It has had more than its fair share of attention due
to the famous section in Capital, ‘The Fetishism of
Commodities and the Secret Thereof’. That should
come as no surprise, since it has been one of the most
fertile of Marx’s ideas. But it is also one of the most
consistent. In this chapter, I follow its trail from the
first engagement with Charles de Brosses through to
its full ﬂowering as an insight into the workings of
the whole of capitalism. Yet, what is little known is
that, within Marx’s own texts, the theory of fetishism
has a significant overlap with the critique of idolatry, especially from the Hebrew Bible, albeit inverted
so that fetishism absorbs idolatry within itself. It is

1. Marx 1877g, p. 283; Marx 1877h, p. 302.
2. Marx 1853f, p. 222.
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this connection, which also marks a mutation of the Feuerbachian inversion,3
that is my underlying concern in this chapter.
Before proceeding, I should point out that the connection between fetishism
and idolatry has been made in theological discussions, especially those that
took place during the Marxist-Christian dialogue of the 1960s and 1970s and
then more recently in liberation-theology.4 The main development of these
appropriations, drawing upon Marx’s comments concerning the fetishism of
commodities in Capital as well as his observations regarding all the dimensions
of capital as ‘this religion of everyday life [diese Religion des Alltagslebens]’,5 is
that the idol – capital – is not merely a false god but that it devours its worshippers. I will return to deal with these developments in the conclusion,
although an extended engagement with and critique of liberation-theology
and the Marxist-Christian dialogue will take place elsewhere.6 However, these
treatments make the jump between idolatry and fetishism on the basis of the
well-known texts of Marx on fetishism. What is missing is both a detailed
tracking of the idea of fetishism in Marx’s work (only then does the richness
of the idea become clear) and a sense of the distinction between fetishism and
idolatry that would lead to the absorption of the latter by the former.

History of religions
I used to believe that being opinionated and old age went hand in hand, but
then I kept meeting younger people and those of my own age who were just as
opinionated. Since then, I have always admired a man, a former mentor, who
is now almost 90, for he still gets a sparkle in his eye when he comes across a
new idea or discovery. So also with Marx. He was fascinated until the end of
his life by the emerging study of the history of religions. It first drew him in
when was preparing the lost work on Christian art that I mentioned earlier

3. In a frustrating work, Ollman 1971, p. 225, fails to distinguish between the
Feuerbach-inspired criticism of religion and the different trajectory of fetishism. Of
course, they overlap, but they are not the same.
4. Sobrino 2004a, pp. 57, 146, 165–7; Sobrino 2004b, pp. 59, 99; Dussel 1993; Dussel
2001, pp. 298–9; Sung 2007; Löwy 1996, pp. 56–7; Hinkelammert 1986; Assmann and
Hinkelammert 1989; Scott 1994, pp. 75–109; Evans 1984, pp. 146–8; Lischer 1973,
pp. 554–5; Suda 1978; Thiemann 1985.
5. Marx 1894a, p. 817; Marx 1894b, p. 838.
6. Boer forthcoming.
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and then, close to the end of his life, it was one of the subjects he studied over
the period from 1880 to 1882. In particular, he was taken by the topic of fetishism. It turns up in his earliest pieces of journalism and then again in the last
pages of one of his most curious texts, The Ethnological Notebooks.7 Over the
four decades in between, the idea of fetishism became a multi-purpose tool.
And that is precisely what I want trace in this chapter – the various modifications and mutations in fetishism from the earliest stages of the history of
religions through to capitalism.
I would dearly love to have a copy of that manuscript on Christian art. But
I do not, so, in order to see what Marx made of fetishism in his early years of
study, let me refer to two instances in his writings of those years. The first is
his discussion of the new wood-‘theft’ laws in his third article on the Proceedings of the Sixth Rhine Province Assembly.8 The law was directed against the
peasants who were now being denied the ancient right of gathering fallen
wood in the lord’s estate.
The savages of Cuba regarded gold as a fetish of the Spaniards. They celebrated
a feast in its honour, sang in a circle around it and then threw it into the sea.
If the Cuban savages had been present at the sitting of the Rhine Province
Assembly, would they not have regarded wood as the Rhinelanders’ fetish?
But a subsequent sitting would have taught them that the worship of animals is connected with this fetishism, and they would have thrown the hares
into the sea in order to save the human beings.9

Not a bad estrangement-effect, in which the ‘savages of Cuba’ become the
sane and cultured subjects of the passage and the nobles of the Rhine Province

7. Marx 1974. Marx’s adaptation of fetishism is, of course, one way in which it has
been used. In his much-cited essay-trilogy, William Pietz traces its various uses in ethnography and the history of religion, Marxism and positivist sociology, psychoanalysis and the clinical psychiatry of sexual deviance, modernist aesthetics and continental
philosophy. Pietz sets out to develop a theory of the fetish, especially in material, historical, social and bodily terms. See Pietz 1985, 1987, 1988.
8. Marx 1842n; Marx 1842o.
9. Marx 1842n, pp. 262–3; Marx 1842o, p. 236. See also my discussion in Chapter One
of Marx’s treatment of fetishism in his response to the editor of the Kölnische Zeitung,
where Marx challenges the suggested sequence of sensuous desires, animal-fetishism
and then the higher forms of religion (such as Christianity). There is also the comment
on the French who are ‘still dazzled by the sensuous glitter of precious metals, and
are therefore still fetish-worshippers of metal money, and are not yet fully-developed
money-nations’ (Marx 1844g, p. 312; Marx 1844h, p. 552).
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Assembly become the ‘savages’. They are the strange ones, concerned more
with objects such as wood and gold, or perhaps the worship of animals (the
reference is to a proposal to bar peasants from hunting hares as well), than
human beings. Already, there are two characteristic moves in regard to fetishism that Marx would use time and again. First, he takes the narrative of development from primitive to modern and inverts it, showing how we moderns
are even more primitive than ‘primitives’ such as the Cubans. Second, he
points out that what seemed to have passed with a putative ‘primitive’ stage
of human existence is actually still with us in a modern, scientific world. He
would use both moves to great effect when he adapted the idea of fetishism
to his economic studies.
The reference to Cuba betrays the inﬂuence of the emerging study of the
history of religions, itself a response to the increasing awareness of the sheer
variety of religious practices outside Europe. But, in this text, Marx has already
taken up the basic theory of fetishism: an object, often made by human hands,
is granted supernatural powers over others and thereby has material and
economic consequences. In other words, there is a transferral taking place
from human beings to objects. Eventually, this will become the argument that
fetishism is the attribution of inherent value or powers to an object which
then comes to dominate human beings. So also in the Rhineland Assembly,
for their great attention to wood and hares, indeed the attribution of value to
them, suggests that they worship them as fetishes.
The second example is actually a criticism of idolatry rather than fetishism.
In Marx’s comments concerning freedom of the press in response to debates
in the Assembly of the Estates in the Rhine Province,10 he mocks the tendency
to ‘canonise individuals’ and to ‘demand that we should bow down before the
holy image of certain privileged individuals’.11 In short, privilege and aristocratic heritage are nothing more than the idolising and worship of some individuals at the expense of others. I could not agree more, especially when we

10. This assembly, basically a pseudo-democratic gathering of the nobility of the
towns and country, was restricted to debating local matters of economy and administration, although it could offer opinions on wider matters. Marx is commenting on the
sixth assembly from 1841.
11. Marx 1842l, p. 169; Marx 1842m, p. 157. See also his comment on Louis Napoleon: ‘And the cast-down, broken idol can never be set on its pedestal again. He may
recoil before the storm he has raised, and again receive the benedictions of the Pope
and the caresses of the British Queen’ (Marx 1859b, p. 273).
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still find such approaches to privilege. But then we come across a point that
draws its impact from the transferral characteristic of fetishism. Marx points
out that the aristocratic prince who assumes the right of his inherited position
characterises the people as immature, weak, base and sinful, and he demands
that the people offer him obeisance and obedience. Marx then turns the tables
on such an argument, indicating that these aristocrats actually transfer their
own weaknesses onto the people, that they are self-seeking and hypocritical,
for they mention God without believing. In the process, they claim for themselves the best attributes of the people, especially their innate natural laws,
the omnipotence of the good and their collective strength. Not only is idolatry
the preserve of the weak, a reassurance (enforced by arms and ideology) of a
baseless superiority, but it also entails a pernicious transference.
Whence does this argument – the transferral characteristic of fetishism and
idolatry – come? As far as fetishism was concerned Marx first came across
it in one of the books he read in preparation for his work on Christian art,
namely a translation by Pistorius of Charles de Brosses’s 1760 work, Du culte
des dieux fétiches ou Parallèle de l’ancienne religion de l’Egypte avec la religion actuelle de Nigritie.12 A pioneering work in ethno-anthropology and the history of
religion, it introduces the use of parallels between what are felt to be contemporary ‘primitive’ societies (in this case, West Africa) with ancient practices
such as those in Egypt. Essentially, the fetish (from the Portuguese fetisso) was
an object attributed with superhuman and magical powers which directly
affected human social interaction. Although de Brosses had little sympathy
for these ‘ridiculous’ and ‘stupid’ practices, seeing them as sign of earlier barbarism, he sought to widen the use of the term from its particular situation in
West Africa to apply to all animate and inanimate objects which were given
divine properties.13
As Pietz has shown, de Brosses’s important work was but one moment
in the longer story of fetishism. It begins with the Portuguese colonial

12. Brosses 1760. See Marx’s notes on de Brosses’s text in Marx 1842g, pp. 320–9.
13. Brosses 1760, pp. 10–11. The word has had to fend off a series of efforts to describe
its etymology. It is an English translation of the pidgin fetisso, connected to the Portuguese feitiço, which in the late middle ages designated ‘magical practices’ or ‘witchcraft’.
However, efforts have been made to derive the word from the Latin fatum, signifying
both fate and charm (de Brosses), factitius, linking the magic arts and the work of art
(Edward Tylor) or facere, designating the false representation of things sacred, beautiful,
or enchanting. See Pietz 1985, p. 5; Pietz and Apter (eds.) 1993, pp. 3–4.
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encounter, as they maintained their presence on the crucial route to the Indies,
with African coastal societies in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The
term ‘fetish’ came to be used by the Portuguese as a way of describing the
material religious practices encountered there, especially the amulets worn
on the body or perhaps consumed. Above all, it was an effort to show that
the Africans misunderstood the nature of material objects and to explain their
‘irrational’ resistance to mercantile activity. The category of the fetish emerges
in the intersection of Christian-feudal, African-lineage and merchant-capitalist social relations; it was the result of the intersection of two cultures which
were incomprehensible to one another; it was elaborated by Enlightenment
intellectuals in Europe from the late eighteenth century into a general theory
of religion;14 it was even used by Dutch, French and English Protestants to
describe Roman-Catholic sacramental objects.
However, the most significant point concerning fetishism is that a new term
was needed, since the traditional theological category of ‘idol’ was not felt to
be adequate. Pietz goes to great lengths to trace the way in which ‘idolatry’
developed as a category in medieval theology, how it designated a false god
with identifiable rituals, beliefs and objects of worship, and how its initial
application to the Africans did not seem to work. So, we find that ‘fetish’
was coined in order to take account of the direct material affects of the fetish
in terms of physical and psychological well-being. It also was seen to play a
central rôle in social ordering, irrational as that order may seem to be. Traders
would go as far as to swear an oath on a fetish in order to ensure a deal, much
to the chagrin of the church. It was this material and social feature of the fetish
that was unique, although it must not be forgotten that the terminology itself
was an effort by the Portuguese to make ‘sense’ of the incomprehensible and
to show how these ‘primitive’ Africans misunderstood the material nature of
objects.
What happened to the theological category of idolatry? In a stunning case
of theoretical inversion, idolatry was absorbed into this new term, especially
when we find complete theories of the earlier stages of religion framed in
terms of primitive fetishism. This is where de Brosses enters the picture, for he
14. For August Comte, it becomes the first stage (followed by polytheism and monotheism) of his first great period of human history. Comte used the term in his Système
de politique positive (1851–4). After the theological age, of which fetishism is the first
stage, we have the metaphysical and scientific stages.
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developed from an Enlightenment perspective a theory of primitive fetishism
into which he incorporated idolatry.15 In his effort at comparative religion,
de Brosses set out to explain ancient Egyptian cultures in terms of fetishism,
using the distorted information from Africa as his template. Here, we come
to the reason why this text by de Brosses is important for my purposes in this
chapter: the primary ‘source’ for ancient Egypt, at least in de Brosses’s time,
was the Bible. So we find de Brosses using the Bible as a major source for his
information on ancient fetishism, particularly those texts that deal with idolworship. For de Brosses, the Bible was seen to be reasonably reliable in terms
of historical information (he wrote it in the mid-eighteenth century, before the
first ﬂowering of critical approaches to the Bible).
In a book liberally sprinkled with biblical quotations and references,16 the
most important passage is an analysis of two types of fetish in ancient Judah,
namely the public and the personal or private. In the second group, we
find those ‘qui sont pour l’ordinaire quelques animal, quelques être animé
ou quelque idole grossiérement fabriquée de terre graffe ou d’yvoire’.17 It is
exactly the same definition for idol and fetish. With regard to the more public type of fetish, he outlines four types to which one would offer sacrifice at
important occasions: the serpent, the trees, the sea and ‘a small, ugly clay idol
which presides over the councils’.18 For de Brosses, then, idolatry in the Bible
is one shape that fetishism may take. Indeed, along with other sources, the
Bible provides him with a ready source of examples of the practice of fetishism in the ancient world. Did Marx pick up on the connection, or more specifically the subordination of idolatry to fetishism, when he read de Brosses’s
work? It seems as though he did, for, in his notes on de Brosses’s text, he cites
the crucial text on four types of fetish in ancient Israel that I quoted above: ‘die
Schlange, die Bäume, das Meer und ein kleines schmutziges Bild von Thon,

15. Brosses 1760, p. 12.
16. For example, he mentions the serpent of Judah, the ‘fetish of Evil-Merodah’ and
that the Babylonians are depicted as worshipping fetishes in Daniel 14 (Brosses 1760,
p. 26). Other samples include Ezekiel 21:21 (Brosses 1760, pp. 105–60), 2 Kings 26:29
with its list of idols (Brosses 1760, p. 126), Ezekiel 8 and the list of fetishes worshipped
by the Israelites, including the Canaanite Baal (Brosses 1760, p. 131), Genesis 31:13
(Brosses 1760, p. 136), Numbers 13:52ff.; Leviticus 31:1ff., Deuteronomy 4:16 (Brosses
1760, p. 137), Genesis 31 (Brosses 1760, p. 139), and 1 Kings 12:29 (Brosses 1760,
p. 143).
17. Brosses 1760, p. 27.
18. Ibid.
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das in den Rattsammlungen den Vorstiz hat’.19 Note how Marx translates de
Brosses’s idole as Bild, or ‘image’, the same word used in German translation
of the ban on images from the second commandment in Exodus 20. At this
moment, the appropriation has taken place, for Marx too has subsumed idolatry within the broader category of fetishism.
A further piece of evidence comes from The Ethnological Notebooks, a collection of Marx’s reading notes and comments on the anthropologists L.H. Morgan (the basis for Engels’s Origin of the Family), John B. Phear, Henry Maine
and John Lubbock. These notebooks are an extraordinary read, with sentences
that jump around between German, English and French, good slabs of Greek
and Latin and occasional terms from Russian, Sanskrit, Ojibwa and so on,
endless abbreviations, unfinished sentences, slang, vulgar terms, exclamations and references to current affairs.20 However, the pages that draw me in
are the few on that ‘civilised ass’ and pious ‘wiseacre’ Lubbock, for Lubbock
deals with the history of religion. As he did in the criticism of wood-‘theft’
laws, Marx throws Lubbock’s arguments back at him. If we take Lubbock’s
argument that the earliest human societies were atheist, then it is not because
the savage mind was too undeveloped to recognise true religion. No, argues
Marx, it was because religion is the result of a repressive system that included
castes, slavery and monarchy. Those atheistic savages were far better off.
For my purposes, the next ‘stage’ in Lubbock’s model is more interesting.
Here, we find an explicit discussion of idols and fetishes. For Lubbock they
are a sign of a slightly more developed ‘savage’ mind, but one that is given
to sin. But I want to read between the lines: what is striking is the way Marx
interchanges the terms idol and fetish as though they mean the same thing.
Marx notes that Lubbock argues that idols/fetishes may be objects, animals or
19. Marx 1842g, p. 321.
20. Marx’s notes for Volume II of Capital were in a similar state, as Engels notes:
‘The language was that in which Marx used to make his extracts: careless style full
of colloquialisms, often containing coarsely humorous expressions and phrases interspersed with English and French technical terms or with whole sentences and even
pages of English. Thoughts were jotted down as they developed in the brain of the
author. Some parts of the argument would be fully treated, others of equal importance only indicated. Factual material for illustration would be collected, but barely
arranged, much less worked out. At conclusions of chapters, in the author’s anxiety to
get to the next, there would often be only a few disjointed sentences to mark the further development here left incomplete. And finally there was the well-known handwriting which the author himself was sometimes unable to decipher.’ (Engels 1885c,
p. 5; Engels 1885d, p. 7.)
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human beings. In fact, most of his comments follow through on the last point:
‘The idol usually assumes human form, and idolatry is closely associated with
that form of worship which consists in the worship of ancestors’.21 The examples pile on top of one another, from Siberia through Greece to Australia. But
it is when Marx cites Lubbock on sacrifice that the Bible turns up. Marx begins
by noting that sacrifice may be either sacrifice to the idol or sacrifice of the
idol. The latter he calls, quoting Lubbock, ‘eating the fetish’. Now four biblical texts appear: a reference to the sacrifice of Jephthah’s daughter in Judges
11, the prescriptions for Israelite sacrifice of animals in Leviticus 7 (actually
the whole of Chapters 1–7 deal with sacrifice), Paul’s comments on the origin
of idolatry in Romans 1:23, and, last but by no means least, Christ’s sacrifice,
which is as good an example as any of ‘eating the fetish’.
These few pages in The Ethnological Notebooks show that Marx did not feel
it was at all strange to use ‘idol’ and ‘fetish’ interchangeably. The important
point is that he assumes they mean the same thing, or at least that, like de
Brosses, he subsumed idolatry as a category under fetishism. And, then, in
the midst of that easy interaction, the Bible turns up with startling regularity.
I hardly need to labour the point: like de Brosses’s text which he read some
forty years earlier, Marx uses the biblical texts on idolatry as though they
were speaking of fetishism. Or, rather, Marx chooses to make notes from Lubbock on precisely these matters.

Idolatry
So far, my search has yielded some telling hints and connections between
idolatry and fetishism in Marx’s thought. In a text Marx read in the late 1830s
or early 1840s, a text on which he made notes, there is an explicit assumption
that idolatry is part of the idea of fetishism, and then, in the early 1880s, Marx
chooses to makes critical notes on John Lubbock, where the same assumption
turns up. Marx, it would seem, has made the connection. He certainly had a
liking for Moloch, the idol of the Ammonites which demanded the sacrifice
of children.22
21. Marx 1974, p. 343.
22. Marx 1864a, pp. 10–11; Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 21; Marx and Engels 1845b,
p. 21; Marx 1845a, p. 266; Marx 1882a, p. 234; Marx 1882b, p. 54; Marx 1855a, p. 95;
Marx 1855b, pp. 132–3; Marx 1859a, p. 294; Marx and Engels 1848f, p. 264; Marx and
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I have deliberately left the most delectable morsel out of my earlier discussion of Marx’s ethnological notebooks. It is another reference to the Bible in
his discussion of Lubbock. Or, rather, it is a full quotation of the Wisdom of
Solomon 14:12–20 – a deuterocanonical work. The ostensible point of quoting
this text is to deride Lubbock’s use of it as the source of the worship of statues
as deities. For Lubbock, the argument is both historical and theological: idolatry is a historical development due to an undeveloped ‘primitive’ mind and
the human sin of not worshipping the one true God. Marx is not impressed
with such abuse of the Bible; nor am I. But I am also not satisfied, so, once
again, I read between the lines. The biblical text that Marx quotes in full reads
as follows:
For the idea of making idols was the beginning of fornication, and the invention of them was the corruption of life;
For they did not exist from the beginning, nor will they last forever.
For through human vanity they entered the world, and therefore their
speedy end has been planned.
For a father, consumed with guilt at an untimely bereavement, made an
image of his child, who has been suddenly taken from him;
He now honoured as a god what was once a dead human being, and handed
on to his dependants secret rites and initiations.
Then the ungodly custom, grown strong with time, was kept as a law, and at
the commands of monarchs carved images were worshipped.
When people could not honour monarchs in their presence, since they lived
at a distance, they imagined their appearance far away, and made a visible
image of the king whom they honoured, so that by their zeal they might ﬂatter the absent one as though present.
Then the ambition of the artisan impelled even those who did not know the
king to intensify their worship.
For he, perhaps wishing to please his ruler, skilfully forced the likeness to
take more beautiful form,

Engels 1848g, p. 251; Engels 1846a, p. 474; Engels 1846b, p. 405; Engels 1893e, p. 234;
Engels 1893f, p. 171; Eichhoff 1868, p. 330.
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And the multitude, attracted by the charm of his work, now regarded as
an object of worship the one whom shortly before they had honoured as a
human being.

The context of Marx’s notes is a discussion of human idols, but the context in
the Wisdom of Solomon is the worship of objects made with human hands. It
is a sustained polemic against idolatry, focusing on how silly and sinful it is.
The polemic is not that effective, for it makes the same point again and again:
idolatry is simply the worship of false gods over against the one true God.
This is why Lubbock quotes it. Yet the point is rather superficial and it does
not really get to the heart of idolatry. For that we need to look at the criticism
of idolatry in the book of Isaiah on which this text from Wisdom is a less-thanastute expansion.
For some two decades, I have been struck by the way some texts in the book
of Isaiah echo the theory of fetishism as Marx was to develop it.23 For Isaiah,
the construction of an idol is nothing less than the deluded effort to attribute
divine status to a material object made in the sweat of human labour. Or, as
the text of Isaiah has it:
All who make idols are nothing, and the things they delight in do not profit;

9

their witnesses neither see nor know. And so they will be put to shame.
Who would fashion a god or cast an image that can do no good? 11Look, all

10

its devotees shall be put to shame; the artisans too are merely human. Let
them all assemble, let them stand up; they shall be terrified, they shall all be
put to shame.
The blacksmith fashions it and works it over the coals, shaping it with

12

hammers, and forging it with his strong arm; he becomes hungry and his
strength fails, he drinks no water and is faint. 13The carpenter stretches a
line, marks it out with a stylus, fashions it with planes, and marks it with
a compass; he makes it in human form, with human beauty, to be set up in
a shrine. 14He cuts down cedars or chooses a holm tree or an oak and lets it
grow strong among the trees of the forest. He plants a cedar and the rain

23. At this point, I step back behind the centuries of theological elaboration to
explore what an ancient text itself says (all too cognisant at the same time that this is a
useful hermeneutical ‘fiction’).
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nourishes it. 15Then it can be used as fuel. Part of it he takes and warms himself; he kindles a fire and bakes bread. Then he makes a god and worships
it, makes it a carved image and bows down before it. 16Half of it he burns in
the fire; over this half he roasts meat, eats it, and is satisfied. He also warms
himself and says, ‘Ah, I am warm, I can feel the fire!’ 17The rest of it he makes
into a god, his idol, bows down to it, and worships it; he prays to it and says,
‘Save me, for you are my god!’
They do not know, nor do they comprehend; for their eyes are shut, so that

18

they cannot see, and their minds as well, so that they cannot understand.
No one considers, nor is there knowledge or discernment to say, ‘Half of

19

it I burned in the fire; I also baked bread on its coals, I roasted meat and
have eaten. Now shall I make the rest of it an abomination? Shall I fall down
before a block of wood?’ 20He feeds on ashes; a deluded mind has led him
astray, and he cannot save himself or say, ‘Is not this thing in my right hand
a fraud?’24

The detail may be more graphic than Marx’s brief notes on fetishism, but the
underlying argument is the same: this inanimate product, made with ordinary, everyday-labour out of metal or wood can never be more than the material out of which it is made. The worshipper may claim that it is a god, that it
bestows blessings and curses, but it is nothing of the sort. The passage from
Isaiah plays up the sheer ordinariness of the idol with a good dose of satire.
Indeed, it stresses the everyday materiality of the idol, one that punctures the
exorbitant claims made for it. Like Marx, this text points out that the religious
belief attached to the idol is a delusion. Like Marx again, it points to the need
for an analysis of the material object in question and not the vapid claims
made on its behalf.
However, this inversion – the true nature of the idol lies in its profane origins, in the effort to sacralise what is profane – relies on a deeper and more
radical inversion. Here, we need to fill in the steps that lie behind and make
possible such a position. Rather than belittle the gods who are rivals to

24. Isaiah 44:9–20. See also the explicitly political polemic in Isaiah 40:19–20; 41:6–7;
42: 17; 45:16–17 and 46:1–2, 5–7. Not to be outdone, Paul in the New Testament puts the
same point in his own way. Thus, Paul argues that due to darkened minds (Romans
1:21), i.e., unconscious blindness, the dead, created thing comes to life and gains the
power to rule and dominate human lives instead of God (Romans 1:23, 25).

Idols, Fetishes and Graven Images • 189

Yahweh, perhaps placing them in humiliating subordinate positions, the
text of Isaiah denies the existence of all of these gods apart from Yahweh.
This inversion then has a profound effect on all those signifiers of the gods –
precisely the statues, keepsakes, amulets and so on. For, if there are no gods to
whom these objects point, then veneration and worship are no longer directed
to the gods but to the objects themselves. In short, they become idols.
The underlying logic to this move is actually provided by the late imposition of monotheism.25 The critique of – indeed, the very identification of idolatry as the worship of an animate or inanimate object – can happen only after
the belated arrival of monotheism, which then generates its own critique of
the earlier gods who are no more. The logic goes as follows: in order to have
some visible and tactile presence to direct you towards and remind you of
your god, you find a suitable animal or rock or make an elaborate figure out
of wood of stone. Whenever you pass by and look at it, you call to mind your
god, perhaps offering a prayer and leaving a little something to ward off danger, ensure rains or offer thanks. Your god is not physically present, so the
figure becomes his earthly representative. All the same, it only ever points
towards your god; it is never the god itself. However, if you break this link,
then your god and the figure cease to have this (signifying) connection. The
statue becomes the object of worship in its own right, bestowing favour, punishing and what have you. The image that represents god becomes god itself,
for the signifying link has been broken. It is important to keep this threefold distinction – human being, object, and god – in mind when we move to
Marx’s texts, for he will turn it over, look at it from different angles, add yet
another layer and see new possibilities within it.
As far as the Hebrew Bible itself is concerned, I would suggest that the ban
on graven images in the second commandment26 is not so much a concern
with replacing Yahweh with some object or other. Rather, it seeks to negate
the possibility of such a signifying link in the first place. Without an image,
there is no connection between an earthly image and a divinity in the heavens.

25. There is more than enough evidence to suggest that an earlier polytheism was
gradually overlaid in the texts of the Hebrew Bible by monotheism. Thus, the various
references to the veneration and worship of multiple gods become in light of this late
overlay myriad examples of waywardness and apostasy. On the subsequent development of the notion of idolatry in Christian theology, see Pietz 1987, pp. 24–31.
26. Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5.
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And, if there is no signifying link, it cannot be broken; no-one can decide to
sever the signifying chain. It is, if you like, a manifestation of a fear that the
process will continue inexorably. Once you have denied the existence of all
the other gods bar one, then it is but one step further to deny the existence
of the last one standing.27 So, what you do is close down the mechanism by
which this might happen: without a signifying connection between image
and god, there is no possibility of breaking the connection and ending up
with a pure idol.
These are some of the implications of the polemic against idols in the passage from Isaiah, which one may well call a tendency towards atheism except
that it would be anachronistic to use such a term. However, the feel of the
Isaiah passage resonates with some elements in Marx’s writings on fetishism
and religion. To start with, it is difficult to avoid the polemical and mocking focus on everyday material items and the puncturing of lofty theological
claims. More than that, the spirit of Feuerbach haunts this passage from Isaiah
(if I may put it that way). This object of human hands is projected into the
heavens and attributed with all manner of superhuman attributes, especially
since it is made in human form and with human beauty. However, it does not
fit entirely within such an assumption, especially since Feuerbach’s argument
is predicated on Christian monotheism in the absence of images – the projection comes from within human beings. This is where the distinctive nature of
fetishism comes into play: it is the attribution of divine powers to animate and
inanimate objects. There is an implied negative that we find in Feuerbach as
well as in Isaiah and Marx, for the idol/fetish is a diminution of human beings
and an elevation of non-human objects. The two are intimately connected.
To sum up my argument thus far: there is a tantalising convergence between
de Brosses’s work on fetishism, Marx’s notes on Lubbock, his reading of Feuerbach, his early use of the idea of fetishism and the polemic against idolatry in
the book of Isaiah. I would, of course, like to have explicit evidence of a link,
a definite connection where Marx uses the biblical text. I can only wonder
what texts from Isaiah Marx studied in that course with Bruno Bauer in 1839,

27. Hence the perpetual assertion, such as: ‘Thus says the Lord, the King of Israel
and his Redeemer, the Lord of hosts: “I am the first and I am the last; besides me there
is no god. Who is like me? Let him proclaim it, let him declare it and set it forth before
me” ’ (Isaiah 44: 6–7a).
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especially since Bauer was developing his idea of infinite self-consciousness
and the debilitating limits of specific religions. Yet it seems to me that there is
enough evidence to suggest that Marx assumed that idolatry was to be understood in the wider sense of fetishism, but he was to take it and rework it in all
manner of new directions.

Economy
The most well-known and endlessly discussed feature of fetishism is the
adaptation of the theory into the sphere of economics. There is no need to
reiterate the details of Marx’s argument blow by blow, so what I do here is
trace the way such a theological undercurrent breaks through in Marx’s texts,
especially in light of my earlier discussion of the polemic against idolatry.
Alienation and labour
Our first stop is the treatment of the alienation of labour in the Economic and
Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844. A couple of passages stand out:
All these consequences are implied in the statement that the worker is related
to the product of his labour as to an alien object. For on this premise it is clear
that the more the worker spends himself, the more powerful becomes the
alien world of objects which he creates over and against himself, the poorer
he himself – his inner world – becomes, the less belongs to him as his own.
It is the same in religion. The more man puts into God, the less he retains in
himself [Es ist ebenso in der Religion. Je mehr der Mensch in Gott setzt, je weniger
behält er in sich selbst]. The worker puts his life into the object; but now his
life no longer belongs to him but to the object. . . . The alienation of the worker
in his product means not only that his labour becomes an object, an external
existence, but that it exists outside him, independently, as something alien to
him, and that it becomes a power on its own confronting him. It means that
the life which he has conferred on the object confronts him as something
hostile and alien.28

28. Marx 1844g, p. 272; Marx 1844h, p. 512. Similarly, ‘Every self-estrangement of
man, from himself and from nature, appears in the relation in which he places himself
and nature to men other than and differentiated from himself. For this reason religious
self-estrangement necessarily appears in the relationship of the layman to the priest, or
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I could not ask for a clearer passage where the critique of idolatry, the transferral characteristic of fetishism and a smattering of Feuerbach all come together.
The passage almost reads like a commentary on the text from Isaiah I quoted
earlier. So, we find that, in the labour-process, the worker invests more and
more of his life in the object produced. As he does so, his own life drains
away. The alien world of objects gains a life of its own; the objects produced
by my hands become more powerful than me and rule over me. They wax and
I wane. The ordinary products of labour become alien and powerful beings
(Isaiah) because of this transferral of powers and relations (fetishism). Yet we
need to be careful here, since what Marx has done is collapse the three-fold
distinction I established earlier. Instead of human being-object-god, what we
have is the equivalence of the object produced and the god; they are one and
the same. It is as though Marx has assumed the critique of idolatry, especially
in terms of the absence of any god to whom the object points, so that the object
itself becomes the god – hence it ‘becomes a power confronting him . . . as
something hostile and alien’.
There is a touch of Feuerbach in this passage as well: ‘The more man puts
into God, the less he retains in himself [Es ist ebenso in der Religion. Je mehr der
Mensch in Gott setzt, je weniger behält er in sich selbst]’. We put all our best into
the projected divinity and thereby belittle ourselves in the process. This analogy is by no means accidental, since, as I argued above, the genealogy of the
transferred fetish has distinct theological implications for that reserved zone
of one’s own religion. So it is not for nothing that Marx uses Gott, who too
becomes equivalent to the fetish/idol produced and is not some other entity
to which it points.
Another text from the same work makes a slightly different point:
If the product of labour is alien to me, if it confronts me as an alien power, to
whom, then, does it belong? If my own activity does not belong to me, if it is
an alien, a coerced activity, to whom, then, does it belong? To a being other
than myself. Who is this being? The gods? To be sure, in the earliest times the
principal production (for example, the building of temples, etc., in Egypt,
India and Mexico) appears to be in the service of the gods, and the product
belongs to the gods. However, the gods on their own were never the lords

again to a mediator, etc., since we are here dealing with the intellectual world.’ (Marx
1844g, p. 279; Marx 1844h, p. 519.) See also Marx 1857–8b, pp. 209–10.
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of labour. No more was nature. And what a contradiction it would be if, the
more man subjugated nature by his labour and the more the miracles of the
gods were rendered superﬂuous by the miracles of industry, the more man
were to renounce the joy of production and the enjoyment of the product to
please these powers.29

The reference to Egypt should alert us to de Brosses’s book, since one of its
main foci was precisely ancient Egypt. But, now, Marx distinguishes between
the three items: the labourer (now personified by Marx himself ), the product
of labour, and the gods. In the first text the object produced and God were
elided into one, or, rather, God is merely an object (idol), but here they are
distinct. Yet there is a catch, for people might have believed that they were
working for the gods (or perhaps nature), but they were no more real then
than they are now. Early labour ‘appears to be in the service of the gods’,
but it is not actually so. They are the imaginary lords of labour, for the real
lords of labour may be found elsewhere, although in this text they lurk in the
shadows.
There is one further feature of this text that echoes the one concerning the
‘theft’ of wood and hares: the polemical effect of the argument is to show that
what people (especially the political economists) thought was the advance of
science and industry is in fact a recurrence of the most superstitious and primitive of practices – fetishism. ‘And what a contradiction it would be’, Marx
begins his last sentence. At times, he argues that only in capitalism do we
find that all these older trappings of religion and politics have been stripped
away and the pure exploitation of the economic relation has been laid bare.30
At other times, he feels that the contradictory re-emergence of older superstitions is being realised.
So what is the answer to this fetishism or idolatry, to this externalisation
that sucks the life out of human existence and social relations? Already in
the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, Marx is perfectly clear: we

29. Marx 1844g, p. 278; Marx 1844h, p. 518.
30. ‘The whole content of the relation, and the mode of appearance of the conditions of the worker’s labour alienated from labour, are therefore present in their pure
economic form, without any political, religious or other trimmings. It is a pure moneyrelation. Capitalist and worker. Objectified labour and living labour capacity. Not
master and servant, priest and layman, feudal lord and vassal, master craftsman and
journeyman, etc.’ (Marx 1861–3a, p. 131; Marx 1861–3h, p. 123.)
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need to get rid of these projections, estrangements and objectifications. They
may be the gods, or they may be the external objects produced by our hands
that take on the power of the gods. Or, rather, we need a social and economic
situation in which they are no longer needed.
The way Marx does this is to tackle the doctrine of creation with a series of
dialectical twists.31 The most difficult thing, he points out, is to believe that
we are our own creators. That entails giving up the belief that I am created by
another being, a belief that makes me dependent on that other who is the very
source of my life and my continued maintenance. Instead of human beings
and nature being the creations of a higher being, he argues that they exist on
their own account. Or, to push it further, the interaction of human beings and
nature means that they are constantly in the process of creation. This reality
makes any question about the origin of nature or human beings – who begot
the first man or the earth? – abstract and superﬂuous.
What this argument does is challenge the overriding and vain search for origins that bedevils (to cull three out of a vast field) science, theology and biblical criticism even today. Carrying on from the preceding point, it is above all
an early effort to deal with the eternal problem of human existence: where do
I come from? Many years ago someone pointed out to me that when religions
have some answers, no matter how mythical, to what happens before we are
born and after we die, they are meaningful. But, if they give up these crucial
domains, then they have lost the plot and may as well close their doors. Marx
too finds he must deal with the question sooner rather than later.
Initially, he wants to dismiss it as a false question – we exist and that is it!
But, then, he goes on to try a different tack, arguing that the question of the
origin of nature and human beings is an abstract question. The better question is to ask why we are asking that question in the first place. Finally, he
realises he must actually answer the question, at least to keep his dialoguepartner happy. So he ends by arguing that nature and human beings are in a
constant process of creative interaction. He also tries his hand at arguing that
we create ourselves but that sounds a little too much like auto-gestation and
generation – being pregnant with oneself. In brief, it is not particularly persuasive. I much prefer the other argument of mutual creative interaction, not
least because it destroys the nature/nurture argument (since one produces
31. See Marx 1844g, pp. 304–6; Marx 1844h, pp. 543–6.
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the other), but also because it has enormous possibilities for ecological trajectories out of Marxism. But that is another topic beyond my mandate.
Money and Christology
Our next stop is the commentary, found in the Paris notebooks, on the French
translation of James Mill’s Elements of Political Economy (Marx’s English was
still not up to scratch). The argument is strikingly similar to the Economic and
Philosophic Manuscripts, which is not surprising, given that Marx wrote them
at around the same time. All the same, Marx experiments with extending and
adapting the basic ideas. This time the issue is the mediation of money and his
prime analogy is Christ, the mediator between heaven and earth.
The logic is the same: the mediating activity of money ‘is estranged from
man and becomes the attribute of money, a material thing outside man’.32 Again,
we find the blend of the Feuerbachian inversion and the transferral characteristic of fetishism/idolatry. Such a move dehumanises and downgrades human
beings, yet there is a difference. Apart from the obvious Hegelian terminology (alienation, estrangement and externalisation), the issue in this case is not
an object per se, but a relation – between human beings and things as well
as those between human beings. For example, if I gather two or three old
bicycles and make a working one out of the various parts, I am the one who
mediates between myself and the bicycle. But, if I go out and hand over cash
for a bicycle, a different relationship ensues in which money is the mediator.
Similarly, if the people next door need someone else to give them a hand with
repairing their roof, I can spend a few hours with them to get the job done.
But they could also pay someone else to do the job for them. Once again,
the direct interaction of human beings finds money coming in as a mediator.
Money becomes an ‘alien mediator’,33 a power over human beings that controls all these relations, sapping them of their once-human power. So, while
money ‘circulates’, while it becomes a common language, while the dollar
rises and falls, human relations become ever more utilitarian and exploitative. It is the classic relation of fetishism and idolatry, except that now it is
the alien mediator: ‘All the qualities which arise in the course of this activity

32. Marx 1844a, p. 212; Marx 1844b, p. 446. Van Leeuwen 2002a, pp. 230–1, misses
the link here with fetishism.
33. Ibid.

196 • Chapter Seven

are, therefore, transferred to this mediator. Hence man becomes the poorer
as man, i.e., separated from this mediator, the richer this mediator becomes’.34
The theological analogies are not far away. The first reads: ‘It is clear that
this mediator now becomes a real God, for the mediator is the real power over
what it mediates to me’.35 Once again, Marx has taken the perspective of the
critique of idolatry and collapsed two of the basic terms: the object, which has
now become money the mediator, is no different from the god. Or, rather, the
mediator-object appears to be a god, for it refers to no entity beyond itself.
This mediator has its worshippers and cult, it draws more and more power
unto itself, it determines how human beings should relate to one another, and
only those who represent this mediator (its priests and ministers) have any
value or power. And what is its fundamental function? It mediates, becomes
the initiator, lubricator and facilitator of human interaction. Yet the analogy
is not as clear as it could be, so another follows soon afterwards: ‘Christ represents originally: 1) men before God; 2) God for men; 3) men to men. Similarly,
money represents originally, in accordance with the idea of money: 1) private
property for property; 2) society for private property; 3) private property for
society’.36 In the same way that Christ is the signal of a relation – what might
be called the Christ-relation – so also the money-relation is the key, not money
itself as an object. Money, then, functions in an analogous fashion to Christ.
But why make the connection in the first place? Marx might just as easily have
argued that money is a mediator without the Christological connection. Is he
merely having some polemical fun at the expense of theology? Perhaps, but I
would suggest that the theological associations of fetishism/idolatry show up

34. Ibid. See also the comments in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts: ‘The
distorting and confounding of all human and natural qualities, the fraternisation of
impossibilities – the divine power of money – lies in its character as men’s estranged,
alienating and self-disposing species-nature. Money is the alienated ability of mankind.’
(Marx 1844g, p. 325; Marx 1844h, p. 565.) ‘Money, then, appears as this distorting power
both against the individual and against the bonds of society, etc., which claim to be
entities in themselves. It transforms fidelity into infidelity, love into hate, hate into
love, virtue into vice, vice into virtue, servant into master, master into servant, idiocy
into intelligence, and intelligence into idiocy. Since money, as the existing and active
concept of value, confounds and confuses all things, it is the general confounding and
confusing of all things – the world upside-down – the confounding and confusing of all
natural and human qualities.’ (Marx 1844g, pp. 325–6; Marx 1844h, pp. 566–7.)
35. Ibid. See also Marx 1857–8a, pp. 154, 164; Marx 1857–8c, pp. 148, 158; Marx 1857–
8b, p. 216; Marx 1859a, p. 359; Marx 1867a, pp. 142–3; Marx 1867b, pp. 146–7.
36. Ibid. See also Marx 1857–8a, p. 257; Marx 1857–8c, p. 250.
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once again. In fact, after pondering this brief passage in Marx’s notebook on
James Mill, I can no longer read the long section on money in the Grundrisse
without thinking of this earlier text.
One further point: this analogy throws a large question back at Christology.
Recall my earlier comments about the assumptions behind the polemic in Isaiah against idolatry as well as the ban on images in the second commandment,
especially the need to block a signifying relation between an object and the
deity. Christ opens up that connection, except that he embodies that relation
within himself. He is both the image of God on earth and the representative
of human beings before God, for he is – as traditional Christology would have
it – both divine and human. Even so, he seems to skip by the polemic against
idols in Isaiah, for he is not merely a human being who represents God. But,
then, Marx’s point about money-as-mediator shifts the whole criticism of
idolatry: a mediator too can be a fetish.
Commodities and capital
All this may be very well, characteristic of an early and immature Marx, one
who was still to undertake his exhaustive and exhausting economic studies.
Does he then leave behind the theological analogies along with his youthful
vigour and the heavily theological context of debates in Germany? Not so, for
they continue to turn up, especially in the Economic Manuscripts of 1861–63
and Capital itself.
The section in Capital – ‘The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret
Thereof’ – is a place worn down with many crossings. Hordes have descended
on these few pages, sat for a while, taken a few photographs, argued heatedly
and then moved on. The basic argument is all too well-known: commodityfetishism is an inverse relationship in which the social relations of labour
are transformed into apparently objective relations between commodities or
money. However, as with the passage on money I discussed above, it is not so
much the commodity itself that becomes the fetish but the commodity-form,
the notion that so many vastly different products may be exchanged in terms
of their value.
This time the extension of the basic logic of fetishism to commodities
seems like a small step, yet Marx gives it a whole new meaning. The connections with his earlier argument concerning money are obvious: once again,
it involves both transfer and illusion. Commodity-fetishism transfers the
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properties of inter-human relations in the context of labour to relations
between humans and commodities and between commodities themselves – so
also with money. To the belittlement of human relations, it transfers human
attributes and powers onto the commodity-form – so also with labour, money
and indeed idolatry. As Marx puts it, this transferral is a ‘mysterious thing,
simply because the social character of men’s labour appears to them as an
objective character stamped upon the product of that labour; because the relation of the producers to the sum total of their own labour is presented to them
as a social relation, existing not between themselves, but between the products of their labour’.37
As before, my interest is in the theological undercurrent of Marx’s discussion. Now the earlier three-fold distinction becomes vitally important, for
Marx seeks a new insight which may best be understood in light of the distinction between the labourer, object (now the commodity and then value),
and the beliefs concerning it. In this section of Capital, he seems to oscillate,
sometimes opening up some distance between the object and the divine and
at others collapsing them together. At times, Marx distinguishes between the
commodity and the illusory beliefs attaching to it; at others, the two seem to
become one.
Marx begins the section on commodity-fetishism with the oft-quoted statement: the analysis of the commodity ‘shows that it is, in reality, a very queer
thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties [voll
metaphysischer Spitzfindigkeit und theologischer Mucken]’38 – hardly a subtle hint
that there is a significant theological residue here. Marx is of course no more
enamoured with theology than he has been, but it has a distinct use. However, soon enough, we come across a thorny passage:

37. Marx 1867a, pp. 82–3; Marx 1867b, p. 86. See also Marx 1861–3g, p. 450. In the
midst of all this intriguing complexity, Marx makes the much-cited crass and ‘vulgar’
argument based on the premise that the ‘religious world is but the reﬂex of the real
world’. In contrast to the external forms of Roman Catholicism, which is appropriate for a monetary system, Protestantism is the appropriate reﬂex of the internalised
world of credit and commodities (Marx 1867a, p. 90; Marx 1867b, p. 93). He repeats it
in Volume 3 of Capital (Marx 1894a, p. 587; Marx 1894b, p. 606) and then Engels follows
suit (Engels 1868a, p. 267; Engels 1868b, p. 247). It is, in fact, an old argument, appearing first in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts (Marx 1844g, pp. 290–1; Marx
1844h, pp. 530–1), where he seeks to develop Engels’s comment that Adam Smith was
the ‘economic Luther’ (Engels 1844j, p. 422; Engels 1844k, p. 503).
38. Marx 1867a, p. 81; Marx 1867b, p. 85.
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There [with commodities] it is a definite social relationship between men,
that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of the relation between things.
In order, therefore, to find an analogy, we must have recourse to the mistenveloped regions of the religious world. In that world the productions
of the human brain appear as independent beings endowed with life, and
entering into relation both with one another and the human race. So it is in
the world of commodities with the product of men’s hands. This I call the
Fetishism which attaches itself to products of labour, so soon as they are
produced as commodities, and which is therefore inseparable from the production of commodities.39

The first impression is that Marx has collapsed the distinction between the
object itself, which is now the social relationship between human beings, and
the beliefs about it. There are at least three possible ways to interpret this
passage. One option is to argue that the constant recourse to terminology
derived from the leitmotiv of fetishism means that the transferral in question is illusory.40 Thus, the belief that the commodity-form has an inherent
value is as much a superstition and fantasy as the belief that a pretty object
made out of iron or wood has supernatural power. The reality of economic
and social relations between people is obscured through the mistaken belief
that the commodity-form has its own power. Even more, it is not merely that
this commodity-form has no value or power, that each commodity is merely
a material object, but that human labour is responsible for the creation of this
commodity. As with the polemic against idolatry, Marx stresses the human
labour that goes into the making of the idol, which is then endowed with
superhuman powers. In support of this reading, one might point out that
Marx wants to find out how the commodity becomes ‘transcendent’, how
these ‘grotesque ideas’ are produced in the first place, especially since they
justify the degradation and misery of countless labourers.41 In fact, these
few pages rain down such terms – ‘mystical character’, ‘mysterious thing’,
‘fantastic form’, ‘mist-enveloped’, ‘abstraction’, ‘social hieroglyphic’, ‘incarnation of abstract human labour’, ‘magic and necromancy’, ‘mystical veil’,

39. Marx 1867a, p. 83; Marx 1867b, pp. 86–7.
40. Pietz 1985, p. 10, takes this line, arguing that the fetish designates false consciousness. Dupré 1983, p. 49, tends in this direction.
41. Marx 1867a, p. 639; Marx 1867b, p. 674.
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‘unsubstantial ghost’, ‘superstition’, and ‘illusions’. In the midst of industrial
capitalist society, an ancient superstitious practice is alive and well. In short,
Marx uses the terminology of fetishism/idolatry, for he seeks to demystify
and debunk these illusory beliefs and show that these various items are nothing more than economic relations constructed by human beings.
Another interpretation is to argue that Marx’s use of idea of fetishism is
less than helpful. In a widely quoted observation, Norman Geras suggests
that ‘the analogy is inexact, for the properties bestowed on material objects
in the capitalist economy are, Marx holds, real and not the product of the
imagination’.42 I must admit that Marx is a little misleading in the passage I
quoted above, for he moves directly from commodity-relations to the gods,
as though they were analogous. Geras prefers other terms that Marx uses,
such as natural and social: the properties and powers transferred from human
social relations to those between commodities appear natural. But that is an
illusion: the belief that the powers are in some sense inherent to commodities
is false. He goes on to stress that the powers themselves are no illusions. Geras
would rather use terms such as mask and disguise, encouraged by Marx’s
desire to tear off the veil and uncover what is really going on.
We can distinguish between these two readings in terms of the threefold
schema I have mentioned a few times now, particularly the relation between
the object made and the divinity to which it points. The first (illusory transferral and powers) says that the divinity is not real, nor are the beliefs concerning it; reality pertains to the object and human production of it. Although
the second feels it is unhelpful to think of the properties of commodities as
fetishes or gods, what he does suggest – if I may put it this way – is that the
‘divinity’ is real, where ‘divinity’ refers to the powers transferred to the object.
However, Geras is on the right track. His problem is that he does not see that
Marx has in fact collapsed the two terms of the fetish – object and belief. And
that leads us to a third option: Marx fuses the two in an effort to move to a
new level of understanding.
So, Marx argues that the transferral of powers – from social relations
between people to relations between things – is indeed real, for they appear
to those producers as ‘what they really are, material relations between

42. Geras 1983, p. 165.
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persons and social relations between things’.43 This fetishisation is real, since
human beings become subjected to things and the alienated labour embodied
within them. At the same time, they are illusory and imaginary, since they
are understood as natural, as givens of the world; people believe that things
relate to one another in and of themselves, rather than realising that these
relations have been transferred from human social relations. One way to consider Marx’s argument is ask what is real and what illusory. Obviously, the
worker and process of material production and social relations are real, as
is the product produced. However, now we come across the breakthrough,
for the powers transferred and thereby gained by the product are also real
and materially grounded, all of which then means that the effects on human
beings are equally real. What are illusory, then, are the theories and beliefs
about how these powers arose in the first place – this is where Marx’s inversion comes into its own, since he shows that the powers of the fetish came
to be through a process very different from what people think. Yet here is
the crux, for what workers, consumers and, above all, the economic theorists
perceive and describe is quite real; they see ‘what they are’. So we get the
overlap or fusion: the commodity-fetish has real powers which are described
and explained in terms that are both mystical and realistic.
In an effort to explain this double-take, Marx tries various formulations
(which take him well beyond the opposition of illusion and reality to which
he was committed in his treatment of Hegel’s Kritik). For example, the qualities of the products of labour ‘are at the same time perceptible and imperceptible by the senses’.44 Further, ‘the mist’ in which the social character of
labour appears to belong to the products themselves by no mean ‘dissipates’.
He tries once again: even though it is possible to reveal the process of transferral and thereby how value appears in the product of labour, that value
appears ‘just as real and final, as the fact that, after the discovery by science of
the component gases of air, the atmosphere itself remained unaltered’.45 Marx
coins the strange phrase, ‘socially valid as well as objective thought-forms
[gesellschaftlich gültige, also objektive Gedankenformen]’,46 in order to express
this dual character of social relations and the transferred relations between
43.
44.
45.
46.

Marx 1867a, p. 84; Marx 1867b, p. 87.
Marx 1867a, p. 83; Marx 1867b, p. 86.
Marx 1867a, p. 85; Marx 1867b, p. 88.
Marx 1867b, p. 90; my translation.
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commodities. In short, what Marx is saying is that the commodity-form and
the value of abstracted labour it attracts are both illusory and real, mysterious
and concrete, mist-enveloped and actual. The power they have is mystified
and mist-enveloped, since people do not realise how it comes about, but it is
all too real in terms of the powers commodities have and the alienating effects
they have on people’s lives.
So, how does this move – which may be read as a dialectical move beyond
his earlier formulations of fetishism – relate to the critique of idolatry? At this
point, Marx goes beyond the text from Isaiah that I quoted earlier. In that passage, the effort to debunk the belief of the idol-worshipper – that this object
directs one to God – seeks to show how ordinary the idol really is. After all,
it is merely a piece of wood, metal or stone, for there is no god to whom it
points. By contrast, Marx argues that the powers invested in the fetish are
very real, for they alienate and diminish human beings. It is as though the
one who made the idol in the first place was right in some respect, for the
object does have power, but a pernicious and destructive power. In other
words, Marx emphasises another dimension of the picture, the one in which
the worker who makes the idol is worn out through hunger, thirst, and failing
strength – except that now he gives it a whole new meaning.
However, what is illusory is the way the worshipper/labourer understands
how the object, or the relations between commodities, gained its alienating
power. And that is what Marx seeks to explore, unpick and reveal. So also are
the theories of the political economists. They may describe something that is
all too real, but their way of accounting for it is mistaken. As Marx’s analysis
proceeds in the section ‘The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof’,
he focuses more and more on the bourgeois political economists with whom
he argues. For all their hard work and occasional insights (Marx does build
upon them, after all), they still assume that capitalist production – in which
the process of production controls human beings – is absolutely natural. By
contrast, all preceding economic forms are unnatural and deluded. Or as
Marx puts it: ‘Hence forms of social production that preceded the bourgeois
form are treated by the bourgeoisie in much the same way as the Fathers of
the Church treated pre-Christian religions’.47

47. Marx 1867a, p. 92; Marx 1867b, p. 96.
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What is good for labour, money and commodities is good for capital itself.
In a delightful passage towards the end of the extraordinary Economic Manuscripts of 1861–63, Marx traces the way in which capital itself becomes a fetish.
Here we find exactly the same logic: what appear to be forces and powers
beyond the worker are in fact produced by free labour. The difference now
is that all of the various items I have already covered make an appearance,
along with a few extras. He lists all the abstractions from the real, social process of labour, such as the capitalist as a personification of capital, the productive powers of capital, use-value and exchange-value, the application of forces
of nature and science, the products of labour in the form of machinery, wealth
and so on. They confront the worker as alien, objective presences in advance
that rule over him. In short, capital itself becomes a power before which the
worker is powerless: all these items ‘stand on their hind legs vis-à-vis the
worker and confront him as capital’.48 Indeed, just like the commodity-form,
capital ‘becomes a very mysterious being’.49 It is not for nothing that Marx
writes of the ‘religion of everyday life’,50 elaborated as though it were theological dogma by political economists, when summarising the various parts of
capital – wealth, the personification of things, the conversion of productionrelations into entities, interest, rent, wages, profit and surplus-value. All of
these suffer from the same dual process of fetishism.

Conclusion
As Marx comments in an earlier volume of that same manuscript, the ‘transubstantiation, the fetishism, is complete [Die Transsubstantiation, der Fetischismus
ist vollendet]’.51 I have followed the trail of the fetish from its first encounter
in the book by de Brosses to its final expansion to cover all of the various

48. Marx 1861–3g, pp. 457–8. See also the description of wealth as a fetish in Marx
1859a, p. 387.
49. Marx 1861–3g.
50. Marx 1894a, p. 817; Marx 1894b, p. 838. Apart from Walter Benjamin’s oft-noted
fragment, ‘Capitalism as Religion’ (Benjamin 1996), the theme has been developed in a
very different direction from liberation-theology or Marxism by a group of what may
be called ‘economic theologians’ such as Cobb Jr. 1998, Meeks 1989, and Loy 1996.
51. Marx 1861–3d, p. 494; Marx 1861–3e, p. 485. Van Leeuwen 2002a, pp. 208–10,
completely misses the point of fetishism when he argues that the key to Marx’s argument on money is transubstantiation.
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illusory projections and transferrals of capitalism as a whole. On the way,
Marx took up a specific idea and transformed it at each expansion, so that we
found it in labour, the money-relation, the commodity-form, and then every
other shape it might take. Through all of these twists and turns, the basic
argument retained a remarkable consistency. Yet what also kept recurring
was the intimate embrace with the critique of idolatry, especially in the book
of Isaiah. Finally, in Capital, Marx elevates the argument to a whole new level.
For many years, I have been struck by the connection, but I never suspected it
would be so consistent and remain so close. From the moment Marx encountered in de Brosses’s work the subsumption of the idolatry of the Hebrew
Bible in his treatment of fetishism, it has been a constant backdrop to Marx’s
various re-uses of the idea of fetishism, and it reappears in some of the last
material Marx wrote, The Ethnological Notebooks. I have no need to argue that
it is in any way conscious or deliberate on Marx’s part. Nor does this theological resonance diminish the insight that the theory of fetishism provided – in
fact, it only strengthens Marx’s argument. But what it does entail, at least for
those like myself who are interested in these matters, is that one could mount
a sustained theological critique of capitalism that would negate any theological apologetic one might find.
There are a number of implications of Marx’s analysis, which may well be
described as the most developed stage of his critique of religion. To begin with,
a little earlier (Chapter Six), I took Marx to task for arguing that religion is illusory and therefore not real in any meaningful sense, but, now, he develops
a much more interesting argument. For there is a material reality to the illusion of the fetish, a point that emerges from Marx’s dialectical effort to show
that the fetishes of commodities, wealth, labour-power, interest, rent, wages,
profit, and so on, are both materially grounded and illusory, mysterious and
concrete. These fetishes and the powers they hold are all too real, yet the way
we understand them is problematic, for they are inverted and appear perfectly
natural. Marx seeks to dispel the illusion, to burn away the mist enveloping the
realities of capitalism, but what he finds once he has uncovered the inversion is
that there is a material reality to this religious form – fetishism – for the brutal
and destructive powers it holds are all too real. However, this argument has an
unexpected outcome: if fetishism (and thereby idolatry) is paradoxically and
objectively real, as ‘a socially valid and objective thought-form’, then religion
too has a presence in this sense. I do not think we can shy away from this impli-
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cation in Marx’s analysis, even if it runs against his own firm atheism. In this
respect, Marx’s analysis goes beyond a position he often held, namely that religion is merely false consciousness, that it is an excrescence of the human brain,
which needs to be uncovered so that it may be discarded. Religion may well be
inverted, it may perceive the whole situation in a topsy-turvy fashion, but that
inversion has a distinct material reality.
It is this kind of argument that has led some liberation-theologians to argue
that capitalism as a whole is idolatrous: its many parts, such as the foreign
debt, gross domestic product, current-account balance, and growth, are all
parts of a destructive cult that worships these idols as gods. And the economic
theories that explain, justify and support these idols are false theologies which
demand endless sacrifices. They are both false gods that demand blood and
destroy their worshippers. There is great value in this argument, but I have
one or two misgivings. A consistent feature of liberation-theology is to hold
back from criticising the Bible itself as a destructive force. There are myriad
texts that one may find which support the generation of wealth, encourage
and justify ruling classes, and by no means make them uncomfortable. The
Bible is not to be tampered with, for it is contested terrain and liberationtheologians need to claim it from their opponents. This problem leads onto
the next, for the critique of capitalism as idolatry operates on the assumption
that there is one true God and that the god or gods worshipped by the acolytes of capitalism are not real. Even more, that false god may well be another
form of the Christian God, who has been twisted into something evil – there
are more than enough theological apologies for capitalism.
On this matter, Marx’s own arguments throw up some profound problems
for such assumptions. He offers an insightful comparison between theologians and bourgeois economists: for theology, all the other gods are in fact
superstitions, except ours. Everyone else may think they are worshipping a
god, argue the theologians, but they are really worshipping a wooden object.
It is just that they cannot see it, for they are deluded. So also with the bourgeois economists: all that has gone before is mistaken, unable to see the truth.
Capitalist relations, in which commodity-relations are real and the forces of
production are in control, finally reveal the truth in comparison to these earlier
forms of social production. What they do not realise is that their own theory is
just as contrived, artificial and delusory as the ones that have gone before. In
other words, their own system is just as idolatrous as all the others.

206 • Chapter Seven

Now there is a theological kick in Marx’s argument, although I need to
reverse its emphasis in order to be on the receiving end. He uses the analogy with theology to show how the bourgeois economists are deluded about
their own theories. However, if we turn the analogy around, then the point is
that the logic one uses to dismiss the truth-claims about other religions is an
extremely tricky one, for it may also apply to one’s own. This point becomes
clearer in a footnote, where Marx quotes from his own Poverty of Philosophy:
Economists have a singular method of procedure. There are only two kinds
of institutions for them, artificial and natural. The institutions of feudalism
are artificial institutions, those of the bourgeoisie are natural institutions.
In this they resemble the theologians, who likewise establish two kinds of
religion. Every religion which is not theirs is an invention of men, while their
own is an emanation from God.52

What interests me about this critique is the way it intersects with the risky
critique of idolatry in the Hebrew Bible. Once one begins the process of breaking the signifying link between a representation – an idol – of the gods of
others, there is no reason to stop reasoning in the same manner when it comes
to one’s own beliefs. As I pointed out earlier, this is the reason for the ban
on images in the second commandment. If you have no images, then there
is no signifying link to break. But the fear that anything – a word, a text, a
pope, a church, or a theological position – may represent God in some way reestablishes the signifying chain and thereby exposes it to be broken.

52. Marx 1867a, p. 92, n. 1; Marx 1867b, p. 96, n. 33.

Chapter Eight
Of Flowers and Chains:
The Ambivalence of Theology

Religion is a register of the theoretical struggles
of mankind.1

Ambiguities, tensions, contradictions – these are
constant features of Marx’s analysis of everything
from laws against the theft of wood or divorce-bills
to the workings of capitalism. Yet this sensitivity
towards contradictions seems to escape him when
he comes to theology and the Bible. Most of the time
theology is mere illusion, fixated on heaven, and a
prime instance of idealism. Marx usually found that
theology was eagerly and energetically jumping in
bed with reaction, power and money, that its concerns were other-worldly rather than this-worldly,
and that religion was a prime instance of a false consciousness that concealed the real causes of exploitation and alienation. Yet, every now and then, he lets
slip another perspective – that theology may be more
ambiguous than he usually thinks. It is usually a

1. Marx 1844k, p. 143; Marx 1844l, p. 345. See also: ‘And the whole socialist principle
in its turn is only one aspect that concerns the reality of the true human being. But
we have to pay just as much attention to the other aspect, to the theoretical existence
of man, and therefore to make religion, science, etc., the object of our criticism. In
addition, we want to inﬂuence our contemporaries, particularly our German contemporaries. The question arises: how are we to set about it?’ (Marx 1844k, p. 143; Marx
1844l, p. 344.)
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glimpse, a passing comment, a puzzled observation, or the implications of an
argument such as that concerning fetishism. I have noted one or two of these
in my discussion of his theological allusions, where he moves from using the
Bible against opponents to appropriating it for his own use. At this moment,
there is a hint of the contradictions that run deep in this text.
In this chapter, I explore that hint much further, picking up one last element
from my discussion of Feuerbach in Chapter Five, especially in my treatment
of the famous ‘Introduction’ to his Kritik. I will have more to say about that
text below, especially on the question of opium. However, I also devote a
good deal of time to a little-known and often-ignored text on the Gospel of
John, ‘The Union of Believers’, written for his Gymnasium examinations in
1835. One must admit that it is not his best piece. However, my interest is not
merely because it shows a precocious Marx engaging with a biblical text, but
that when he does so he cannot avoid its contradictions and tensions. From
there, I move on to consider his polemic against the idea of a Christian state
in an essay I discussed in Chapter Two, ‘The Leading Article in No. 179 of the
Kölnische Zeitung’. In a wonderful part of that essay, Marx carries out a more
sustained use of the Bible to show up the contradictions in such a state, but
as he does so he uncovers a few more pieces of the ambivalence I am seeking. There follows a contextual analysis of what is arguably one of Marx’s
most well-known sentences, ‘It is the opium of the people’. It turns out that
opium itself was a multivalent metaphor that carried all manner of positive
and negative associations. All in all, it really is a play between two of Marx’s
most favoured images – ﬂowers and chains.2

Theological tension and the Gospel of John
Marx’s youthful essay bears the cumbersome title of ‘The Union of Believers
with Christ According to John 15:1–14, Showing Its Basis and Essence, Its
Absolute Necessity, and Its Effects’.3 Not quite Capital, it has lain in obscurity, shadowed by the larger bulk of Marx’s work.4 However, in line with my

2. As a few samples among many, see Marx 1842j, p. 205; Marx 1842k, p. 193; Marx
1843a, p. 116; Marx 1843b, p. 104; Marx 1844c, p. 176; Marx 1844d, p. 379.
3. Marx 1835c; Marx 1835d.
4. Van Leeuwen 2002b, pp. 39–42, is the only work I know where the essay is
given some attention. Calling it a piece of ‘splendid exegesis’ with a solid Trinitarian
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desire to bring forth oft-neglected material, especially that which deals with
theology and the Bible, this essay is the perfect place to begin. It is rarely if
ever the subject of critical attention, and if it does get a mention, it is usually
written off as the frivolous exercise of a young man (he was 17) answering
a set question in his Gymnasium examinations. I can well imagine why it is
ignored, since Marx talks of God and love and Christ – not quite the Karl
we know. However, the fact that it languishes in the doldrums is more than
enough reason for me to become interested, but there are other, more important reasons. Since Marx wrote an essay concerned exclusively with the Bible
it would be remiss of me not to deal with it. But, above all, it reveals a Marx
who stumbles across a series of tensions when he faces a biblical text. Those
tensions are my concern.
The essay is an exercise in biblical exegesis. Yet one of the curious features
of biblical exegesis is that, all too often, it goes about its task with an absent
text. The biblical text is commented upon, but it does not itself appear. It forms
a backdrop, brought in every now and then, but otherwise hovers out of sight
like some authoritative absence or ego-ideal. Marx is guilty of this too, so I
begin with the text itself: John 15:1–14:
1

‘I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser.

2

Every branch of mine that bears no fruit, he takes away, and every branch

that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit.
3

You are already made clean by the word which I have spoken to you.

4

Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless

it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me.
5

I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in me, and I in him, he

it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.
6

If a man does not abide in me, he is cast forth as a branch and withers; and

the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire and burned.
7

If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you will, and

it shall be done for you.

structure and Christological focus, van Leeuwen argues that it is enough evidence to
show that Marx’s Christian convictions were sufficient for confirmation. Van Leeuwen
even manages to find a Trinitarian structure in one of Marx’s other essays, ‘Reﬂections
of a Young Man on the Choice of a Profession’ (Marx 1835a; Marx 1835b).
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8

By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit, and so prove to

be my disciples.
9
10

As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you; abide in my love.
If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have

kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love.
11

These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that

your joy may be full.
12

This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved

you.
13

Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his

friends.
14

You are my friends if you do what I command you’.

A few comments on the text itself before we see what Marx tries to do with
it. John 15:14 is part of the Johannine story of the Last Supper during the
Passover,5 where, after washing the disciples’ feet,6 Jesus holds forth for some
time. He runs through a calm prediction of his crucifixion, the promise of a
Counsellor, the Holy Spirit, being hated by the world, a prediction (again
calmly announced) of his resurrection, a call to courage and finally a prayer
for the disciples. Immediately afterwards, the whole group heads off to the
Garden of Gethsemane where Jesus is to meet his fate – calmly, of course. In
the midst of all of this comes our passage, which is really one- and two-third
chunks – or pericopes as they are known in biblical criticism – in between the
promise of the Holy Spirit7 and the words concerning hatred by the world.8
In the section neatly sliced out and presented on its own, we have one section
that is halfway between a parable and an allegory – the vine and its branches9
– and another concerning the commandment of love.10 The second is somewhat truncated, for the last two verses have been excised.11 The result: the four

5. John 13–17.
6. John 13.
7. John 14.
8. John 15:18–27.
9. John 15:1–11.
10. John 15:12–17.
11. The absent verses read: ‘16 You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed
you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide; so that whatever you ask the Father in my name, he may give it to you. 17 This I command you, to
love one another.’ ( John 15:16–17.)
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remaining verses on the commandment of love end up being attached to the
parable of the vine. While there is some overlap between these pericopes, they
really are distinct in John’s text. However, with the exam-question posed for
Marx and his classmates, they are crammed into one unit, turning the verses
on love into a commentary on the extended metaphor of the vine.
So what does the young Karl do with all of this? His attempted answer
betrays two tensions, which for now at least I characterise in terms of content
and form. As for content, by the end of the essay he ends up contradicting
himself: he begins in a rather long-winded way to argue that however much
human beings may strive towards God, they can never quite get there. For
that, we need Christ, who meets us and helps us over the last steps of the way.
However, by the time he comes to wrap up his essay, Marx produces a much
more dialectical – and, to my mind, far more interesting – argument. In this
case, the only way to achieve a properly human virtue is to fix our eyes solely
on God; our singular love for God through Christ will make us fully human.
I would like to call these two the argument from mediation and the argument
from dialectics.
A second tension, this time in terms of form, appears in the question set for
the exam itself: ‘The union of believers with Christ according to John 15:1–14,
showing its basis and essence, its absolute necessity, and its effects’. A rather
mundane, doctrinal task, is it not, especially in comparison to a text that is
almost poetic in its concern for love? In fact, that is the formal problem with
this whole exercise – the disjunction between the metaphorical poetry of the
text and the request to extract some catechetical points from it. I can almost
hear the plodding catechism: what is the basis of union with Christ? What is
its essence? And so on. We are a long way from vines, branches, fruit and the
sacrifice of love. Marx finds himself caught between the catechetical question
and the parable-like form of the text; while trying to deal with the question
adequately, he continually finds himself seduced by the very different formal
temptations of the text from John.
Let me say a little more on each of these tensions. In terms of the actual
contradiction within his arguments – one in terms of mediation and the other
through dialectics – the question seeks an answer in four categories, namely
the necessity, basis, essence and effects of the union with Christ. Having
spent more time than I care to admit with catechisms (my father taught us
for a whole year the Heidelberg Catechism), I could have answered such a
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question with mind-numbing precision: the necessity of union with Christ is
due to sin, its basis is the sacrifice of Christ on the cross for our sins, its essence
is reconciliation with God, and its primary effect is eternal life with God and
the fruits one’s reconciliation.
Marx does not quite follow such a conventional argument, although he
does attempt to do so. Instead, he offers a different response. Thus, the necessity for union lies in the inability of people (due to superstition or sin) to make
that final step to God despite all of their striving, the need for redemption due
to sin is the basis, a vital communion with and love for God is its essence, and
its effects may be seen in a virtue that can be truly human only by means of
focusing singularly on the divine. Not a mention of Christ’s ‘sacrifice’ on the
cross ( John 15:13 may have been used as a proverbial proof-text), nor indeed
to the economy of salvation as such, which one might have expected given the
Lutheran tradition.
The least interesting parts of the essay are those concerned with basis and
essence, so I do not propose to spend much time with them. If the basis gains
the briefest of mentions, then essence becomes far too touchy-feely. All he has
to say about the basis of union with Christ is that it is due to sin and corruption; everyone knows this and so it needs no further discussion. By bringing
sin in at this point (it should really have gone in his discussion of necessity),
Marx has rather conveniently slipped by Christ’s sacrifice on the cross (the catechetical answer one would have expected for the basis of union with Christ).
The outcome is that, when he gets to the matter of the essence or nature of the
union with Christ, he moves not into the territory of reconciliation but into the
realm of communion and love. Words such as ‘loving eyes’, ‘ardent thankfulness’, ‘sink joyfully on our knees’, ‘forgiving father’, ‘kindly teacher’, ‘fondly
snuggle’, ‘most intimate, most vital communion’, and ‘highest love’12 give a
good feel for this stretch of text. It struggles to be sensuous and often tips over
into a syrupy evocation of feeling. Not his best work, to say the least.
More intriguing by far are his treatments of the other two categories of the
initial question – necessity and effects. Here we have a glaring contradiction.
So, in terms of necessity (a longish opening section of the essay), Marx opts
for a very different tack than might have been expected. Instead of pointing
out the necessity of union with Christ since we have sinned and fallen short
12. Marx 1835c, p. 638; Marx 1835d, p. 451.
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of the glory of God and that our only hope lies in the grace of God, Marx pursues what may best be described as a rather Roman-Catholic approach: we
may strive towards and reach for God, but we can never quite get there. For
instance, even the ‘divine Plato’ expresses ‘a profound longing for a higher
being’.13 And Plato is merely a cipher for the highest point of the history of
all peoples, for no matter how much a people may struggle towards God,
no matter how close they get, they always fall short of a true sense of God
through superstition and whatnot. So also, suggests Marx, with individuals,
who for all the ‘spark of divinity’14 they may have, for all their yearning, passion and striving for knowledge, truth and goodness, they run out of steam
due to greed, lies and sin. In other words, we may get damn close, but not
quite close enough. The answer to that problem, at least for Marx, is that the
‘benign Creator’ was unable to hate his work of creation; instead ‘he wanted
to raise it up to him and he sent his son’.15
One thing that can be said about this type of argument is that it is certainly
not Lutheran, where we might have expected a focus on undeserved grace
and the complete inability of human beings to do any good work. Rather, it
has the scent of that solid medieval Roman-Catholic doctrine that came to
be called Molinism. Luis de Molina (1535–1600) was a Jesuit theologian and
ideologue of the Counter-Reformation. Over against the reformers’ emphasis
on human worthlessness and inability to do any good work, let alone come
close to salvation, Molina argued in his Concordia liberi arbitrii cum gratiae donis
(1588) that obedience to the divine commandments and the doing of good
works could get you a decent way. Molina’s basic position was that freely
chosen human cooperation with the gift of grace was the ultimate cause of the
efficacy of grace. This effectiveness, which really relies on the ability of human
beings genuinely to obey God, comes from the human decision to obey and
not grace (an anathema to reformers such as Luther for whom there was no
freedom of the will to choose). Thus, in opposition to the reformers, Molinism
gives human beings as much a rôle as they can possibly have in the process of
salvation. And, in case we suspect that Molinism espoused self-earned salvation, it argues that the freely chosen act of human beings to cooperate with

13. Marx 1835c, p. 636; Marx 1835d, p. 449.
14. Marx 1835c, p. 637; Marx 1835d, p. 450.
15. Ibid. At this point Marx cites John 15:3 and 4 (see above).
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God is foreknown by God. Thus, the efficacy of grace has its basis not in the
gift of divine grace itself, but in the fact that God foreknows we will freely cooperate with the gift of grace. In short, we can reach the gate of salvation, but
we need someone to open it for us. By stretching certain elements of theology
as far as they will go, we have here a stress on free will versus the reformers’ emphasis on determinism and predestination, as well as the removal of
grace from centre-stage versus the central platform of Protestant theology.
For some, such as the Dominicans, this was too much (it did not help matters
that the Jesuits championed Molinism). However, Molinist approaches did
inﬂuence the approach of Roman Catholics to missions: instead of seeking
to convert the hopelessly lost as Protestant missions did in Greenland or the
Pacific Islands, Roman-Catholic missions in places such as the Philippines or
the Kimberley region of Australia looked for signs of a natural progression to
God which they could then extend and offer to complete with Christianity.
Now, Marx is hardly pushing the intricacies of Molinism in this essay, but he
comes much closer to the Roman-Catholic tendency to regard human beings
as capable of taking some steps to union with Christ. At the last minute, he
does try to redeem himself: when he resorts to a third proof of the necessity of
union (the word of Christ), he suggests that just as a branch of a vine cannot
bear fruit by itself, ‘so, Christ says, without me you can do nothing’ (at this
point he cites John 15:4, 5, 6).16 Yet, just when we think he is coming back into
line, back to a tolerably Lutheran position, he concludes with the following:
‘Our hearts, reason, history, the word of Christ, therefore, tell us loudly and
convincingly that union with Him is absolutely essential, that without Him
we cannot fulfil our goal, that without Him we would be rejected by God, that
only He can redeem us’.17
The problem with this argument is that Marx is by no means consistent, for
by the end of the essay, he makes use of a very different argument. Here, in
his discussion of the effects of union with Christ, Marx waxes dialectical (for
the first time perhaps): the nub of his argument is that the key to a ‘milder
and more human virtue’ lies in what appears to be its opposite, namely a
thoroughly pure and divine virtue that comes only through ‘love for a divine

16. Marx 1835c, p. 637; Marx 1835d, p. 450.
17. Ibid; emphasis mine.
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Being’.18 In other words, it is only through a singular focus (love for Christ)
that a properly human virtue arises. Now, the content may be surprising, especially since it comes from Marx’s hurried pen, but the form of the argument
is much more so. Only through the divine may earthly virtue achieve its true
form. Take the earthly on its own and all we get is virtue as ‘a dark distorted
image’, the ‘offspring of a harsh theory of duty’, filled with ‘repulsive aspects’
and ‘coarseness’.19 The only way to a more human virtue – one that is both
brilliant and mild – is to find the source of virtue in God. The results: the ability to face misfortune with calm assurance, suffering with consolation, deal
with the rages of passion, face up to the anger and oppression of the ‘iniquitous’, and then finally joy (Marx has to bring in John 15:11 somewhere).
I must admit that, up until this last section, I found the essay a little overblown and less than inspiring. However, what he has tapped into here is what
may be called a Christological dialectic: the only complete human being is
Christ himself. He can be a full human being precisely because – according to
orthodox doctrine – he is divine. From this point, all manner of things follow:
as the new Adam,20 Christ undoes the first sin; in his person, he unites both
human and divine as a mark of the truly human; that union enables all human
beings to attain to union with the divine.
Is this the first and last time Marx would make use of such an argument?
In terms of content, the answer must be ‘yes’; in terms of form, ‘not quite’.
We are not going to find him arguing anywhere else that the only way for
human fulfilment is by being drawn up into God. The form of the argument
is a different matter entirely. As we saw earlier (Chapter Five), Feuerbach
explicitly points out that his own argument was analogous to a Christological model. He has merely reversed the ﬂow: instead of moving from God to
human beings and back again, he begins with human beings, shows how God
is the projection of our minds and aspirations and then returns to human
beings. It was this insight that Marx took up enthusiastically, developing
it into the argument that religion is the projection of oppressed and alienated human beings. Yet the basic form is still there, drawn from Feuerbach’s

18. Marx 1835c, p. 639; Marx 1835d, p. 450. The starting-point here is John 15:9, 10,
12–14, especially the greatest commandment – ‘that you love one another as I have
loved you’ (John 15:12).
19. Marx 1835c, pp. 638–9; Marx 1835d, p. 452.
20. 1 Corinthians 15.
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own Christological model, a model that we also find in this early essay on
John 15. But that is not all, for there is also an echo of that model in a statement
I have mentioned a few times already: ‘thus the criticism of heaven turns into
the criticism of earth’.21 In this case, it is not merely a passage from one to the
other, a time to get on with the real business of earthly criticism. Rather, that
step is dialectically connected with the criticism of heaven.
The catch with this last part of Marx’s argument is that it runs straight up
against his opening depiction of human beings striving to reach God. I do
not mean that the problem lies solely with his effort to hold together two
somewhat contradictory theological positions, for that seems to be a leitmotif
of theology. Rather, his difficulty is that he tries to couple two very different
types of argument. On the one hand, there is the argument (in the section on
necessity) that human beings and God meet somewhere in the middle: we
may strive and strain to do our best and it gets us some of the way there, but
then God must meet us halfway and come to our rescue. Only with his help
can we attain our goal (union with Christ). On the other hand, he argues (in
the section on effects) that the only possibility for a properly human virtue
comes from God, to whom we must direct our love. In short, only through the
divine may an earthly virtue come to life.
If the first approach to salvation might be called mediation, the second is
then dialectical; the first moderates between two extremes (humanity and
God), while the second pushes one extreme (God) to bring the other forth
(humanity). While the argument for mediation allows a good deal of space
for the exercise of human virtue, for all manner of good works, then for the
dialectical argument such earthly virtue is repulsive, coarse and a harsh discipline of duty. They really are two very different arguments. It is as though he
has the two ends of different pieces of rope in each hand; strain as he might
to get their ends to touch one another, the forces pulling each piece of rope in
opposite directions is far stronger.
However, this tension in Marx’s argument is but the first. Although it tends
to slip into form, this tension between the arguments for mediation and dialectics is mostly one of content. The second tension is more strictly formal,
and that is the one between the nature of the text from John 15 and the catechism-style question posed against it in the examination. While the Gospel
21. Marx 1844c, p. 176; Marx 1844d, p. 379.
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text deals in the metaphor of the vine and its branches, pursuing its various possibilities – vinedressers, fruit, pruning, withering, fires and burning,
only to make the connection with abiding in Christ, love and friendship – the
question seeks a distinctly catechetical response, moving through the various
stages of salvation. I know only too well this effort to butcher texts for the
sake of some doctrinal point or other; poetry, myth, metaphor, parable and
allegory are chopped into very different and unseemly shapes.
Marx, it seems to me, is caught between these two directions: a metaphorical and parabolic text and the ordered steps of Lutheran doctrine. No wonder
he barely answers the question correctly, and no wonder he ends up contradicting himself. Even more, it seems to me that Marx lets the text lead him
on a different path. Initially, he tries to stick to the guidelines, but before he
knows it the essay takes on a life of its own. He is constantly tempted to run
with the text and leave the structure of the question behind. Let me give a few
examples:
Thus, penetrated with the conviction that this union is absolutely essential,
we are desirous of finding out in what this lofty gift consists, this ray of
light which descends from higher worlds to animate our hearts, and bears
us purified aloft to heaven . . .22
But, if it could feel, the branch would not only look upwards to the husbandman, it would fondly snuggle up to the vine, it would feel itself most
closely linked with it and with the branches which have sprung from it; it
would love the other branches if only because the husbandman tends them
and the vine gives them strength.23
Therefore union with Christ bestows a joy which the Epicurean strives
vainly to derive from his frivolous philosophy or the deep thinker from
the most hidden depths of knowledge, a joy known only by the ingenuous,
childlike mind which is linked with Christ and through Him with God, a joy
which makes life higher and more beautiful.24

Not the best writing Marx has produced – too ﬂowery and trying just a little too hard. But then, the Gospel of John is not very good writing either.
Repetitive (how many times is it necessary to mention a vine and its branches,
22. Marx 1835c, p. 637; Marx 1835d, p. 451.
23. Marx 1835c, p. 638; Marx 1835d, p. 451.
24. Marx 1835c, p. 639; Marx 1835d, p. 452.
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or the commandment to love for that matter?), somewhat over-confident
( Jesus calmly gives his own commandments, just like his Father), pushing
the metaphor a little too far so that it falls into a rather wooden allegory – in
each case Marx follows suit. But what happens in these excerpts is that Marx
lets the text carry him away, especially in his style. His sentences tend to run
on, saying the same thing over again with a small variation. He goes on to
kill the metaphor of the branch and vine in perhaps the worst section of the
essay – on the nature of union with Christ. In all this he follows the impetus
of the text of John.
So what we have with this essay are two tensions, one in terms of the arguments themselves (what I have called arguments of mediation and dialectics)
and the other between the nature of this text from John and the catechetical
question appended to it. On this second tension, some ingenious exegesis was
required. Marx did his best, but the text enticed him on a different path. It is
no wonder, then, that his teacher’s comments betray these tensions all too
clearly. Somewhat puzzled, Küpper writes: ‘It is profound in thought, brilliantly and forcefully written, deserving of praise, although the topic – the
essence of union – is not elucidated, its cause is dealt with only one-sidedly,
its necessity is not proved adequately’.25 Rather perceptive, it seems to me.
All in all, it is not quite the Marx to whom we have become accustomed.
Even his use of a dialectical argument owes more to theology than to the Hegel
who would become so important soon enough. He may, of course, have been
writing what he thought was necessary to pass his examination on religious
knowledge – a line that might have been taken had anyone, embarrassed that
the founder of historical materialism had actually written a piece of biblical
exegesis, bothered to comment on such a text. Yet what is important about
this essay is the way in which the contradictions turn up. One of them – the
tension between mediation and dialectics, or between Roman-Catholic and
Protestant positions – may be seen as a trace or signal of Marx’s immediate
context. He belonged to a Lutheran minority (his father converted from Judaism soon after his birth) in a predominantly Roman-Catholic town. And the
legacy of conﬂicts between these two branches of Christianity runs deeply
in German history. But there is another factor that is just as important. Marx
has come across one of the deep contradictions in theology, in this case over
25. Marx 1835c, p. 758, n. 198.
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grace. Is salvation entirely due to God since human beings are utterly sinful,
or is it due to cooperation between God and human beings, who strive to do
good and aspire to God? I would argue that theology is, by its very nature,
a discipline riven with such tensions. Further, he has stumbled across a tension with the Bible, or rather between a poetic text in the Bible and the genre
of catechism. The two sit very uneasily with one another and Marx does not
solve the problem. Once again, there is a deeper issue at stake, for the Bible
is full of contradictions, as anyone who cares to read it soon finds out. Historical, generic, theological and political, almost every page runs up against
these problems. As with this essay on John, Marx occasionally uncovers such
contradictions, usually despite himself.

The Bible and class-conflict
Those contradictions would take on a distinctly political tone in an essay I have
discussed on a few occasions, ‘The Leading Article in No. 179 of the Kölnische
Zeitung’.26 In this case, the issue is church and state, but, in the process, Marx
mischievously calls on the Bible to rattle ruling-class assumptions about the
rock-solid support of its assumed privilege and the validity of a ‘Christian
state’. In the very act of using against it those who wanted a Christian state,
Marx stumbles across this political multivocity of the Bible.
Let me quote him in full:
Do you consider it wrong to appeal to the courts if you have been cheated?
But the apostle writes that it is wrong. If you have been struck on one cheek,
do you turn the other also, or do you not rather start an action for assault?
But the gospel forbids it. Do you not demand rational right in this world, do
you not grumble at the slightest raising of taxes, are you not beside yourself
at the least infringement of your personal liberty? But you have been told
that suffering in this life is not to be compared with the bliss of the future,
that passive sufferance and blissful hope are the cardinal virtues.
Are not most of your court cases and most of your civil laws concerned
with property? But you have been told that your treasure is not of this world.
Or if you plead that you render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and

26. Marx 1842h; Marx 1842i.
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to God the things that are God’s, then you should regard not only golden
Mammon, but at least as much free reason, as the ruler of this world, and the
‘action of free reason’ is what we call philosophising.27

Marx’s ostensible purpose in this passage is to show that the idea of a Christian
state is undermined by the sacred text of Christianity itself, indeed that the
proponents are hypocrites if they think that the Bible supports everything
they do. As I pointed out in Chapter One, no doubt the texts used for the
Christian state would be those such as Romans 13:1–7, which begins with the
infamous, ‘Let every person be subject to the ruling authorities’, going on to
point out that ‘he who resists the authorities resists what God has appointed’.28
Add the divine sanction for the despotism of Moses, the claim that the kings
of Israel were divinely appointed for ever,29 the prophetic cry for vengeance
on Israel’s neighbours, and the assumption that God would lead the king into
battle, and we already have enough to justify a divinely appointed Christian
ruler and state without even invoking the doctrine that the king was – analogous to Christ – God’s representative on earth.
What does Marx do? He chips away at this biblical foundation with a series
of references. So, in opposition to recourse to the civil courts, he alludes to
Paul’s advice that such courts are to be avoided: ‘To have lawsuits at all with
one another is defeat for you. Why not rather suffer wrong? Why not rather be
defrauded?’30 Marx neglects to mention that Paul also suggests that the ‘saints’
(i.e. the other believers) should be the ones to judge and not the ‘unrighteous’.
Here lies the justification for the systems that continue today of the ecclesiasti-

27. Marx 1842h, pp. 198–9; Marx 1842i, p. 186.
28. The full text reads: ‘Let every person be subject to the ruling authorities. For
there is no authority except from God, and those that exist must have been instituted
by God. Therefore, he who resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and
those who resist will incur judgement. For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but
to bad. Would you have no fear of him who is in authority? Then do what is good,
and you will receive his approval, for he is God’s servant for your good. But if you
do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain; he is the servant of God
to execute his wrath on the wrongdoer. Therefore one must be subject, not only to
avoid God’s wrath but also for the sake of conscience. For the same reason you also
pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to this very thing. Pay
all of them their dues, taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue is due,
respect to whom respect is due, honour to whom honour is due’.
29. 2 Samuel 7:8–17.
30. 1 Corinthians 6:7.
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cal courts that try to keep themselves separate from the civil system, a practice
that has all manner of pitfalls.
He goes on to invoke the famous passage on balanced cheek-slapping: ‘if
anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also’.31 If we in
our ‘Christian state’ were to follow this advice, Marx suggests, we would
hardly file a suit for assault. Or, whenever one complains about taxes, or the
loss of liberty, or – to add a few of the more common complaints – that your
neighbour’s music is too loud, his lawn is unkempt, that the service at your
favourite café is shoddy, or the ﬂight-attendants are rude, then Marx suggests
that the faithful member of the ‘Christian state’ should bear in mind Paul’s
suggestion ‘that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing
with the glory that is to be revealed to us’.32 Or, over against the obsession
with and bickering over property, Marx reminds his readers of Jesus’s saying
that he will invoke on more than one occasion: ‘Do not lay up for yourselves
treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in
and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasure in heaven, where neither moth
nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where
your treasure is, there will your heart be also’.33 Finally, picking up his line
concerning the perfectly acceptable public presence of philosophy in political
debates, he gives yet another well-known gospel-saying a twist: ‘Render unto
Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s’.34
Now, this text may be taken in a number ways. The literary context is the
tricky question posed by the Pharisees and Herodians concerning the hot
political potato of taxes. Jesus asks for a coin, asks whose inscription it is, they
reply ‘Caesar’s’ and then he gives his ambiguous advice. The text has been
variously interpreted as yet another justification for secular authority, for the
divine sanction of taxes (for both church and state), for the separation of the
temporal and heavenly spheres, for the argument that everything belongs
to God and therefore nothing to Caesar, or even as a rebellious comment in
which Jesus’s question – ‘Whose likeness and inscription is this?’ – becomes
a scoffing comment at the bad imprint of a notoriously ugly emperor. Marx
takes it as a text that espouses the separation of earthly and heavenly domains
31.
32.
33.
34.

Matthew 5:39; see also Luke 6:29.
Romans 8:18.
Matthew 6:19–21; see also Luke 12:33–4.
Mark 12:17; see also Matthew 22:21 and Luke 20:25.

222 • Chapter Eight

and then pushes it to point out that, like Caesar’s coin and indeed Mammon
itself,35 reason too is of this world. In fact, free reason is the ‘ruler of this world’
and not Mammon.
I have, perhaps a little pedantically, brought to the fore the biblical texts
that lie behind Marx’s polemic since they show up again the tensions in those
various texts that make up the Bible. And that tension is one between the
sanction of the ruling class – sundry despots, kings, judges and priests with
whom God seems to side all too often – and a perpetual current of insurrectionary stories. Since these texts, in both their composition and transmission,
arose in the context of political and economic tensions, we find far more stories of insurrection than might be expected. Whether it is the rebellion of Eve
and Adam who eat from the forbidden tree, or the murmuring and grumbling
of the people of Israel as Moses leads them around and around in circles in
the wilderness (so much so that at one point the whole people are called ‘sons
of rebellion’ in Numbers 17:10), or the people perpetually disobeying divine
commands and finding themselves the victims of pestilence, fire or invading
armies (all brought on as punishment), what we have is a consistent pattern
where the people simply will not lie down and take it any more. Add to this
the theme of chaos over which order attempts to maintain a hold, as in the
ﬂood-story, or the sayings of Jesus that undermine any value of property or
temporal power, or Paul’s theory of grace that breaks in and shakes up everything, or the legendary communism depicted in Acts 2:44–5 and 4:32–5, or the
saying that money is the root of all evil, and the vein of insurrection becomes
strong indeed.
It would seem that the Bible is inescapably ambivalent in a political
sense – this is what Marx has glimpsed, perhaps unwittingly, when he invokes
the Bible. In making that argument, I am not about the much-derided task of
‘cherry-picking’, choosing texts that suit my agenda and leaving the others.
The image itself is mistaken, for it assumes that the Bible is like an orchard
or perhaps a supermarket in some quiet middle-class suburb. One may walk
along and pick and choose what one likes. Much closer to the text is a political divide: either one opts for the rulers and sundry despots, invoking God to
their side and suppressing rebellion in the name of punishing sin, or one opts
for the rebels themselves.
35. The allusion is to Matthew 6:24 and Luke 16:13.
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The two sides of opium
Finally, I come to what is by now an over-used text on the ambivalence of
Christianity. It comes from those few paragraphs in his ‘Introduction’ to the
Kritik. I have already devoted a significant stretch of text to an analysis of
this passage (see Chapter Five), tracing the heavy inﬂuence of Feuerbach, the
way Marx moves beyond him and the theological resonances that underpin
the argument. Above all, there is no doubt that Marx’s argument sets out to
debunk theology and that he has no intention of resuscitating it. Yet, in the
midst of that process, he drops a few famous sentences that are probably the
clearest recognition of the multivalency of theology.
Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the expression of real suffering but also the protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the
oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, just as it is the soul of
soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.36
Das religiöse Elend ist in einem der Ausdruck des wirklichen Elendes und
in einem die Protestation gegen das wirkliche Elend. Die Religion ist der
Seufzer der bedrängten Kreatur, das Gemüt einer herzlosen Welt, wie sie
der Geist geistloser Zustände ist. Sie ist das Opium des Volkes.37

We need to be careful of attributing too much to Marx here, as many do. The
juxtapositions can hardly be missed: expression of and protest against suffering; heart and heartless; soul and soulless. However, they are not quite the
same. In the second sentence, the subject is ‘religion [Die Religion]’. Religion is
the sigh, heart and soul of an oppressed creature, a heartless world and a soulless condition. In other words, these comments are directly in line with his
theory that religion is the expression of oppression and alienation.38 They are,
if you like, the ﬂares fired up from intolerable economic conditions, expressing exasperation and desperate longing. By contrast, the first sentence stands
out on two counts. Firstly, ‘religious suffering [Das religiöse Elend]’ is the subject, and, secondly, that suffering is ‘at one and the same time, the expression
36. Marx 1844c, p. 175 (translation modified).
37. Marx 1844d, p. 378.
38. It may be possible, following Dick Boer (personal communication), to connect
‘the sigh of the oppressed creature’ with Paul’s comments in Romans 8:22 – ‘we know
that the whole of creation has been groaning in travail together until now’. The allusion is somewhat distant and it does connect with a theory of fall and redemption that
may be problematic in relation to Marx’s text here.
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of real suffering and a protest against real suffering [in einem der Ausdruck
des wirklichen Elendes und in einem die Protestation gegen das wirkliche Elend]’.
Is that suffering due to religion or the stories of suffering (persecution, execution and above all crucifixion)? I suspect the latter, since the underlying theory still dominates: religious, that is, illusory, suffering is nothing compared
to real suffering.
Even with all of this careful exegesis, the juxtaposition of expression [Ausdruck] and protest [Protestation] stands out. Here, indeed, is ambivalence over
religious suffering, as more than one commentator has observed. And it is not
as though we have one or other option so that we can choose either ‘expression’ or ‘protest’. No, Marx points out that they are so ‘at one and the same
time [in einem . . . in einem]’ – an effort to hold both elements together in dialectical tension. Add to these the earlier comments on religion being both the
universal basis of ‘justification’ and ‘consolation’ [ihr allgemeiner Trost- und
Rechtfertigungsgrund] of this troubled world and we gain a ﬂeeting picture of
a multivalent rôle for religion.39
All of which comes out in the most succinct and quoted statement of Marx
concerning religion, ‘It is the opium of the people [Sie ist das Opium des Volkes]’. A little basic grammar never goes astray: the feminine pronoun sie refers
to religion directly, the subject of the sentence preceding. But how is opium
ambivalent? As McKinnon points out in an excellent essay,40 context is the
key. In contrast to our own associations of opium with drugs, altered states,
addicts, organised crime, wily Taliban insurgents, and desperate farmers making a living the only way they can, opium was a much more ambivalent item
in nineteenth-century Europe. Widely regarded as a beneficial, useful and
cheap medicine at the beginning of the century, it was gradually vilified by its
end by a coalition of medical and religious forces. In between, debates raged.
McKinnon traces in detail how opium was the centre of debates, defences and
39. Timothy Bewes develops an interesting argument that really goes beyond Marx:
if we cannot escape the ‘vale of tears’ of exploitation and oppression, then, in order to
cope, some form of religion becomes imperative (Bewes 2002, pp. 136–7).
40. McKinnon 2006. Kiernan 1983, pp. 413–14, only just hints at this ambiguity
by suggesting opium is a painkiller and addictive drug. It is worth remembering that
the term ‘opium’ to describe religion is not Marx’s alone. For example, Moses Hess
uses the term in a medicinal sense: ‘Religion can make bearable . . . the unhappy consciousness of serfdom . . . in the same way as opium is of good help in painful diseases’
(cited by Löwy 1996, p. 5). Bauer too wrote of the ‘opium-like inﬂuence’ of theology
(McLellan 1969, pp. 78–9).
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parliamentary enquiries, how it was used for all manner of ills and to calm
children, how the opium-trade was immensely profitable, how it was one of
the only medicines available for the working poor, albeit often adulterated,41
how it was a source of utopian visions for artists and poets, and how it was
increasingly stigmatised as a source of addiction and illness. In effect, it ran all
the way from blessed medicine to recreational curse.
Marx, too, was a regular user, along with those other useful medicines, arsenic and creosote. As he slowly killed himself through a punishing schedule of
too much writing and smoking, too little sleep, and an inadequate diet, Marx
would use it for his carbuncles, toothaches, liver-problems, bronchial coughs
and so on. As Jenny wrote in a letter to Engels in 1857:
Dear Mr Engels, One invalid is writing for another by ordre du mufti. Chaley’s
head hurts him almost everywhere, terrible tooth-ache, pains in the ears,
head, eyes, throat and God knows what else. Neither opium pills nor creosote do any good. The tooth has got to come out and he jibs at the idea.42

For Marx, opium was ‘an ambiguous, multidimensional and contradictory
metaphor’.43 I am less interested here in the Aufhebung of religion (for that
discussion, see Chapter Five) as in the unstable metaphor of opium. In the
end, it is an excellent metaphor, encapsulating the earlier tension I have been
tracing between expression and protest. This is the tension I wish to keep
open, at least for a while. For what it does is open up again the ambivalence
of theology, especially if we leave that ambivalence or indeed multivalency
unresolved.
Yet what does such ambivalence really mean? Quite simply, a religion such
as Christianity is caught in a complex tension between reaction and revolution. That tension takes many shapes in terms of both practice and doctrine.
It is all too easy to point to the contrasts in the practice of Christianity. To
cull a few more notable examples from a very long list, there is the dirty deal
41. As Engels writes in The Condition of the Working Class in England: ‘The food of the
labourer, indigestible enough in itself, is utterly unfit for young children, and he has
neither means nor time to get his children more suitable food. Moreover, the custom
of giving children spirits, and even opium, is very general; and these two inﬂuences,
with the rest of the conditions of life prejudicial to bodily development, give rise to the
most diverse affections of the digestive organs, leaving life-long traces behind them.’
(Engels 1846a, p. 399; Engels 1846b, p. 330.)
42. Marx ( Jenny senior) 1857a, p. 563; Marx ( Jenny senior) 1857b, p. 643.
43. McKinnon 2006, p. 12.
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done with the state under Constantine and the resultant effort at ‘catholic’
orthodoxy, or the ‘Holy Roman Emperors’ who followed through the middle
ages, the uncanny ability of monarchs to be head of state and of the church,
the class-status of the church throughout feudalism, Luther calling on everyone and anyone to slaughter any rebel-peasant they might encounter, the sine
qua non of deep religious commitment by as many presidents of the United
States as one cares to remember, and the grovelling support of wealthy and
powerful rulers by any number of ecclesiastical bodies. On the other side, one
revolutionary group after another has felt the call to revolt voiced in the Bible.
As Karl Kautsky showed so well,44 it includes a range of mystical and ascetic
movements, such as the Beguines and Beghards (from the twelfth century in
the Netherlands who lived alone or in groups, were self-sustained, lived lives
of simple piety and assisted others), Lollards (followers of Wycliffe in the
fourteenth century who stressed personal faith, divine election, and the Bible,
who were deeply hostile to the church, were involved in a series of uprisings
in England, and who provided fertile ground for later dissent), Taborites (a
fifteenth-century religious movement that championed asceticism, communal
living and the establishment of the kingdom of God by force of arms), the
Bohemian Brethren (who believed that the kingdom of God was among them
in a communal life and worship and who had a profound inﬂuence on Czech
literature through the translation of the Bible), the Anabaptists of the Radical Reformation more generally, and of course those around the Peasants’
Revolt and Thomas Müntzer, whom Engels has brought to everlasting fame
(see Chapter Ten). To these, I would add the seditious and antinomian groups
in England throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,45 political
and liberation-theologies in our own day, as well the organisations of Christian communists and the International League of Religious Socialists, which
has over 200,000 members and represents religious-socialist movements in
21 countries and across a number of religions.46
That is all very well for practice, since one can argue (as Engels would) that
these revolutionary movements use religious language as a way of expressing
distinctly political purposes. But then the question must be: why this language

44. Kautsky 1947b.
45. See especially Thompson 1993.
46. See <www.ilrs.org>.
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and not another? Or rather, out of a range of possible languages why does theology remain on the agenda? Quite simply, theology as doctrine, as a system
of thought, is torn with such tensions as well. I do not mean the proverbial
paradoxes of theology that remain intellectual affairs, but the way in which
those paradoxes arise from and articulate political and economic tensions.
Let me give an example or two, one taken directly from the letters of Paul
in the New Testament and the other from none other than John Calvin. As for
Paul, there is the politically explosive theme of ‘justification by faith through
grace’. The letters of Paul, especially Romans and Galatians, throw out sentences such as: ‘a man is not justified [diakaioutai] by works of the law but
through faith in Jesus Christ’;47 ‘For we hold that a man is justified [dikaiousthai] by faith apart from works of the law’;48 ‘you are not under law but under
grace [charin]’.49 One usually finds that the Greek verb, diakaioō, is translated
in a strictly theological way as ‘justify’ or ‘make right (with God)’. However,
its basic sense is ‘to show justice’, or ‘to do justice’ to someone. The point of
the texts I have just quoted is that God renders justice not through the law but
through ‘grace’ – by means of a favour or as goodwill.
Radical challenges to vested interest and power emerge in these texts, for
none of the known structures will redeem you. The judicial system is not
going to render justice (but then does it not favour those who establish it in
the first place?), education will not save you from ignorance or poverty, privilege and inherited wealth will not protect you, and the government (whether
despot, oligarchy or parliamentary democracy) will make no difference to
your status in life. Justice and grace are entirely outside the system. Further,
the doctrine of justification by faith undermines any privilege due to wealth,
class-status or power. This is where Paul’s comment in Romans 3:23–4 comes
in: ‘since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are justified
by his grace as a gift’. The point that we all stumble puts us at the same level –
junkie, serial killer, priest or upstanding civic leader. More than one aristocrat
has been revolted by the idea of being on the same level as his filthy cowherd or kitchen-servant; more than one bourgeois householder has tried to

47. Galatians 2:16.
48. Romans 3:28.
49. Romans 6:14.
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dismiss the idea that her industriousness does not make her a wit better than
the dope-dealing paedophile on the nightly news.
Now, justification by faith may run in a number of directions, such as Calvinist predestination (since we are completely reliant on God’s grace we are
also reliant on his decisions as to who will be saved and who damned), the
methodist tendency to Arminianism (God’s grace is available to all but we
can accept or reject it), licence (if we are of the Elect then nothing we do will
change that), Puritanism (in response to grace we need to live lives acceptable
to God), quietism (it is all up to God), activism (showing the fruits of grace)
and political radicalism (grace is after all the theological version of the revolution). All these possibilities show up either in Paul’s own letters, since he was
not always clear – in fact he is often contradictory – about the consequences of
his ‘discovery’, or in the groups to whom he addresses his letters. For example, the Corinthian and Galatian churches took the idea much further than
he anticipated, pushing Christian freedom from the law into all manner of
directions such as freedom in regard to sex, worship, Roman law and so on.
Underlying it all is a distinct antinomian tendency. Once this became clear to
Paul, especially through those who took up justification by faith with gusto,
he realised with some shock what he had let loose. So, he tried to rope it in,
setting boundaries on what ‘freedom’ meant – not to insult or injure one’s
‘brethren’, not to dispense with the law entirely, for it is good, arguing that
there is another law, the law of Christ, banning the sexual licence that some
saw in the idea, limiting the freedom that women were taking in some of
the churches and so on. The same person who wrote ‘not under the law, but
under grace’ also counselled people not to cause a ruckus and to obey the
authorities. In fact, this tension – between letting loose the idea of justification
by faith and then working hard to bring it under control – is one that Paul
would bequeath to whoever took up the idea.
Another instance comes from an unlikely quarter indeed – John Calvin.
Usually depicted as the dour killjoy from Geneva, one who would suck the
air out of the room as soon as he walked in, Calvin actually struggled with
the tension bequeathed to him by Paul. Again and again, Calvin opened the
theological bag and gave the political cat inside a glimpse of freedom. Equally
as often, he clamped the bag shut. This tension turns up in his high view of the
Bible (if God tells you to revolt then you must), his view of teachings on Christian freedom (radical freedom is restricted to the private individual), grace
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(the radical act of God must be channelled along a set course) and politics (if a
ruler does not enact God’s law then we must overthrow the rat-bag).50
My favourite is the tension between his doctrines of depravity and predestination, or what I call the democracy of depravity and the aristocracy of salvation. Calvin argued that we are so utterly sinful and totally depraved that
we can do no good on our own. Everything we do turns to evil, so there is no
hope in hell that we can save ourselves. For that we need God, who, through
His grace, gives us the faith needed as the first step to salvation. The implication of this doctrine is deeply democratic: all of us are equally depraved,
whether merchant-banker or mafia hit-man, law-abiding and church-going
accountant or high-priest of the Church of Satan. My father, who was for
many years a minister in a reformed church, would relish telling his wellheeled and highly-regarded parishioners that they were the most despicable
and filthy sinners. Needless to say, they felt his people-skills needed some
refining, for they much preferred the aristocracy of salvation. Only the elect,
determined by God from eternity, would enter into heaven, while the majority had been predestined for damnation in the fires of hell. And there is nothing anyone can do about it. On this count, Calvin backed down, for he did not
dare extend the democracy of depravity to the democracy of salvation. But
my point is that this tension appears at the heart of his doctrinal work; try as
he might, he could not solve it.
These are only a few examples of a basic theological tension between reaction
and revolution within theology. Marx catches a glimpse of it at rare moments
in his work, most notably with this unstable metaphor of opium. It may seem
as though I have overloaded this metaphor, and, indeed, the contradictions I
traced a little earlier, with far too much theological baggage. But what I have
sought to do is open up the opium-metaphor and pursue its implications a
little further. Indeed, it is difficult to avoid such tensions in light of the deep
impression left by Lutheranism on German thought as well as the long history
of conﬂicts between Protestants and Roman Catholics that had left their own
marks in the shape of a whole range of entrenched oppositions.

50. See further Boer 2009b.
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Marx’s demurrer: on grace
I have been arguing that every now and then there is a shard in Marx’s work
that suggests a more ambivalent sense of theology. The last few examples – on
justification by faith from Paul and the tension over depravity and predestination in Calvin – actually turn on the basic theological notion of grace, namely,
God’s free gift. So, in conclusion, let me explore a few comments on grace
in Marx’s own texts, especially since they act as a warning about getting too
carried away with the revolutionary possibilities of one or other element of
theology.
Marx reminds us that grace is not always such a good thing. In his effort
to turn Hegel’s ﬂank in the Kritik, which I have discussed in detail earlier,
Marx points out that grace may well be the appropriate doctrine for the ‘haphazard arbitrariness’ and ‘unfounded decision’ that characterises despotism.51
How so? Once you have an abstract sovereignty incarnated in a monarch who
claims divine sanction, then the monarch becomes God’s representative on
earth – a Christological God-man. Grace shows up at two points: the sanction
of the despot by God (divine right, and so on); and the appropriation by the
despot of God’s arbitrary decisions. The receiver of such a grace becomes its
dispenser.
It is a good point, for what on the one hand may well overthrow the status quo in all its privilege, stolen wealth and power, may also be used by
that same ‘old corruption’ to justify its own completely unjustified hold on
power.52 What looks progressive may turn out to be reactionary:
The social principles of Christianity have now had eighteen hundred years
to be developed, and need no further development by Prussian Consistorial Counsellors. The social principles of Christianity justified the slavery of
antiquity, glorified the serfdom of the Middle Ages and are capable, in case
of need, of defending the oppression of the proletariat, with somewhat doleful grimaces. The social principles of Christianity preach the necessity of a
ruling and an oppressed class, and for the latter all they have to offer is the
pious wish that the former may be charitable. The social principles of Christianity place the Consistorial Counsellor’s compensation for all infamies

51. See especially Marx 1843c, pp. 24–6, 35–6, 51–2; Marx 1843d, pp. 225–7, 236–8,
253–4.
52. Marx 1847a, p. 231; Marx 1847b, p. 200.
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in heaven, and thereby justify the continuation of these infamies on earth.
The social principles of Christianity declare all the vile acts of the oppressors against the oppressed to be either a just punishment for original sin
and other sins, or trials which the Lord, in his infinite wisdom, ordains for
the redeemed. The social principles of Christianity preach cowardice, selfcontempt, abasement, submissiveness and humbleness, in short, all the
qualities of the rabble, and the proletariat, which will not permit itself to be
treated as rabble, needs its courage, its self-confidence, its pride and its sense
of independence even more than its bread. The social principles of Christianity are sneaking and hypocritical, and the proletariat is revolutionary. So
much for the social principles of Christianity.

Indeed, there were more theologians and churchmen willing to argue that
God’s grace manifested itself in the absolute monarchs than those who challenged such a reading as an affront and a travesty. It was, after all, ‘by the
grace of God’ that a monarch ruled at all – a phrase Marx uses with ironic
frequency throughout his reporting on the Prussian royal family.53 ‘Gottes
Gnaden König von Preussen’ is even printed on Marx’s passport of 1861.54 What
was the monarch’s proper response to God’s grace? To rule ‘with responsibility to God alone’, i.e., without regard to a parliament, especially in the face of
the dissolution of the monarchy before democratic and republican forces.55
So a theological idea such as grace is ambivalent. But that is precisely my
point, for, like rain on a ridge-line, grace may run in two directions. It may fall
a little to the left, and before long we are with the antinomian side of grace,
the challenge to any institution or power that is. Grace breaks through from
an entirely unexpected quarter, shaking everything to its foundations and
setting off sparks in all directions. On this understanding of grace, it is a
straight line to Alain Badiou’s ‘event’: the extraordinary, supernumerary and

53. Marx 1848w, p. 474; Marx 1848x, p. 430; Marx 1848u; Marx 1848v; Marx 1848i,
p. 2; Marx 1848j, p. 5; Marx 1848g, p. 16; Marx 1848h, p. 9; Marx 1858b, p. 126; Marx
1856c, p. 157; Marx 1848aa; Marx 1849g, pp. 262–7; Marx 1849h, pp. 190–6; Marx 1849q,
pp. 335–6; Marx 1849r, pp. 253–4; Marx 1949o, pp. 50, 54; Marx 1849p, pp. 339, 343;
Marx 1849i, p. 430; Marx 1849j, p. 483; Marx 1849m, p. 453; Marx 1849n, p. 505; Marx
and Engels 1848p; Marx and Engels 1848q; Marx and Engels 1849e, pp. 48–9; Marx
and Engels 1849f, pp. 337–8. See also Engels 1873d, p. 419; Engels 1849a, p. 194; Engels
1849b, p. 396; Engels 1849l, p. 475; Engels 1849m, p. 525.
54. Marx 1861c; Marx 1861d.
55. Marx 1858f, p. 66.
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undeserved interruption that sets the revolution on its way. Here, grace is
indeed the theological version of revolution.
If it falls to the right, then it runs a very different course down the mountain. Here, it may become the ‘miracle’ that sanctions the exceptionality of a
monarch, despot or the religious right in its quest for power. Beginning with
Paul’s ‘there is no authority except from God’,56 it is a straight line to Carl
Schmitt’s argument that the ‘miracle’ underlies any theory of the state and its
sovereignty.57 In other words, the pure exception of grace becomes the sanction for all manner of reactionary programmes that rely on the arbitrary will
of God.
More often than not, this was how Marx saw theology, as a reactionary
collection of ideas that are particularly unhelpful. But every now and then, as
I have argued here, there is a passing sense that theology is more devious than
that, for it embodies too many contradictions to sit safely in either camp.

56. Romans 13:1.
57. Schmitt 2005.

Chapter Nine
Engels’s Biblical Temptations

Among my own family – and it is a very pious
and loyal one . . .1
If I had not been brought up in the most extreme
orthodoxy and piety, if I had not had drummed
into me in church, Sunday school and at home
the most direct, unconditional belief in the Bible
and in the agreement of the teaching of the Bible
with that of the church . . .2

The final section of my study turns directly to Engels.
He has been part of the earlier discussions at various moments, particularly in my treatment of their
combined writings. Often neglected as Marx’s lieutenant, we should really reinstate his nickname, ‘the
General’.3 In this chapter, I dig into Engels’s reformed
past, dealing with his many youthful writings on
theology and the Bible. Engels’s texts overﬂow with
biblical references and lengthy treatments. He had
obviously devoted a good deal of time to the Bible,
and was able to read the New Testament in Greek.
It was so much a part of his everyday life that it was

1. Engels 1844–5, p. 231.
2. Engels 1839v, p. 466; Engels 1839w, p. 413.
3. For an excellent study of Engels which restores the originality of the ‘early Engels’,
especially of the essays on political economy and the working class in England, see
Kouvelakis 2003, pp. 167–231.
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impossible for him to avoid the Bible. These early texts by Engels show us a
young man of profound Christian convictions struggling with the implications of the debates swirling around the Bible in Germany at the time. They
produce a difficult process of self-exorcism, the initial topic with which I deal.
However, the ground on which that struggle took place was the Bible, and so I
consider at length his response to the age-old problem of the contradictions of
the Bible. Finally, I offer a commentary on his essays on Schelling. They were
responses to Schelling’s public lectures in Berlin and signal Engels’s rejection
of the ossified form of theology that he could no longer find redeemable.

Engels’s self-exorcism
May God watch over his disposition, I am often fearful for this otherwise
excellent boy.4
I can’t eat, drink, sleep, let out a fart, without being confronted by this same
accursed lamb-of-God expression.5

At one time in his life, Christianity meant a great deal to Engels. The effort
to extract himself was a long and difficult one, so much so that we can speak
of a process of self-exorcism. While the commitment was very deep, the cuts
were longer and scars more livid. They may show up in various ways: as
a more doctrinaire atheistic materialism, as awareness that something was
indeed lost,6 or as an abiding interest in matters of religious rebellion or early
Christianity.
What was the nature of the early faith that Engels sought to exorcise?
Although Marx has ‘of Evangelical faith’ written on his Certificate of Maturity
from the Trier Gymnasium7 and Engels had learned, according to his schoolleaving reference, the ‘basic doctrines of the Evangelical Church’,8 it meant

4. Engels (senior) 1835, p. 582.
5. Engels 1845f, p. 29; Engels 1845g, p. 27.
6. For example, ‘one can see how fortifying and comforting a religion which has
truly become a matter of the heart is, even in its saddest extremes’ (Engels 1839d,
p. 31; Engels 1839e, p. 64).
7. Certificate of Maturity for Pupil of the Gymnasium in Trier 1835, p. 643. For the sake
of his application for recovery of his German citizenship in 1861, Marx would still
write, ‘I . . . profess the Evangelical religion’ (Marx 1861a, p. 355; Marx 1861b, p. 635).
8. Hantschke 1837, p. 585.
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rather different things to both of them. Marx’s father (originally Herschel)
was an assimilated Jew in a predominantly Roman-Catholic South (Marx’s
mother held on much longer before finally being baptised when Marx was
14). But Engels landed at birth in a reformed family living in the twin-towns
of Barmen and Elberfeld (Wuppertal).9 It is not merely the proximity to the
Dutch border that stamps Calvinism on Engels, for we find a few other signals. His mother’s maiden name is Elisabeth Francisca Mauritzia van Haar,10 a
good and popular Dutch name (and perhaps one reason why Engels managed
Dutch so easily). Add to this the following facts and we have a solid reformed
Christian commitment: his baptism in the Elberfeld Reformed Evangelical
Parish; the way his father’s letters drip with good reformed observations and
his mother’s with anxious wishes;11 and Engels’s own confession to Wilhelm
Graeber, part of which I quoted in the epigram to this chapter: ‘If I had not
been brought up in the most extreme orthodoxy and piety, if I had not had
drummed into me in church, Sunday school and at home the most direct,
unconditional belief in the Bible and in the agreement of the teaching of the
Bible with that of the church…’.12
Before I know it, Engels comes rather close to my own background. For my
parents, too, are of a distinctly reformed background, especially the conservative breakaway group [Gereformeerde Kerken] from the Herformde Kerk in the
Netherlands. Further, my maternal ancestors (my mother’s father’s grandparents) come from Schleswig-Holstein – that endlessly contested zone between
Prussia and Denmark. To escape those conﬂicts they moved in the eighteenth
century to the Waddenzee island of Ameland, which is about far as you can
go into the Calvinist north of the Netherlands. Engels himself would spend
a couple of years (1839–41) in Bremen in the North-West of Prussia, sent
9. Engels’s baptism-certificate comes from the Reformed Evangelical Parish of
Elberfeld; see Baptism Certificate of Friedrich Engels: Extract from the Baptism Register of
the Elberfeld Reformed Evangelical Parish 1821, p. 580.
10. See Birth Certificate of Friedrich Engels, Barmen, December 5, 1820: Extract from the
Barmen Register of Births, Deaths and Marriages 1820, p. 577. Both ‘van Haar’ and ‘van
Haaren’ are common Dutch names.
11. Engels (senior) 1820, 1835, 1842. After the warrant for his arrest and the 1848
revolutions, his mother voices her great angst over his path, asks him to return to
the path of God, rejoin the family and take up work in a business (Engels (Elisabeth)
1848a; Engels (Elisabeth) 1848b). See the brilliant description of his parents’ reaction
when Engels returns home for a brief spell in 1845 when they know he is associating
with communists (Engels 1845f, pp. 28–9; Engels 1845g, pp. 26–7).
12. Engels 1839v, p. 466; Engels 1839w, p. 413.
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there by his father to work hard as a clerk in the trading house of Consul
Leupold and to imbibe a more solid dose of Calvinism. In a letter to Friedrich
Graeber he finds it much the same as Wuppertal.13 It was also the place where
F.W. Krummacher, the arch-Calvinist and head-minister of the Elberfeld
Reformed Parish in which Engels was baptised, grew up.14 As with their
religious convictions, the people of Bremen still speak a Low German that is
almost indistinguishable from the Dutch spoken just across the border.
It is not some purely personal interest that has led me to dig up Engels’s
reformed background; it also makes much sense of his early struggles. They
are, as I have suggested, an exercise in self-exorcism. Or, to shift the terminology, it is also an Oedipal response to his parents’ deep religious convictions. And what he is reacting to, as a young man with a critical mind, is
the asphyxiating environment of narrow Calvinism in what he mockingly
describes at Muckertal, the Valley of Bigots.15
The curious thing about that response is that it comes at two levels. In the
various letters, he mentions occasionally the ‘blazing anger’ at the pietism and
literal Christianity of his home.16 The new currents of free thought keep him
awake at night, leaving him little peace and at times bringing him to tears.17
Yet, at other times, there is precious little of this existential crisis. Some of
the biblical references are light-hearted,18 others are used to make a satirical
point,19 and others may form part of a biblical landscape as he walks across

13. Engels 1839h, p. 416; Engels 1839i, p. 363.
14. See Engels 1840i, p. 126; Engels 1840j, p. 199, where Engels mentions Krummacher visiting his parents.
15. Engels 1839t, p. 457; Engels 1839u, p. 403.
16. Ibid.
17. Engels 1839t, p. 461; Engels 1839u, p. 407.
18. So, for example, to his sister, Marie: ‘Yes, you little goose, you shall have four
pages but they are according to the saying that with the same measure as you measure
will it be measured unto you, and even that is too much for you.’ (Engels 1838a, p. 390;
Engels 1838b, p. 330.) The allusion is to Matthew 7:2. Then there is the mention of his
effort to write a choral for Luther’s famous hymn, Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott (Engels
1838c, p. 404; Engels 1838c, pp. 346–7).
19. For example, in the occasional satirical comment on Schelling, he writes: ‘and
finally it appears somewhat like intellectual meanness, like petty – what does one
call that well-known, pale-yellow passion? – when Schelling claims each and every
thing he acknowledges in Hegel as his own property, nay, as ﬂesh of his own ﬂesh’
(Engels 1841a, p. 186; Engels 1841b, p. 261). Here, the allusion is to Adam’s saying after
Eve is created out of his side: ‘This at last is bone of my bones and ﬂesh of my ﬂesh’
(Genesis 2:23).
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the Alps.20 Often, his letters are boisterous and playful, and the material published at the time gives the impression that he is enjoying himself, that he
takes much delight in his new discoveries and, indeed, in the polemic against
his own hometown – whether it is the satirical, anonymous and delightfully-written depiction of his home twin-town in ‘Letters from Wuppertal’,21
the various notes on the rhetorically skilful and anti-Enlightenment pastor,
F.W. Krummacher,22 dreadful Calvinist poetry,23 the reactionary RomanCatholic nonsense of a certain Joel Jacoby,24 the equally reactionary efforts of
Friedrich Wilhelm IV to wind back the clock to a Christian-feudal monarchy,25
the zeal of a young pastor who is staying with Engels in Bremen and who
believes in direct divine intervention as a result of prayer,26 or the proposals for a Christian medicine by Professor Leupoldt from Erlangen (illness is
the result of the sin of the fathers and needs to be dealt with accordingly).27
One of my favourites is a comment on a certain minister called Döring, ‘whose
absent-mindedness is most odd; he is incapable of uttering three sentences
with a connected train of thought, but he can make three parts of a sermon
into four by repeating one of them word for word without being at all aware
of it’.28 Although he is engaged in the age-old need to leave the narrow confines of home, in physical, emotional and intellectual senses, there seems to be

20. For instance: ‘. . . here and there snow glistens through the mists which hover
round the most distant summits, and Pilatus rises above the mass of peaks as if it were
sitting in judgment like the Judaean governor of old who gave it his name – these are
the Alps!’ (Engels 1840s, pp. 170–1; Engels 1840t, p. 245).
21. Engels 1839f; Engels 1839g. For example, ‘Almost outside the town is the Catholic Church; it stands there as if it had been expelled from the sacred walls. It is Byzantine in style, built very badly by a very inexperienced architect from a very good plan’
(Engels 1839f, p. 7; Engels 1839g, p. 32).
22. Engels 1839b; Engels 1839c; Engels 1840q; Engels 1840r; Engels 1840i, pp. 126–8;
Engels 1840j, pp. 199–201; Engels 1842c, pp. 315, 346; Engels 1842d, pp. 391, 417; Engels
1843a, p. 361; Engels 1843b, p. 428; Engels 1839h, p. 416; Engels 1839i, p. 363; Engels 1839l,
p. 427; Engels 1839m, p. 372; Engels 1839x, p. 472; Engels 1839y, p. 420; Engels 1840u;
Engels 1840v.
23. Engels 1839d; Engels 1839e; Engels 1839h, pp. 416–17; Engels 1839i, pp. 363–4.
Here he writes: ‘Out of anger at present-day religious poetry, out of every piety, that is,
one might well go over to the devil. Is our time so shabby that it is impossible for anyone
to set religious poetry on to new paths?’ (Engels 1839h, p. 417; Engels 1839i, p. 364).
24. Engels 1840a; Engels 1840b.
25. Engels 1843a; Engels 1843b.
26. Engels 1839x, p. 472; Engels 1839y, p. 420.
27. Engels 1842e; Engels 1842f. Engels goes on to anticipate from the same man ‘a
Christian grammar based on the same principles’ (Engels 1842e, p. 283).
28. Engels 1839f, p. 16; Engels 1839g, p. 40.
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little regret and much anticipation of the journey itself. He speaks of it more
often than not as a glorious awakening from a narrow and barren childhood.
For instance, in the allegorical piece, ‘Landscapes’, his passage by ship along
the Rhine through the drab Calvinist landscape of the Netherlands and out
into the open sea becomes a passage from his own background to the depths
of speculation and free thought that brings him to cry, ‘in God we live, move
and have our being’.29 Later, when he had travelled and lived elsewhere (Bremen, Manchester, Berne, Paris and Brussels), he would return home for what
was, on the surface at least, a very different cause: the revolution in Elberfeld
in 1849.30 One gains the sense that, in offering himself to reorganise the armed
defence of the revolution, he would have been happy to stay had he not
been asked to leave by the bourgeois leaders – and had the revolution been
successful.31
As for the ‘Letters from Wuppertal’, written when he was 18 (in 1838), the
picture he presents is of a wide sea of pietism and mysticism (the terms are
interchangeable) that characterises all of the Protestant churches in Wuppertal,
whether Lutheran or reformed (Calvinist).32 Within that broad sweep, pietism
appears in greater or lesser degree, but those he knows best are the reformed
churches. They take the prize as the most extreme of the lot. The pietists take
a good number of hits, whether in terms of pure hypocrisy,33 the deleterious
29. Engels 1840c, p. 99; Engels 1840d, p. 131.
30. See Engels 1849e; Engels 1849f; Engels 1849n; Engels 1849o.
31. In fact, at the conclusion to his reports on the uprising in Elberfeld, Engels writes:
‘Let the workers of the Berg Country and the Mark, who have shown such astonishing
affection for and devotion to a member of our editorial board, bear in mind that the
present movement is only the prologue to another movement a thousand times more
serious, in which the issue will concern their own, the workers’ most vital interests.
This new revolutionary movement will be the result of the present movement and as
soon as it occurs Engels – on this the workers can confidently rely – like all the other
editors of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, will be at his post, and no power on earth will
induce him to forsake it.’ (Engels 1849e, p. 449; Engels 1849f, p. 502.) See also his earlier
comment, ‘But you too have a homeland and perhaps return to it with the same love
as I, however ordinary it looks, once you have vented your anger at its perversities.’
(Engels 1839d, p. 31; Engels 1839e, p. 64.)
32. Although an initial effort to bring together the Calvinist and Lutheran churches
in Prussia had been made by Friedrich Wilhelm III in 1817 under a broader evangelical church, sharp differences remained. The united church still had its Lutheran and
reformed parishes and there were independent ‘Old Lutherans’ and purely reformed
churches as well.
33. As some of the better examples: ‘But the wealthy manufacturers have a ﬂexible
conscience, and causing the death of one child more or less does not doom a pietist’s
soul to hell, especially if he goes to church twice every Sunday.’ (Engels 1839f, p. 10;
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effects on education in the schools,34 as an alternative addiction to alcohol,35 or
as dreadful poets.36 It is, in short, the ‘sprained foot of Christianity’.37
But these shots are really an opening gambit, for, when he turns to the
reformed wing of German Protestantism, Engels shifts gear. His target is none
other than the reformed parish of Elberfeld. In the context of a uniform orthodoxy across all Protestant churches in Barmen and Elberfeld (differing only
in terms of the amount of pietism added to the mix), this one stands out as
the most conservative of all. Apart from the facts that he was baptised in this
church and that his parents were members, one can see, from the vividness
and satirical bite of his images (they conjure up all too quickly memories of
my own upbringing), that Engels spent a few too many hours locked to the
pew of this church as a child and teenager.
Engels knows it all too well from the inside. With a reputation for his
‘religious feeling, purity of heart, agreeable habits and other prepossessing
qualities’,38 it is no wonder the young Engels published his early writings
under pseudonyms such as S. Oswald. Various items draw out his anger: the
collective intolerance of the Elberfeld reformers, and both the style and content of its most powerful minister, F.W. Krummacher. I would suggest that
what looked like increasing narrowness and intolerance had much to do with

Engels 1839g, p. 35.) ‘But anyone who really wants to get to know this breed should
visit the workshop of a pious blacksmith or boot-maker. There sits the master craftsman, on his right the Bible, on his left – very often at any rate – a bottle of schnapps.
Not much is done in the way of work; the master almost always reads the Bible, occasionally knocks back a glass and sometimes joins the choir of journeymen singing a
hymn; but the chief occupation is always damning one’s neighbour.’ (Ibid.).
34. Engels 1839f, pp. 17–18; Engels 1839g, p. 42.
35. ‘Those who do not fall prey to mysticism are ruined by drunkenness. This mysticism, in the crude and repellent form in which it prevails there [Elberfeld], inevitably
produces the opposite extreme, with the result that in the main the people there consist
only of the “decent” ones . . . and the dissolute riff-raff’ (Engels 1839f, pp. 9–10; Engels
1839g, p. 34).
36. Engels 1839f, pp. 24–5; Engels 1839g, pp. 50–1.
37. Engels 1840k, p. 103; Engels 1840l, p. 135.
38. Hantschke 1835, p. 585. See also the very orthodox, if somewhat wooden, poem,
Herr Jesu Christe, Gottes Sohn, probably written when he was 16 (Engels 1837a; Engels
1837b), as well as his comments on his own conversion in a letter of 12–27 July 1839 to
Friedrich Graeber: ‘I believed because I realised that I could no longer live only for the
day, because I repented of my sins, because I needed communion with God. I gladly
gave away immediately what I most loved, I turned my back on my greatest joys,
my dearest acquaintances, I made myself look ridiculous to everybody everywhere . . .
You know yourself that I was in earnest, in dead earnest.’ (Engels 1839t, pp. 460–1;
Engels 1839u, p. 407.)
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the growing awareness of a rebellious teenager who had begun to think for
himself. As for the Elberfeld reformers as a whole, it seemed to Engels that
the strict ‘Calvinist spirit’ had become of late ‘the most savage intolerance’ in
the hands of a bunch of ‘extremely bigoted preachers’.39 The targets: wayward
rationalists and those who denied predestination – among whom Engels now
numbers himself, at least for a time. Through the vicious gossiping judgement of the Calvinist church-members as well as through the open polemic
between rationalists and Calvinists,40 rationalist preachers were condemned
and anti-predestinarians were sent straight to hell, there to join the Lutherans
and their close friends, the idolatrous Roman Catholics. Exasperated, Engels
erupts: ‘But what sort of people are they who talk in this way? Ignorant folk
who hardly know whether the Bible was written in Chinese, Hebrew or
Greek . . .’.41 Most of the polemic is reserved for a certain Dr Friedrich Wilhelm
Krummacher, head-minister of the Elberfeld Reformed Parish and inﬂuential
enough to colour the poetry written in Wuppertal.42 Although he never says
so directly, I would hazard a guess that Dr Krummacher was one of Engels’s
own ministers. There are too many details, too many comments on sermons
for Engels not to have seen the man in action on countless occasions. All the
same, the polemic against Krummacher is curiously mixed: Engels gives voice
to a sneaking admiration in the very act of criticising him. It is as though
we can see at each point a process of disenchantment, for what looks like an
admiring observation ends up being a condemnation.
As far as Krummacher’s style is concerned, his ‘sermons are never boring’
and his ‘train of thought is confident and natural’. Yet Krummacher ends up
overdoing it: ‘Then he thrashes about in the pulpit, bends over all sides, bangs
his fist on the edge, stamps like a cavalry horse, and shouts so that the windows resound and people in the street tremble’.43 His appearance too may be
strong and impressive, but his ‘circumference has increased’ since he settled
39. Engels 1839f, p. 12; Engels 1839g, p. 36.
40. See especially the comments on the struggles between Krummacher and the
rationalist (although untalented) K.F.W. Paniel, the minister of St Ansgarius church in
Bremen (Engels 1840i, pp. 126–8; Engels 1840j, pp. 199–201; Engels 1840g, pp. 155–8;
Engels 1840h, pp. 225–8).
41. Engels 1839f, p. 12; Engels 1839g, p. 36.
42. Engels 1839d, pp. 30–1; Engels 1839e, pp. 63–4.
43. Engels 1839f, p. 14; Engels 1839g, p. 39. See also Engels 1840i, p. 126; Engels 1840j,
p. 199, where he writes of ‘the burning eloquence, the poetic, if not always well-chosen,
splendour of imagery for which this richly talented pulpit speaker is famous’.
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in Elberfeld, sporting at the same time a most unfashionable way of doing his
hair that everyone in the congregation seems to imitate ‘à la Krummacher’.44
Apart from collective intolerance (which is by no means restricted to the Calvinists) and the overblown style, Engels rounds on Krummacher’s doctrine,
all of which was contained in his sermons. Along with general observations
on the nature of his sermons, there are a good number of comments relating to
specific sermons, ranging from an account of a dispute with Strauss, through
Krummacher’s attacks on poetry, imagination and art, to the assertion, based
on Joshua 10:12–13 and many other passages in the Bible, that the sun moves
around a still earth:
In a recent sermon in Elberfeld on Joshua 10:12–13, where Joshua bids the
sun stand still, Krummacher advanced the interesting thesis that pious
Christians, the Elect, should not suppose from this passage that Joshua was
here accommodating himself to the views of the people, but must believe
that the earth stands still and the sun moves round it. In defence of this view he
showed that it is expressed throughout the Bible. The fool’s cap which the
world will give them for that, they, the Elect, should cheerfully put in their
pockets with the many others they have already received. – We should be
happy to receive a refutation of this sad anecdote, which comes to us from
a reliable source.45

44. Engels 1839f, p. 13; Engels 1839g, p. 38.
45. Engels 1839b, p. 29; Engels 1839c, p. 55. So also: ‘Krummacher declared recently
in a sermon that the earth stands still and the sun rotates around it, and the fellow dares
to trumpet this to the world on this April 21, 1839, and then he says that pietism does
not lead the world back to the Middle Ages! It is scandalous. He should be expelled,
or one day he will yet become Pope before you know, and then may a saffron-yellow
thunderstorm strike him dead.’ (Engels 1839n, pp. 446–7; Engels 1839o, p. 393.) For
the sake of completeness, here are the rest: ‘not long ago he regaled his reverent audience with two sermons about a journey to Württemberg and Switzerland, in which he
spoke of his four victorious disputes with Paulus in Heidelberg and Strauss in Tübingen, naturally quite differently from Strauss’ account of the matter in a letter.’ (Engels
1839f, p. 14; Engels 1839g, p. 39.) Further: ‘Anyone who did not accept this crass mysticism as absolute Christianity was delivered up to the devil. And with a sophistry
which emerged as strangely naive, Krummacher always managed to shelter behind
the apostle Paul. “It is not I who is cursing, nay! Children, reﬂect, it is the apostle Paul
who condemns you!” – The worst of it was that the apostle wrote in Greek and scholars have not yet been able to agree on the precise meaning of certain of his expressions.
Among these dubious words is the anathema used in this passage, to which Krummacher, without more ado, ascribed the most extreme meaning of a sentence of eternal
damnation.’ (Engels 1840i, pp. 126–7; Engels 1840j, pp. 199–200.) See the reference to
two further sermons in Engels 1840q; Engels 1840r and Engels 1840i, pp. 126–8; Engels
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As for the strict Calvinist doctrine – with its predestination as the manifestation of God’s grace, the Christ-less heathen serving to fill up hell, and the few
who are chosen out of the many called – Engels cannot see how anyone in
their right mind could believe such a doctrine, which is based on a ‘pretence
of logic’ and is ‘in most direct contradiction to reason and the Bible’.46
What is the nature of those doctrines that stand off against one another
in Engels’s critiques of Krummacher? As becomes clear through the many
quotes and allusions, doctrine is really an effort to weave together a series of
disparate biblical texts drawn from all over the place into a somewhat coherent and logically watertight position. However, Engels is not an outsider who
observes this practice from a distance. He is very much part of it, using the
Bible to take sides in a theological debate. At this level, Engels is no different
to Krummacher, except that he leans more heavily on other texts that oppose
the ones preferred by Krummacher and other strict Calvinists.
In all of this, there is one element that needs some further comment: the sheer
number of biblical texts mentioned or alluded to in Engels’s pieces on Krummacher. These texts pepper the polemic: John 14:6 (‘no one comes to the father,
but by me’); Matthew 22:14 (‘many are called but few are chosen’); 1 Corinthians
1:20–5 and 3:19 (‘the foolishness of God is wiser than men’); 1 Peter 2:2 (‘long
for the pure spiritual milk’).47 Engels uses them in various ways. The first three
are those favoured by Krummacher et al., but the last he claims for himself:
‘How all this fits in with the teaching of the apostles who speak of the rational
worship of God and the rational milk of the Gospel is a secret beyond human
understanding’.48 Engels has clearly taken sides within a specific debate.
We can view this situation as follows: the Bible provides a language or
agreed-upon battleground. While Krummacher focuses on some texts to
bolster his position, Engels responds by picking up others that support his
own. A host of issues turn up on that battleground: faith versus reason; the
small enclave of the righteous elect versus the ways of that world; the claim to
mystery or the claim to open scientific research. Engels still sees himself as

1840j, pp. 199–201. There is also a quotation from a sermon by Emil Krummacher, the
brother of F.W. Krummacher (Engels 1839f, p. 17; Engels 1839g, p. 41).
46. Engels 1839f, pp. 14–15; Engels 1839g, pp. 39–40.
47. MECW does its best to pick up the biblical allusions and reference the quotations, but it does not always succeed. Many are not referenced and some are not quite
correct.
48. Engels 1839f, p. 15; Engels 1839g, p. 40.
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part of the Christian scene, but he takes a very different stand from the Calvinists with whom he grew up. For example, as he passes out of what he
regards as the dreary Calvinist landscape of the Netherlands on his way over
the channel to England, the newly awakened free-thinker can exclaim:
. . . it was like a breath of fresh sea air blowing down upon me from the purest sky; the depths of speculation lay before me like the unfathomable sea
from which one cannot turn one’s eyes straining to see the ground below;
in God we live, move and have our being! We become conscious of that
when we are on the sea; we feel that God breathes through all around us
and through us ourselves; we feel such kinship with the whole of nature,
the waves beckon to us so intimately, the sky stretches so lovingly over the
earth, and the sun shines with such indescribable radiance that one feels one
could grasp it with the hand.49

Or in his account of a visit to the Roman-Catholic Cathedral at Xanten, which
‘looks out in splendid perfection far across the prose of the Dutch sand ﬂats’,50
he writes of the powerful subduing effect of the organ on him as he enters the
Cathedral during the high mass. But when it comes to the moment of transubstantiation he tells himself to ‘rush out, save yourself, save your reason
from this ocean of feeling that surges through the church and pray outside to
the God whose house is not made by human hands, who is the breath of the
world and who wants to be worshipped in spirit and in truth’.51
These early pieces by Engels provide a distinct insight into a practice that
would stay with him through much of his writing – the tendency to use
‘proof-texts’ in all manner of situations. Such a practice owes its origin to his
time in the reformed church in Elberfeld, for, in such a context, the Bible is the
supreme and final authority. One must be able to justify one position or other
by finding a biblical text that would support it (a practice I know only too well
in all its twisting and frustrating detail). Of course, Engels would move away
from that specific motivation, but the habit of drawing in a biblical text or two
stayed with him.
Towards the close of his ‘Letters from Wuppertal’, Engels uses one more:
‘it looks as though even this rock of old obscurantism will not be able to

49. Engels 1840c, p. 99; Engels 1840d, p. 131.
50. Engels 1840o, p. 132; Engels 1840p, p. 203.
51. Engels 1840o, pp. 133–4; Engels 1840p, pp. 204–5.
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withstand the surging ﬂood of time any longer; the sand will be washed
away and the rock will collapse with a great fall’.52 The allusion is to
Matthew 7:24–753 with its brief saying concerning the differences between the
house built on sand and the house built on the rock. But Engels gives it a twist,
for both houses will be washed away, even the house built on the rock that the
conservatives in Wuppertal felt they had built.

The challenge of contradictions
Indeed it’s perfectly possible to remain good friends despite political differences. But we’ve all had to go through the same thing, in my case, in my own
pious ultra-reactionary family.54

Biblical contradiction was the rope Engels used to haul himself out of his
biblical past. Contradiction is, of course, a staple of Marxist analysis and the
usual narrative traces it back to Marx’s grappling with Hegel. Marx turned
Hegel’s idealist method into a materialist one and came up with his wellknown argument: the internal contradictions of a mode of production are
both creative and destructive. They may initially enable a certain mode of
production to rise to dominance, but they also hobble it and eventually bring
about its downfall.
However, there is another point at which contradiction emerges, and that
is none other than Engels’s struggle with biblical criticism. Since this may
seem like a strange point, I need to tell that story in a little detail. Contradiction surges to the front in a number of Engels’s early texts, namely his narrative poem, The Insolently Threatened Yet Miraculously Rescued Bible of 1842 and
the various letters he wrote to Friedrich and Wilhelm Graeber between 1839
and 1841.
The poem is structured as a mock tale of the last great battle of history
between the pious forces of religious conservatism and the young Hegelians.
Apart from the critiques of ‘The Free’ and especially Ruge as revolutionaries in word but not deed, or the mention of Marx (whom he did not know

52. Engels 1839f, p. 17; Engels 1839g, p. 42.
53. See also Luke 6:47–9.
54. Engels 1892l, p. 527; Engels 1892m, p. 459.
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personally at the time)55 or of himself in disguise,56 or even that Hegel turns
out to be an arch-atheist and leader of the devil‘s hordes, the major question that emerges in the poem is that of biblical criticism. It appears through
the central rôle of Bruno Bauer (at one point they lift him up in place of a
weakened devil to be their champion),57 for he was first and foremost a biblical critic. For Engels, this seems to be the crux of the matter. I have already
explored (in the Introduction) the reasons why biblical criticism should be in
the midst of the furore in Germany at the time, but here it also has a distinctly
personal note for Engels.
So let us see how the question of biblical criticism unfolds. When Satan first
appears to Bauer, we find him ruminating over the authorship of the first five
books of the Bible:
A house of pious people and a dingy room
Stacked high with books, and Bauer pondering in the gloom,
The Pentateuch in front of him, the Devil behind,
A tug of war twixt Faith and Doubt within his mind.
‘Did Moses write this book, and is it true for sure?
Philosophy, your meaning is so oft obscure!’58

For all his research, Bauer still cannot prove that ‘the Pentateuch is not a bluff’59
and so he searches for what ‘hides the source of the Pentateuch’ from him.60
In some respects, this is a curious issue on which to focus, although we can

55. ‘Who runs up next with wild impetuosity? / A swarthy chap of Trier, a marked
monstrosity. / He neither hops nor skips, but moves in leaps and bounds, / Raving
aloud. As if to seize and then pull down / To Earth the spacious tent of Heaven up on
high, / He opens wide his arms and reaches for the sky. / He shakes his wicked fist,
raves with a frantic air, / As if ten thousand devils had him by the hair.’ (Engels 1842c,
p. 336; Engels 1842d, p. 408.)
56. ‘Right on the very left, that tall and long-legged stepper / Is Oswald, [Engels]
coat of grey and trousers shade of pepper; / Pepper inside as well, Oswald the Montagnard; / A radical is he, dyed in the wool, and hard. / Day in, day out, he plays
upon the guillotine a / Single solitary tune and that’s a cavatina, / The same old devilsong; he bellows the refrain: / Formez vos bataillons! Aux armes, citoyens!’ (Engels 1842c,
p. 335; Engels 1842d, p. 407.)
57. ‘Hegel embraces crazy Bauer: “Yes, ’tis done! / You’ve comprehended me! You
are my own dear son!” / He frees him. Then the wicked ones with great delight: /
“Bauer’s our hero! He shall lead us to the fight! / The Devil is deposed. What we need
is a man!” ’ (Engels 1842c, p. 349; Engels 1842d, p. 419.)
58. Engels 1842c, p. 322; Engels 1842d, p. 396.
59. Ibid.
60. Engels 1842c, p. 323; Engels 1842d, p. 397.
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grant Engels his poetic licence. Bauer did write a double-volume on the Hebrew
Bible, but he was far less interested in questions such as Mosaic authorship,
preferring to devote most of his energy to New Testament criticism. Yet the
Pentateuch was a touchstone for both German critical scholarship on the Bible
and the conservative opposition to it, so much so that many of those critical scholars doubted the very existence of Moses. In response, conservatives
argued that questioning the reputed authorship of certain books is the first
step on the slippery path to atheism – as, indeed, Bauer is to find in the poem
when he engages in conversation with the devil. Even though he ‘reaches for
his Bible, mad with fear’,61 it is of no avail.
In other words, Bauer is vexed in this poem by the contradictions and discrepancies that abound throughout the Bible. Once Bauer, like Faust, has
given himself over to the devil, his lectures focus on precisely these problems;
except that now the theologians are the ones ‘trapped between the Contradictions of the Text’.62 No matter how much they might twist and dodge, no matter how much they may try to iron-out or drown those contradictions, they
cannot escape them.
But what sort of contradictions are at issue? Engels does not really grapple
with them in the poem – he mentions the issue of Mosaic authorship and
the theological pussy-footing around the Bible’s contradictions. If we wish to
find a more detailed engagement with these contradictions, we need to pause
with Engels’s letters to the Graeber brothers, Friedrich and Wilhelm. These
letters catch Engels at an extraordinary moment: in a series of epistles between
23 April 1839 and 22 February 1841 we encounter one side of a debate in
which he engages passionately with both brothers. With Friedrich, the more
orthodox of the two, Engels finds himself in the midst of sustained and serious debates – largely because there was far more with which to disagree. In
the end, Engels’s falling out with Friedrich is far greater: their increasing distance from one another eventually puts them on either side of the great divide
in German theology.63 With the liberal Wilhelm, there was less to debate, so
Engels seems to relax more, discussing literature, theatre, music, beer and

61. Ibid.
62. Engels 1842c, p. 326; Engels 1842d, p. 400.
63. See especially the last letter to Friedrich Graeber, where Engels calls on his old
theme of apocalyptic battle (Engels 1841c; Engels 1841d).
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friends.64 There is a direct ratio: the greater the theological difference, the more
theological debate we find.
So, while he warns Wilhelm that his views on biblical inspiration are too
liberal for any preacher in Wuppertal,65 he urges Friedrich to become more
liberal. Give hell to the pietists, suggests Engels, by becoming nothing less
than a pastor in the heart of Krummacher territory in Barmen.66 The key,
Engels suggests, lies in Friedrich basing himself on the Bible itself and on
reason. Such a combination would drive the pietists mad. It is almost a vicarious wish, for I sense in part that Engels would have loved to become a liberal
pastor in Wuppertal and take on the pietists. All the same, he does hope that
his friends have not got too much of the pastor in them as yet and that they
will come drinking with him when he returns to Wuppertal.67
In these letters, Engels puts forward his own evolving arguments, responds,
and bares his soul (quite literally) to his friends on matters of religious belief.
He writes of the tears that come to his eyes as he struggles, that he is kept
awake by the ideas of freedom racing through his head, that he really wishes
for some time and peace to think things through and that he cannot put aside
what forces itself on him with such strength. In his search, he enthusiastically
takes up one approach only to dump it for another that seems far better. So,
he moves rapidly through rationalist theology (with its natural explanations
for miracles and moralising), Friedrich Schleiermacher’s liberal theology,
affirming sensuousness over against puritan moral values,68 David Strauss’s
breakthrough in identifying the mythical underlay of the Bible in his Leben
Jesu and then, through Strauss, to a Hegelian pantheism. He is all too aware
64. He is also more playful. For example: ‘And if you don’t write today I shall geld
you in thoughts and make you wait as long as you do me. An eye for an eye, a tooth for
a tooth, a letter for a letter. But you hypocrites say: Not an eye for an eye, not a tooth for
a tooth, not a letter for a letter, and fob me off with your damned Christian sophistry.
No, better a good pagan than a bad Christian.’ (Engels 1839dd, p. 482; Engels 1839ee,
p. 432.)
65. Engels 1839v, p. 466; Engels 1839w, p. 413.
66. Engels 1839j, p. 423; Engels 1839k, pp. 367–8.
67. Engels 1839z, p. 475; Engels 1839aa, p. 423.
68. ‘I should like to see a marriage in which the man does not love his wife but Christ
in his wife; and is it not an obvious question there whether he also sleeps with Christ
in his wife? Where can you find nonsense like this in the Bible? In the Song of Songs
it says – “How fair and how pleasant art thou, O love, for delights!” [The Song of Songs
7:6] But, to be sure, any defence whatever of sensuousness is attacked nowadays in
spite of David, Solomon and God knows whom. I can get terribly annoyed over this
kind of thing.’ (Engels 1839h, p. 416; Engels 1839i, p. 363.)
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of the seismic shifts taking place in his own beliefs, where last month’s breakthrough turns out to be a ‘preconception of which I have freed myself in
the meantime’.69 At one moment, he defends Christianity against its detractors and, at another, he stands up for the free exercise of reason, hoping all
the while to remain ‘an honest, and in comparison with others, very liberal,
super-naturalist’.70 In his heart, he wants to be a liberal, rational Christian
who regards the core-beliefs of Christianity as myth. At times, he feels he
has found that quiet space,71 but, at others, he is less certain. The question is
whether he can pull it off.
Now, these shifts in the thoughts and beliefs of a young Engels usually provide plenty of fuel for tracing the way he gradually gave away his religious
convictions. Those amazing prefaces to MECW are keen on this line: here, we
find Engels on the painful but necessary path to revolutionary atheism. For
some reason or other, I am not particularly interested in restricting myself to
such a narrative. Part of the reason may be that I am not in the business of
writing a spiritual biography of either Marx or Engels. Others have done and
will continue to do so. Far more important is what emerges from Engels’s
intense engagement with his Calvinist upbringing, namely the concern with
contradiction and an immanent method.
I have already identified contradiction as one of those items. The other beacon that begins to glow as the letters progress is nothing less than an immanent analysis. While the problem of contradiction runs directly into what is
supposed to be a consistent text (after all, it did come from God, as Engels’s
early teachers would have told him, and God must be consistent), the immanent analysis emerges from Engels’s efforts to deal with those contradictions.
In short, he takes the conservative pietists at their word: if they claim that the
Bible is the basis of their belief (and his own in the not-too-distant past), then
he will have a damn close look at the Bible to see what it really says. Let us see
how he deals with both contradiction and immanent analysis in his letters to
the Graeber brothers.

69. Engels 1839–40a, p. 489; Engels 1839–40b, p. 438.
70. Engels 1839j, p. 423; Engels 1839k, p. 368.
71. ‘My religion was – and is – quiet, blessed peace, and if I have it after my death
then I shall be satisfied. I have no reason to believe that God will take it from me.’
(Engels 1839t, p. 461; Engels 1839u, p. 407.)

Engels’s Biblical Temptations • 249

In the first letter that broaches these matters (the one of 23 April–1 May 1839),
Engels rolls out a long list of contradictions. Strauss’s ‘irrefutable work’72 and
the rationalists, it seems, had opened his eyes to reading the Bible properly
for the first time. And what does he find? When he reads the Gospels closely
he encounters all manner of discrepancies: the two genealogies of Joseph
(the husband of Mary) in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke do not match
up; the narratives of the Last Supper differ; as do the words of the Lord’s
Prayer; the miracles appear in different orders (the most notable of which is
the timing of the water-into-wine episode – in John, it is at the beginning of
Jesus’s ministry, whereas in the others it is at the end); the stay of the Israelites
in Egypt is only four generations in the Old Testament but 430 years in Paul’s
letter to the Galatians.73 The list goes on, but that is more than enough for my
purpose.74
As the discussion continues, the bone of contention becomes the genealogy of Jesus – or, rather, the conﬂicting genealogies in Matthew and Luke.
Here some background is in order: Matthew’s genealogy (in Chapter 1)
begins with Abraham and ends with Jesus, while Luke’s (in Chapter 3:23–38)
goes in reverse and works it way back to Adam, the son of God. Apart from
this difference, there is a string of discrepancies, beginning with the name of
Joseph’s father (in Matthew it is Jacob while in Luke it is Heli). From here, the
two genealogies follow very different paths back to King David, come a little
closer to each other between David and Abraham, and then Luke pushes on
alone to work back to Adam.
For Engels, this is an intolerable contradiction, at least in terms of the
‘Wuppertal faith’ with which he is struggling. But why? To a non-committed
observer, such discrepancies hardly constitute a major problem. They might
raise questions about the nature of genealogies (they are highly ﬂuid and
adaptable) or of literature (which will often have tensions within it) or even

72. Engels 1839r, p. 455; Engels 1839s, p. 401; translation modified. In his letter to
Wilhelm Graeber of 8 October 1839 he calls himself an ‘enthusiastic Straussian’ (Engels
1839x, p. 471; Engels 1839y, p. 419).
73. Genesis 50:23 refers to the third generation of his son Ephraim’s children, while
Paul mentions 430 years in Galatians 3:17. However, Engels fails to note the mention
of 430 years in Exodus 12:40. All this reference does is shift the contradiction to the
Hebrew Bible.
74. See further Engels 1839l, p. 426; Engels 1839m, p. 371; and Engels 1839bb,
pp. 476–7; Engels 1839cc, pp. 425–6.
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of history. But the significant differences between the genealogies of Jesus
in Matthew and Luke are not a cause for endless and acrimonious debate –
unless one happens to be committed. Then the genealogical contradictions,
indeed any contradictions in the Bible, raise immense problems.
They do so at two levels, one theological and the other at the level of personal faith (the two are not necessarily connected). Let me put it this way:
since God is so closely identified with the Bible in the Calvinist circles Engels
knows all too well, any question about the Bible becomes a question about
God. The same applies to his religious faith. What we find is a massive struggle with doubt. For all Friedrich Graeber’s efforts to argue that a faith without
doubt is the freest and calmest, Engels will not have a bar of it. Doubt is necessary, Engels argues back. It is a priority for anyone who wants a thinking faith
and it will come to Graeber too. Indeed faith without doubt is hardly faith at
all. And, yet, Engels struggles deeply and heartrendingly with those doubts.
In the midst of an extraordinary passage he writes:
I pray daily, indeed nearly the whole day, for truth, I have done so ever
since I began to have doubts, but I still cannot return to your faith. And yet
it is written: ‘Ask, and it shall be given you’. I search for truth wherever I
have hope of finding even a shadow of it and still I cannot acknowledge
your truth as the eternal truth. And yet it is written: ‘Seek, and ye shall find.
Or what man is there of you, whom if his son ask bread, will he give him a
stone? . . . how much more shall your Father which is in Heaven?’75

I tackle the theological problems first. The initial one concerns trust and it goes
as follows: God is consistent, trustworthy and all-powerful. Hence, if God is
responsible for the Bible, then it too is trustworthy. And the only way that it
may be so is if it is consistent. We can rely on what the Bible says only if it does
not deceive us, and likewise with God. In other words, it was a straight path
from contradiction to doubting one’s faith. The code for this question of trust
is inspiration: as 2 Timothy 3:16 would have it, scripture is inspired by God
(or ‘God-breathed [theopneustos]’). Despite the sense that ‘inspiration’ has taken
on in our own day as inerrancy on all matters of history and science, in the

75. Engels 1839t, p. 461; Engels 1839u, p. 407. The biblical references are to Matthew
7:7, 9–11.
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debates of Engels’s time it was really an issue of trustworthiness.76 Everything
becomes problematic when the Bible ceases to be consistent and trustworthy.
An avalanche of problems follows, especially in the two long letters of
12–17 July and 29 October 1839,77 where Engels picks apart the contradictions
of orthodox theology. Here, we find the problems of God’s goodness, omniscience, justice, truth, love and impassibility. Is God good, or did He deliberately place contradictions in the Bible to foster disagreements and arguments?
Is He omniscient, or did He simply decide to ignore such glaring problems?
Is God just, or will He really damn for eternity those who seek to link reason with God (Spinoza, Kant and Gutzkow)? Is God true, or does He disown
those who must pass through doubt as they strive for truth? If God loves us,
then why does He condemn nine-tenths of humanity to eternal punishment?
If it is metaphysically unthinkable for God to suffer, then how can one claim
that Jesus is fully God and man?
And on it goes. From the doctrine of God there is a follow-on effect. Sin,
salvation and eternal punishment all crumble before his onslaught. As far as
sin is concerned, if the rest of the world strives to overcome sin just as much as
Christianity, then why does the latter condemn the former? While he can no
longer see any sense in the doctrine of original sin – understood as the inherent propensity to sin in the idea of man and as the cause of human disease and
deficiency – he is fully aware of his own tendency to sin. After all, he points
out, since human beings were created by God as non-divine beings, then we
can hardly expect anything else. Yet the idea of substitutionary atonement –
that someone else may remit sin on his behalf and thereby save him – he finds
ludicrous and a contradiction of divine justice. Indeed, he asks, if someone
offers himself up for someone else then why is he not punished like Christ?
Finally, eternal punishment collapses from its own inconsistency: if you have
eternal damnation, you must have eternal sin, and if eternal sin, then the
eternal possibility of repentance and faith and thus the eternal possibility of
being saved.
76. See the discussion of biblical inspiration in the letter to Friedrich Graeber of
29 October 1839 (Engels 1839bb, pp. 476–7; Engels 1839cc, pp. 425–6). Here, Engels
destroys the defence of biblical inspiration put forward by Friedrich, especially where
he seeks to limit inspiration to those parts of the Bible that do not contradict one
another.
77. Engels 1839t; Engels 1839u; Engels 1839r; Engels 1839s. See Engels 1839r, pp.
454–5; Engels 1839s, pp. 400–1.
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For a good while, Engels struggles to hang on to his faith. However, since
the Bible and his Wuppertal faith are so closely entwined, a revision of his
approach to one must lead to a revision of the other. So, when he blurts out
that he no longer blindly believes in the Bible, or that contradictions destroy
all faith in the Bible,78 what does he do? He seeks an expression of faith that
dispenses with biblical phrases. And that gives him a sense of a ‘close, heartfelt relationship with God’, one that results from the consciousness that we
are all of divine origin. After all the struggles of this world, we return eventually, freed from our mortality and sin, to rest with God – ‘that is my conviction, and I am at rest with it’.79 What Engels desperately seeks is a reasoned,
liberal faith that is not tied to the orthodox Calvinist dogmas with which he
grew up.80 Friedrich Schleiermacher’s theology grabs him for a while, and
he has enormous respect for this father of liberal theology with his emphasis on the feeling of God’s presence.81 The problem with all of this reasoned,
liberal theology is that it failed to hold Engels with the passion of his former
convictions. He sought something stronger than an urbane, calm and all-toomiddle-class faith.
Thus the problem of contradictions raises questions for a certain type of
theology and for a certain type of personal faith. For Engels, it is very much a
struggle within himself, and the struggle shows up in two terms that he uses:
reason and faith. Reason says that the Bible is not consistent, while faith says
that it is. If we picture reason and faith as two cables pulling in contrary directions, then Engels hauls on each cable in an effort to bring the two together.
And the point of contact is none other than the Bible. He does his best to hold
onto both faith and reason, even taking up what can only be called a univocal
position on reason. He writes: ‘God’s reason is certainly higher than ours, but
still not of a different kind, for otherwise it would no longer be reason’.82
This last comment opens up a cornucopia of almost irresistible theological
debate. Engels is (probably unknowingly) taking sides in a long-running debate
that may roughly be stated in these two propositions: 1) God is qualitatively
78. Engels 1839r, p. 454; Engels 1839s, p. 400.
79. Engels 1839t, p. 458; Engels 1839u, p. 404.
80. ‘Religious conviction is a matter of the heart and is only concerned with dogma
insofar as dogma is or is not contradicted by feeling.’ (Engels 1839t, p. 461; Engels
1839u, p. 407.)
81. Engels 1839t, p. 462; Engels 1839u, p. 408. See Schleiermacher 1960.
82. Engels 1839t, p. 459; Engels 1839u, p. 405.
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different from His creation so any terms that we might use are entirely inadequate and can only approximate His nature; 2) Since God created the universe
and especially reason, then the terms or ideas of that created world should be
consistent with His own. The first position usually assumes that one speaks
of God by analogy (equivocally), whereas the second by univocity. That is,
when one speaks of the reason of God, it is either something completely different from human reason and the only resemblance is in the use of the word
‘reason’, or it is the same as human reason even if it is of a higher degree.
This long-running debate is also a convenient way to sort out the differences
between the orthodox Calvinists and Engels himself. Or, as I prefer, between
Engels’s former position and the one that appears in the letters to Friedrich
Graeber, especially those of 12–27 July and 29 October 1839. But why would
the orthodox have sympathy with an analogical (equivocal) position? Simply
because we human beings are so utterly depraved, so irredeemably sinful that
anything we do or think or believe is separated from God by an impassable
abyss.83 By contrast, Engels’s assertion of a univocal position means that he
has discarded the Calvinist tenet of total depravity. Human beings can reason
in ways similar to God, for they have been made in his image.
I must admit that I have always been drawn towards the analogical position (as well as its Calvinist connection with total depravity), but Engels has a
point here, even if he was to give it away before long. I do not mean his argument that God’s reason must be largely the same as ours, but that theology,
by its very nature, should be a reasoned and reasonable exercise. The effort
to systematise, to develop a coherent argument, to take a logical position, to
make sense – all of these suggest reason is at the heart of theology. Otherwise
it would be pure nonsense. Engels is stating the obvious: reason and theology are in a close dance with one another. Or as he puts it: ‘whoever rests
content and prides himself on his faith, has in reality no basis whatsoever for
his faith’.84 In fact, he would have helped his argument by pointing out that
even the orthodox Calvinists use reason; how would they be able to construct
a coherent theological position without it?

83. Or, as Engels quotes Friedrich Graeber’s orthodox position: ‘“Man is so fallen
that of himself he can do nothing good”’ (Engels 1839bb, p. 477; Engels 1839cc, p.
426).
84. Engels 1839t, p. 460; Engels 1839u, p. 406.
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Despite all of this, Engels was unfortunately surrounded by those who
argued that faith and reason cannot be reconciled. While Bauer and a host
of lesser lights argued in favour of reason and atheism from the Bible itself,
an army of conservatives saw reason as the enemy of faith (or hypocritically
made use of reason to a limited extent to bolster their own position).85 In the
middle were a few rationalists who wished to hold reason and faith together.
Although Engels pays close attention to the debates, he ultimately finds the
rationalists unconvincing.86
A good example (from 1841) is the struggle between the rationalists and
Calvinists in the reformed church in Bremen. In two of his ‘Reports from
Bremen’,87 Engels wades into the debate between the two groups, one led by
F.W. Krummacher (Bremen was where he grew up) and the other by a certain
K.F.W. Paniel. Try as he can to observe from a critical distance, the debate concerns him very personally. It all began when Herr Krummacher was invited
to preach in Paniel’s church – St Ansgarius – and thundered away against the
learning of this world, philosophy and rationalist biblical interpretation. The
Reverend Paniel, who had emerged in Bremen as a champion of the rationalists (about seven of the ministers there belonged to his group and about half
of the public), fired back with a criticism of Krummacher and the battle was
on. Pietism is really pagan in its source, says one; rationalism is unbiblical
says another.
As we saw earlier, Engels’s response to Krummacher is a mix of admiration
for the man’s obvious skills as a preacher and opprobrium for his obnoxious
theology. He also admires Paniel’s pluck for taking up the cudgels on behalf
of the rationalists, but the man – at least in Engels’s opinion – cannot preach
or write quite as powerfully as Krummacher. Engels finds Paniel’s arguments ‘a mush of sentimentality’, full of ‘watery digressions’ and ‘tasteless
ﬂabbiness’.88 And, yet, he is courageous, determined and learned – a mixed

85. See his scathing observations on the limited use of education, philosophy or
geology, all of which are used when they suit the conservative agenda and condemned
when they do not (Engels 1839r, p. 455; Engels 1839s, p. 401).
86. Engels’s dissatisfaction with the rationalists did not stop him enjoying their support in turning the Associations for the Benefit of the Working Classes into radical
organisations (Engels 1844n, p. 10; Engels 1844o, p. 10).
87. Engels 1840i; Engels 1840j; Engels 1840g; Engels 1840h.
88. Engels 1840g, p. 156; Engels 1840h, p. 226. See also his satirical ‘description’ of
a street-battle between the forces of Krummacher and Paniel (Engels 1840u; Engels
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assessment just like that for Krummacher. He really wishes that Paniel could
write a little better. But what interests me most is the way in which Engels
ponders the position of the rationalists.
Their bind is that they have a foot in both camps: they wish to stay within
the church, claiming the Bible and Christianity for themselves; yet the rationalist arguments seem to lead away from both church and faith. So he finds
that they twist the Bible to their purpose, giving the concepts of revelation,
redemption and inspiration a strained sense. For the underlying drive of a
rationalist position, at least at that time, was to provide perfectly normal and
scientific descriptions for miraculous elements in the Bible. Thus, if the Israelites crossed the Red Sea on their ﬂight from Egypt, they must have done
so through a marshy expanse of water at low tide. Or when Jesus walked on
water, he must have been walking along a sand-bank.
In the midst of this assessment, we come across this crucial observation:
Rationalism has never been clear about its attitude to the Bible; the unhappy
half-way stance which at first appeared definitely to imply belief in revelation but in further argumentation so restricted the divinity of the Bible that
almost nothing remained of it, this vacillation puts rationalism at a disadvantage whenever it is a question of giving its tenets a biblical foundation.
Why praise reason without proclaiming its autonomy? For where the Bible is
acknowledged by both sides as the common basis, pietism is always right.89

For most of this passage, Engels is still thinking within a pietist framework,
especially of the Calvinist shade. He grants its premises – its stand on the
Bible as the revelation of God is the faithful one, it carries on a venerable
tradition that dates from the New Testament, it has history and faith on its
side. From this perspective, rationalism looks like the new kid on the block,
trying out new-fangled ideas and stretching the true meaning of the Bible. I
am afraid that Engels falls into the conservative-theological trap: either accept
it all or reject it all. If you doubt one piece – say the virgin-birth or that God
created the world in six days – then the whole pack of cards comes tumbling
down. Hence his crucial question: ‘Why praise reason without proclaiming its
autonomy?’ Do not shackle two partners at odds with one another; do not try
1840v), as well as the criticisms in a letter to Marx on 19 November 1844 (Engels 1844n,
p. 10; Engels 1844o, p. 10).
89. Engels 1840g, p. 157; Engels 1840h, p. 227.
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to marry faith and reason. Let reason have its head. Soon enough he would do
so – as he points out a little later: ‘theology must either regress to blind faith
or progress towards free philosophy’.90
This tension between reason and faith draws Engels towards that other
item of his letters I ﬂagged a little earlier – immanent analysis. Succinctly put,
such an analysis makes a double move: in debating with those who would
base themselves purely on the Bible, he uses the Bible itself to show that they
come to that text with a prior set of assumptions. Let me unpick this statement
for a little while.
Engels’s first move is to claim that he has discovered what the Bible actually
says. So where does that leave the orthodox Calvinists of Wuppertal? Either
they have different versions of the Bible to the one Engels is reading, or they
obviously do not read their Bibles very well. And that means they cannot be
that orthodox after all. Here, he really homes in on the key-paradox: for a
tradition that claimed to base itself solely on the Bible, they actually do not
do so.
Engels has really come across the first challenge that any student of the
Bible encounters in their introductory course, except that Engels had to teach
himself. Indeed, Engels has followed in the steps of any good teacher of the
Bible. One begins (as I used to do in a former life) by saying, ‘well, let’s look at
what the Bible actually says’. Then, by focusing on key-passages such as the
genealogies in Matthew and Luke, or the different versions of the Last Supper
that split the Lutherans and reformers,91 or the story of the sun standing still
for Gideon in Judges, one builds a huge pile of discrepancies and contradictions in the Bible. Eventually, the weight of evidence cracks open the defence
of an inerrant Bible,92 one sees how constricting such an understanding of the
Bible really is and the way is cleared for exploring the various approaches to

90. Engels 1844j, p. 421; Engels 1844k, p. 502.
91. While the Lutherans preferred an idea of the ‘real presence’ of Christ in the
Eucharist, the Calvinists argued that the Eucharist was the sign and seal of the new
covenant. While the former preferred the words recorded in Mark’s gospel – ‘this is
my blood’ (Mark 14:24) – the latter tended to look to Luke’s report – ‘this cup which is
poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood’ (Luke 22:20). See Engels 1839r,
p. 454; Engels 1839s, p. 400. He neglects to point out that the Luke text is probably a
later interpolation.
92. ‘I cannot understand how one can still try to maintain literal belief in the Bible
or defend the direct inﬂuence of God, since this cannot be proved anywhere.’ (Engels
1839t, p. 457; Engels 1839u, p. 403.)

Engels’s Biblical Temptations • 257

interpreting the Bible. In other words, these contradictions then become the
royal road to various theories about how to deal with such contradictions.
All the same, this is a well-known problem: given that the various texts of
the Bible came together approximately over a millennium, one would expect
tensions and problems. The difficulty then becomes how one deals with them.
Medieval exegetes developed their rather complex allegorical exegesis as one
response, using the moment of tension as an allegorical key. A historicalcritical approach – precisely the one with which Engels was coming to terms –
offered a very different explanation, one that relied on postulating various
sources (oral or written) that lay behind the text. More recently, narrative
theory has begun to focus on the gaps in the text, deconstruction picks up the
contradictions to argue for some very different conclusions, psychoanalytic
criticism sees the contradictions as a series of ruptures and slips, and Marxist
criticism uses the contradictions to argue for the instability of the dominant
ideology of the text – to give but a few examples. In other words, most critical attention to the Bible has developed its various approaches in response
to anomalies and contradictions. It is a linchpin and Engels has homed right
in on it.
Back to Engels: in his first ﬂush of enthusiasm, he assumes that he is the one
reading the Bible properly and the conservatives are not. He sees the Bible
with new eyes, surprised that he had not seen all of this before. The problem, of course, is that the contradictions on which Engels had seized had not
escaped the orthodox. For instance, a quick glance at Calvin’s voluminous
commentaries on the Bible shows that he spends a good deal of time dealing
with precisely these problems. So also Friedrich Graeber, whose reply Engels
notes in his own follow-up letter. The issue has become the different genealogies of Jesus in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. How to deal with these
contradictions? Well, writes Friedrich Graeber, one of them follows the line
of Joseph’s in-laws. Thus, when Luke writes ‘the son of Heli’,93 he actually
means the ‘son-in-law’ of Heli; from there the line of Joseph’s in-laws runs
back to David. Further, Luke was ignorant of this supposed Hebrew custom
since he was writing in Greek for Greeks, especially for his close friend Theophilus. Finally, the whole purpose of the genealogies of Jesus is to show that

93. Luke 3:23.
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he is the fulfilment of prophecy.94 As for the rest of Engels’s objections, they
are ‘apparent contradictions’95 and ‘miserable hair-splitting’.96 Engels retorts
in his own way, showing how spurious Friedrich Graeber’s points are, asking
why Jesus has a genealogy at all since God is his father and then pointing out
that the smallest textual differences have a knack of dividing the church.97
The detail of this argument is rather preliminary in terms of biblical criticism, but it does lead to an important point: like anyone else, the orthodox
actually read their bibles in light of a distinct set of prior assumptions. So they
claim that the Bible is divinely inspired, but one cannot find that claim in the
Bible. Or, they argue that the Bible should be read ‘literally’, but the Bible
does not demand such a reading. Or they condemn reason as sinful and yet
Engels cannot see that reason is condemned at all. For Engels, these orthodox
exegetes follow the same ‘old routine’, killing ‘the divine in man to replace it
with the dead letter’.98
While it may seem all too obvious to argue that everyone reads the Bible
with a prior set of extra-biblical assumptions, the conservatives obscure their
assumptions with a nice little piece of subterfuge: they claim that they have
no prior assumptions and read the Bible as it is. Unlike those evil rationalists,
or indeed unlike the Roman Catholics who rely on the church, these conservative Protestants do not come to the Bible with any preconceptions. Was
this not the import of Luther’s sola scriptura? We can take this claim in two
ways: either the conservatives are incredibly naïve and actually believe the
claim. Or they are astoundingly clever and actually mean to say: we will use
the Bible to support our prior assumptions and thereby give them an extra,
divine boost. This subterfuge of arguing that the Bible is the basis for one‘s
prior assumptions is an old (and somewhat unconscious) trick of bolstering
one’s own position – ‘I have the Bible and God on my side, so do not you dare
question me!’.
94. Engels 1839r, pp. 453–4; Engels 1839s, pp. 399–400. See also Engels 1839t, pp.
457–8; Engels 1839u, pp. 403–4.
95. Engels 1839t, p. 460; Engels 1839u, p. 406.
96. Engels 1839r, p. 454; Engels 1839s, p. 400.
97. It would seem that Wilhelm Graeber, the brother of Friedrich, was much more
willing to entertain critical positions on such matters. As far as the genealogies are
concerned, he prefers Matthew’s and finds Luke problematic. Engels comments that
Friedrich’s position depends on ‘unnatural possibilities’ (Engels 1839v, p. 466; Engels
1839w, p. 413).
98. Engels 1839l, p. 426; Engels 1839m, p. 371.
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Engels probes at the borders of many of these thoughts, not quite slipping
through. He equivocates between asserting that he is reading the Bible properly and an awareness of the prior assumptions that both he and his opponents bring to these texts. At these moments, he designates his own approach
as a mix of reason and supernaturalism, although he comes down eventually
on the side of reason: ‘I want to tell you quite plainly’, he writes to Friedrich
Graeber on 15 June 1939, ‘that I have now reached a point where I can only
regard as divine a teaching which can stand the test of reason’.99 And he
opposes his newly found approach to that of orthodoxy, which he claims to
have cast aside. However, just when we think he has hit upon the insight that
his own new perspective on the Bible is just that – another perspective – he
falls back on to the argument that his approach is a better and more truthful
way to read the Bible.
There is another feature of immanent analysis that lurks behind these
debates between Engels and Friedrich Graeber, for as I mentioned earlier (in
the Introduction), a feature of the biblical criticism that was being established
at the time removed God from any biblical analysis. Or, rather, instead of
being an external referent and cause, ‘God’ became a character in the stories,
or a feature of the beliefs of ancient peoples which could be uncovered in
terms of the history of religions. A biblical critic such as Strauss or Bauer or
any of the other historical critics (as they became known) sought out historical cause and effect, which left God out of the picture. This immanent analysis
of the Bible posed a huge challenge to the churches and to the state, which
relied on a transcendent justification, based upon the Bible, for their own existence and status. It is no wonder that Strauss, Bauer and Feuerbach generated such furious controversy, for they seemed to threaten the foundations
of society itself by cutting the signifying link between the ‘God’ mentioned in
the texts and an external being known by the same name. As I have shown,
Engels thoroughly immersed himself in this type of immanent biblical criticism. Of course, such immanent analysis was also characteristic of the liberal,
republican and democratic movements, but, in Germany, it found its clearest
expression in biblical analysis. I would suggest that Engels’s intimate engagement with such an immanent biblical criticism was one avenue that led to the
immanence of historical materialism.
99. Engels 1839r, p. 454; Engels 1839s, p. 400.
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Schelling, the philosopher in Christ
Nor will he ever teach true understanding
Who tells you all the dogma that he knows.100

We find another sustained engagement by a youthfully precocious Engels
(he was 21) on matters theological in his response to Schelling’s lectures in
Berlin. Engels attended the lectures in between his obligatory military service. Given all of the gatherings he attended, all of the material he read and
the writing he completed, that military service must not have been all that
onerous – or perhaps he did not sleep much during the year in Berlin. As
for the lectures, the subject was the philosophy of revelation. The context:
Schelling’s invitation by Friedrich Wilhelm IV to come to Berlin in order to
counter the strength of Hegel’s legacy among the young Hegelians. The line
taken by Engels in response: to defend Hegel’s grave from abuse, especially
the dialectic as a ‘mighty, never resting driving force of thought’,101 for, at
this moment, Engels is fully on side with the ‘ecclesia pressa’,102 the oppressed
church of the young Hegelians.
From his writings we gain a distinct sense of a young man fired up by the
debates and controversies swirling around him. As far as Engels is concerned,
Schelling has become weak-minded, finding religion and mysticism in his old
age. But my interest is not so much Schelling per se but the key-points Engels
makes, especially those that might remain useable in some fashion. There are
two substantial pieces, Schelling and Revelation and Schelling, Philosopher in
Christ,103 along with a shorter essay, Schelling on Hegel,104 which is mostly a
copy of Engels’s lecture-notes. I am more interested in the first two. Much of
Schelling and Revelation contains Engels’s recollections (drawn from notes) of
the lectures he attended, although he adds his own comments and occasionally locks horns with the ageing philosopher.105 Schelling, Philosopher in Christ

100. Engels 1839a, p. 5.
101. Engels 1842g, p. 236; Engels 1842h, p. 310.
102. Engels 1841a, p. 187; Engels 1841b, p. 263.
103. Engels 1842g; Engels 1842h; Engels 1842i; Engels 1842j.
104. Engels 1841a; Engels 1841b. See Engels 1842a, pp. 294–5; Engels 1842b, pp.
372–3, where he also comments on a certain Alexander Jung’s praise of Schelling and
Engels’s admission that he wrote Schelling und die Offenbarung.
105. A little later, Engels claimed that Schelling and Revelation was the first work to point
out that the young Hegelians were actually atheists. See Engels 1843e, pp. 404–5.
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is a sustained satire of how a pietist might see Schelling’s conversion to the
true gospel in his old age.
The two essays – both published anonymously as independent pamphlets –
are a close-knit pair. One presents what we can assume is closer to Engels’s
own position at the time, with its celebration of reason and free thought, albeit
still within a Christian framework, and the other a rather skilful satire of a
position that he would have heard a thousand times in the reformed church of
Elberfeld.106 In other words, one is where he has been and the other where he
is now. And we can see in these two pieces a double use of the Bible as both a
source of satire and as a support for his own positions.
When I first read Schelling, Philosopher in Christ, I set out to track all of the
biblical quotations (there are 33 explicit ones), allusions and metaphors, such
as the sustained ones comparing Schelling’s conversion to that of Saul/Paul
on the road to Damascus in Acts, or to Paul’s sermon on the Areopagus in
Athens in the same book. But, since these references run into the hundreds,
the task of listing them all would be both pedantic and pointless. It is obvious
to anyone who reads this pamphlet that Engels knows his Bible intimately,
that he is all too familiar with the doctrines, the way the Bible is used and the
senses given to the various passages plucked out and thrown together in a
particularly conservative way.
At a pinch, it might have been written by an F.W. Krummacher, whom
Engels knew all too well, but it also goes sufficiently over the top to show
its true colours as a satire. The main topic of Schelling, Philosopher in Christ is
the relation between faith and reason. Its argument goes as follows. Given
the Calvinist position that we have all sinned and fallen short of the glory
of God,107 indeed that we can do nothing good or worthwhile on our own,
then our reason is a poor, limited thing. Dominated by sin, it will hardly get
us anywhere. And anyone who thinks reason is the royal road to truth (like
Hegel) really engages in idolatry and pride, for he or she sets reason on the
throne of God. In his maturity, Schelling – who was once an idolatrous champion of reason – has seen the light (like Saul/Paul) and demoted reason to its
true and proper place. So Schelling has become a witness to grace and truth,

106. In this respect, the satirical poem, The Insolently Threatened Yet Miraculously
Rescued Bible (Engels 1842c; Engels 1842d), comes close to this essay on Schelling.
107. Romans 3:23.

262 • Chapter Nine

to the Trinity, to the simplicity of the Bible and to the reconciliation offered
by Jesus. Schelling gives a faithful rendition of the prophecies that point to
Christ from both pagan sources and the Old Testament, Christ’s incarnation,
life, death and resurrection. Indeed, Schelling’s lectures may be compared to
Paul facing up to the Greek philosophers on the Areopagus (and Berlin is
quite like a pagan Athens), where he gave witness to the Gospel in the face of
their scepticism. Not only is he the champion of faith against the pagan Hegel
and all his yapping pack, against the false prophets of the end-time who came
out of the French Revolution, but he actually points the way forward, beyond
the Roman-Catholic church of Peter and the Protestant church of Paul, to the
church of love that is established by the beloved disciple, John.
Not quite blasphemy, the essay does make fun of the way that the Bible
is used in defence of obscurantism and resistance to any form of rational
thought. What Engels does not see is that this type of conservative response
is also rational and logically consistent: the texts do seem to work together
once you admit the premise (as he admits in his earlier attack on F.W. Krummacher) of sinful depravity and the need for grace. It is really an alternative
rational system that is caught in its own paradox. It claims to uphold the true
faith as it has been passed on from Christ himself and the apostles, but it is
actually a new development in its own way. In other words, this type of attack
on the new directions in philosophy would not have taken place if those new
ideas had not arisen in the first place.
The other curious feature of this essay is that it actually satirises a practice
to which Engels himself resorted on more than occasion: the use of biblical
texts and allusions to back up his own position. While he derides the pietists
and Calvinists for the way they use the Bible, on occasion he does exactly the
same thing. In fact, he oscillates between a positive use of the Bible to express
his own position and a negative, satirical use when he wants to make fun
of his opponents (and his old self). Both uses of the Bible occur in the other
essay with which I would like to pause for while, Schelling and Revelation. The
opening section of that piece echoes the tone of Schelling, Philosopher in Christ
and casts Schelling as a rather feeble modern-day Elijah on Mount Carmel108
where he scatters the pagan priests of Baal with the help of a thunderstorm

108. 1 Kings 18.
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sent by God.109 By contrast, the final pages of that essay offer a run of biblical allusions (I must admit I did count them – there are 13 I can recognise) in
a much more positive light.110 Their purpose is to present the dawn of reason and the new directions in philosophy embodied by Hegel and the Young
Hegelians as a conversion, as the apocalyptic dawning of a day of battle, and
as the emergence of a glorious new age. Here are two examples:
. . . gird the sword round our loins for its sake and stake our lives joyfully
in the last, holy war which will be followed by the thousand-year reign of
freedom.111
They are coming, they are coming, from all valleys, from all heights they
are streaming towards us with song and the call of trumpets; the day of the
great decision, of the battle of the nations, is approaching, and victory must
be ours!112

Engels did have a tendency to get carried away with himself, but we can put
that down to a mix of youthful enthusiasm and the sheer excitement of all
these new possibilities that were opening up for him in his reading (which he
had to do on his own).
Reasonably large sections in Schelling and Revelation are given over to
reporting on what Schelling has said (and they descend into a babble of
Schelling-speak), but the most significant parts are those where Engels’s own
assessment comes through. If Engels may once have subscribed to the views
he puts forward in Schelling, Philosopher in Christ (although I suspect that he
always had some questions for which the Calvinist answers were not sufficient), by now his own opinions are those expressed in Schelling and Revelation. As far as Engels is concerned, Schelling’s faults are many: he caricatures
Hegel, is deceptive, mystical (and therefore illogical), asserts the Christian
‘fact’ and does not argue for it, and uses the Bible as his ultimate authority.
Let me take each one in turn.

109. Engels 1842g, pp. 191–2; Engels 1842h, pp. 269–70.
110. Engels 1842g, pp. 238–40; Engels 1842h, pp. 312–14.
111. Engels 1842g, p. 239; Engels 1842h, p. 313. The allusions here are to the sword
of the Spirit in Ephesians 3:17 and the thousand-year reign of Christ (the millennium)
in Revelation 20:2–4.
112. Engels 1842g, p. 240; Engels 1842h, p. 314. Here the allusions are to the eschatological visions of Isaiah 2:2; 14:2; 17:12; 34:1–2; 43:9; 66:18 and the apocalyptic vision
of Revelation 12; 15:4; 16:14–16.
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The charge of misunderstanding and caricaturing of Hegel runs throughout the essay, but it comes to the fore when Schelling presents the ‘truth’ of
Hegel’s dialectic in relation to God and creation. It goes as follows: God exists;
he then posits the world which turns out to be a contrary being, a negation; he
must destroy it because it is evil, a status it attains merely through existing.113
For Engels, this argument turns Hegel into a speculative thinker. Engels is
too much of an enthusiast to see that Hegel’s system is speculative and idealist, although he does admit a little later that there may well be a connection
between Hegel’s thought and Trinitarian theology.114 But, at this moment,
anything that hints at theology in Hegel’s thought is unacceptable.
Moreover, Schelling is deceptive. He is really engaged in subterfuge, sneaking through a secret trap-door ‘belief in dogma [Autoritätsglauben], sentimental mysticism, [and] gnostic fantasy into the free science of thinking’.115 At this
point, the attack goes in two directions. One path indicates that Schelling at
least tries to bring out the need for theology, God and the Bible from within
philosophy itself. How? Schelling argues that, for all its achievements, reason
is really a limited human faculty that can make sense only of experience. For
anything beyond experience, we must rely on God and revelation. Here, I
agree with Engels, for this move is really a theological a priori: it relies on the
assumption that reason is the product of an inescapably sinful humanity. For
Engels, this dethroning of ‘omnipotent reason’ is nothing more than obscurantist, illogical, fantastical and a travesty of Hegel. Reason must be defended
from this frontal attack: ‘It is a sad spectacle to watch Schelling drag thought
down – from its lofty, pure ether into the region of sensory perception, strike
from its head the true golden crown and make it stagger about, drunk with
the fog and mist of the unaccustomed, romantic atmosphere, in a crown
of gilded paper, to be the laughing-stock of the street urchins’.116 Close to
170 years later, this elevation of reason and thought seems all too suspect, even
though we still find its champions. We may not cast the criticism of reason in
the theological terms of a sinful humanity that can do no good on its own,
but we do have the sustained critique of instrumental reason in the hands of

113.
114.
115.
116.

See Engels 1842g, p. 223; Engels 1842h, pp. 297–8.
See Engels 1842g, p. 225; Engels 1842h, p. 299.
Engels 1842g, p. 201; Engels 1842h, p. 276.
Engels 1842g, p. 206; Engels 1842h, p. 281.
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Adorno and Horkheimer.117 For reason, too, has its brutal and violent tendencies, put to work in the technological science of killing machines, or in the
‘rationalisation’ of the market in which human beings are as dispensable as
the machines of which they have become a part.
The other path is the one Engels is keen to establish: Schelling does nothing
more than provide a weak philosophical screen for a wholesale recovery of
theology. Thus, he accepts the ‘the historical fact of Christianity’ rather than
offering any worthwhile argument for the viability of Christianity.118 In other
words, Christianity is a given, so we must proceed from there. Moreover,
he accepts the Bible as authoritative and seeks to buttress his arguments by
resorting to it. In short, he is really a theologian in philosophical disguise, one
who resorts to superhuman principles to make his philosophy work. These
criticisms say more about Engels than Schelling. Resorting to theology, arguing that the Absolute Idea is really God, relying on the Bible as revelation is
really a no-go zone and a return to obscurantism.119
I want to return to this ban on theology or even on covert theology in a
moment, but, first, a couple of further points. To begin with, for Engels, Schelling is caught. His arguments are no guarantee for the uniqueness of Christianity. If one assumes the fact of Christianity for the purpose of constructing a
positive philosophy, then one must also accept the facts of Judaism and Islam,
or even Roman Catholicism and Anglicanism as similar facts that would
lead to other positive philosophies. Even more, Schelling’s ‘unpremeditated
being’ is not necessarily Christian: it may well, suggests Engels, be Chinese or
‘Otaheitan’ (Hawaiian).120 Thus, the move to discuss the Trinity or the incarnation, life, death and resurrection of Christ are non-sequiturs, for they do not
necessarily follow from the philosophical arguments.121 What Schelling ends

117. Horkheimer and Adorno 2002; Horkheimer and Adorno 2003.
118. See Engels 1842g, p. 229; Engels 1842h, p. 303.
119. Engels 1842g, pp. 219–20; Engels 1842h, pp. 294–5.
120. Engels 1842g, p. 222; Engels 1842h, p. 297.
121. ‘Thus, out of the abyss of unpremediated being Schelling has conjured up for
us into the light of day not only the personal but also the triune God, Father, Son and
Holy Ghost, though the third has indeed only been accommodated with difficulty, and
then the arbitrarily created world, dependent on arbitrariness and therefore hollow
and void; and he has thus the basis of Christianity. It cannot be my intention to show
up one by one the inconsistencies, the arbitrary judgments, the rash claims, the gaps,
leaps, assumptions and confusions of which Schelling is guilty here.’ (Engels 1842g,
pp. 225–6; Engels 1842h, p. 300.)
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up with is neither philosophy nor theology: the basis of modern theology has
become dreadfully weak. It seems to me that Engels is correct here: the move
from philosophy to theology has become an impossible leap. The question
left hanging is whether philosophy and theology can indeed work together or
whether the rift is too great. Engels by this stage prefers the latter.
Indeed, he argues strongly early in the essay that the work of critics
such as Strauss, Bauer and Feuerbach indicates that one can no longer stay
within a Christian-theological framework. He is fully on side with the radical young Hegelians who have broken through the limit of Christianity: ‘So
the “hegelingische Rotte” no longer conceals that it neither can nor will any
longer regard Christianity as its limit. All the basic principles of Christianity,
and even of what has hitherto been called religion itself, have fallen before
the inexorable criticism of reason, the absolute idea claims to be the founder
of a new era’.122 Later, he, and especially Marx, would not be so sure, especially when someone such as Bruno Bauer kept his radical critique within the
realm of theology. The young Hegelians had by no means broken out of that
constraint.
But let me come back to the question of covert theology, or secular theology
as it is called in our own day. Schelling is not a very good covert theologian,
for he comes out far too strongly in favour of God, the Bible and the main
elements of Christian doctrine. Yet the point that Engels makes is one that is
still made: Schelling smuggles theology in under the pretence of philosophy.
Schelling may try to argue that theology is a necessary consequence of philosophy, but Engels will not have a bar of it.
The closest current movement is what has been called the ‘theological turn‘
in French phenomenology. Basing themselves on Heidegger, a number of
French philosophers with a distinct Roman-Catholic bent – Michel Henry,
Jean-Louis Chrétien, Jean-Luc Marion, Jean-François Courtine – have been
arguing that certain phenomena such as prayer, the call, or vocation actually
open themselves out to transcendence and thereby God.123 What they seek to
do is argue from within Heidegger’s phenomenology to a (rather conservative and mystical) theological position. The key lies in the idea of the excess
of a phenomenon, an excess that produces what Marion calls a ‘saturated

122. Engels 1842g, p. 197; Engels 1842h, p. 273.
123. See Janicaud, Courtine, Chrétien, Henry, Marion and Ricœur 2000.
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phenomenon’, which is ‘invisible according to quantity, unbearable according
to quality, but also unconditioned (absolved from any horizon) according to
relation, and irreducible to the I (incapable of being looked at) according to
modality’.124 The response to such an argument comes very close to Engels’s
charge against Schelling. And it appears in the excellent essay by Dominique
Janicaud. For Janicaud, the ‘theological turn’ is a violation of one of the basic
postulates of phenomenology that comes through from Husserl, namely the
reduction. By closing down transcendence, or, rather, the ecstatic openness to
transcendence, phenomenology deals only with the appearing that remains
in and for consciousness. It is, in other words, the field of immanence sundered from any transcendence. For Janicaud, then, the newer developments
in phenomenology – he lays much of the blame with Levinas – lead to its
self-annihilation, for they use phenomenology ‘as a springboard in a quest
for divine transcendence’.125 Thus also with Schelling, I would suggest: the
immanence of philosophy becomes the basis for the leap to the transcendence
of theology.
We might call this the smuggler’s version of covert theology. I must admit
that I am as unimpressed as Engels (or indeed Janicaud) with its moves.
But there is another that is far more pernicious, namely the effort to empty
theological terms of their theological content and refill them with political,
economic or philosophical content. Here, Adorno’s trenchant critique is well
worth remembering, especially when it seems as though thinkers on the Left
are resorting to various types of secular theology all around us. We cannot
shake off the theological associations of terms such as hope, promise, love,
authenticity and meaning all that easily, for they trail the dust of their former glory. Adorno is particularly on the watch for the power-structures that
have a remarkable knack of persisting.126 Thus, while overt theology at least
has a recognised power-structure that refers to God, the Bible or the church
with which we are all too familiar, secular theology does not have such a
structure. So what happens is that the authority rests with none other than
the philosopher: she is the final arbiter of truth. Here, too, theology sneaks

124. Marion in Janicaud, Courtine, Chrétien, Henry, Marion and Ricœur 2000,
p. 211. See also Marion 2002.
125. Janicaud in Janicaud, Courtine, Chrétien, Henry, Marion and Ricœur 2000,
p. 70.
126. See especially Adorno 1973, 2003. See also Boer 2007a, pp. 422–30.
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in through a secret opening, but it may not be obvious to the philosopher in
question.
Let us see what Engels urges in response. It is nothing less than an effort
to dispense with theology entirely. How do we construct a system of thought
and action that is free from the taint of theology? He felt it had already been
attained, especially in the work of David Strauss and Ludwig Feuerbach, who
had shown that the secret of theology is in fact anthropology, that ‘heaven has
come down to earth’127 – the first time that this well-known phrase appears
in the work of either Marx or Engels. All we need do is gather up its treasures like stones by the roadside. The judgement was perhaps a little premature, for Marx and Engels had to undertake the task themselves. One way of
characterising that programme is that they sought to develop a system that
was thoroughly non-theological, a system for which theology did not count
in any way, whether overt or covert. Whether they achieved such a goal is
another question.
Yet, despite this insight from a 21-year-old Engels, he could still not
resist engaging with the little rotund old man, Schelling. It is a strange and
deeply ambivalent criticism, focusing on the famous passage of Philippians
2:6–8. It deals with the kenosis, or self-emptying of Christ, who gives up his
equality with God to become a human being even to the point of death on
a cross. To Schelling’s argument that the divine Christ gave up of his own
free will his equal status with God in order to unite the world with God and
thereby become fully God himself, Engels responds that this contradicts ‘the
entire basic outlook of Christianity’.128 Christ, he argues, did not do so out of
free will, for that would impute the possibility of evil in Christ. He must
have done so by natural necessity. And how in the world can someone
become God, especially Christ? He either was God or he was not. At this
level, Schelling’s argument, for all its careful attention to exegetical detail, is
not Christian enough. It falls into the trap of using the odd verse to support
‘the most abnormal thing’.129 Here Engels is actually defending a more orthodox reading of the text over against Schelling’s innovations. But, then, in the

127. Engels 1842g, p. 238; Engels 1842h, p. 312.
128. Engels 1842g, p. 230; Engels 1842h, p. 304.
129. Ibid.
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midst of all of that, he turns around and presents a rather ossified picture of
Christianity:
Christianity is nearly two thousand years old and has had time enough to
come to itself. Its content is expressed in the church, and it is impossible that
any other positive content of significance is still concealed in it, or that its
true meaning has only now been understood. In any case it would now be
too late.130

To my mind, this is an extremely important passage, for Engels both reveals
his adherence to a conservative picture of Christian thought and rejects it at
the same time. In short, it throws into sharp relief his own ambivalence. He is
tied to that picture, for it is the way he had come to know of Christianity in his
reformed context. Yet, in holding to such an understanding, it also becomes
frozen in time, unable to countenance any radically new direction or insight.
Or, rather, that is how he would prefer to see it: he does not want a renovated
Christianity, for then his rejection would become all the more difficult. This
is why Feuerbach and Strauss present not a revitalised Christianity he would
like to accept, but rather a step beyond Christianity itself.
As for Schelling, perhaps the best final word comes from Engels’s
own pen:
The old ship dancing joyfully through the waves turned back and entered
the shallow haven of faith, ran its keel so fast into the sand that it is still stuck
there. There it lies, and nobody recognises in the old, frail wreck the old ship
which went out with all sails spread and ﬂags ﬂying. The sails have long
since rotted, the masts are broken, the waves pour in through the gaping
planks, and every day the tides pile up more sand around the keel.131

Conclusion: on the loss of faith
When I first began critical study of the Bible and theology, back in the 1980s at
the University of Sydney, I was warned by a legion of conservative Calvinists
that it was the first step on the slippery path to losing one’s religious faith. At

130. Ibid.
131. Engels 1842g, p. 237; Engels 1842h, p. 311.
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the time I scoffed at the idea, thinking of them as wimps who could not stand
the challenges thrown up by critical study. I still think that they are wimps,
but the advice (given with a serious touch on the shoulder and a downward
glance) came out of an oral tradition of almost 150 years. For it began in
response to the first full ﬂowering of critical-biblical study that took place in
Germany at the time Engels was growing up. I have explored the conjunction
of factors that led to such a situation in the first half of the eighteenth century
in Germany at an earlier point. The work of Strauss, Bauer and Feuerbach
(and they are only the most notable) raised a fury of protest, not merely in
Germany but abroad as well. The churches felt such critical study was an
attack at their very foundations – the Bible. The paths taken by this study’s
pioneers (Bauer and Feuerbach ended up in atheism) gave no assurance to
their pious detractors.
In some respects, the responses of these pioneers was immature. They
shared the assumption of their critics that such study would undermine one’s
faith, and so they gave it up. Since then, biblical criticism has been enriched
and modified, but its basic assumption has remained the same: the only
responsible way to deal with the Bible is ‘scientifically’, that is, an immanent
approach without the hypothesis of God as cause and agent. Criticism of this
type has passed through a number of phases, moving from radical challenge
and vilification by its opponents, through a hegemonic position for all biblical study (for about a century) through to dissipation in the face of questions
and newer approaches since the 1970s. Yet, for many who begin biblical and
theological studies, historical criticism (as it has come to be called) is the first
step. And, for many, it throws up the first challenge to religious faith.
We can distinguish four paths such students take. The first option is open
only to those who begin biblical and theological study for reasons of curiosity and no religious faith. This option has become far more common in recent
decades as the number of those who study the Bible with religious commitment drops away. The remaining three paths relate to those with some religious faith: they may reject the whole approach and reconfirm their previous
prejudices, or they may break through the wall and develop a more sophisticated faith that sees the value in such criticism, or they may follow the path
of giving up their religious commitment altogether. Engels falls into the last
group. But he is in good company. Nietzsche apart, many of my colleagues
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have found that the challenge of critical approaches is too much and what
seems to be the rock of their belief crumbles into sand. But these colleagues
do not lose their interest in the Bible or theology. Indeed, many of them earn
their bread and butter through biblical criticism and theological reﬂection.
Engels did not become a theologian or biblical critic, perhaps because he never
studied formally at university-level. But he did stay very interested in matters
theological and biblical.132
I would suggest that this is what we can see in Engels’s writings on theology
and the Bible. An encounter with critical scholarship leads him first to give up
his Calvinist beliefs while struggling to retain a more open religious commitment alongside that scholarship. The comment in the short pseudonymous
piece, ‘From Elberfeld’, is really autobiographical: of ‘a dead man’ he writes,
‘a genuine Wuppertal Christian, recalling the happy time when one could
still cherish a childlike belief in a doctrine whose contradictions can now be
counted on the fingers, when one burned with pious zeal against religious
liberalism, a zeal at which people now smile or blush’.133 The comments are
supposed to refer to an unnamed poet, an educated layman, but the melancholy is Engels’s own. Eventually, he steps outside that community of faith, as
many of his contemporaries did. Although there was no question of returning
to the reactionary nonsense he had left behind,134 he did feel that something
had been lost: ‘one can see how fortifying and comforting a religion which has
truly become a matter of the heart is, even in its saddest extremes’ he writes
in the same piece.135 Here still, at the age of 19, he longs for that ‘homeland’,

132. Every now and then he would report to Marx on his latest reading and thoughts.
For example, he discusses at length a book called The Historical Geography of Arabia by
the Reverend Charles Forster. Apart from pointing out that the parson and biblical
apologist peep through, he notes the way in which various Arab practices illuminate
ancient Israel. Then he writes: ‘It is now quite clear to me that the Jews’ so-called
Holy Writ is nothing more than a record of ancient Arab religious and tribal traditions, modified by the Jews’ early separation from their tribally related but nomadic
neighbours. The circumstance of Palestine’s being surrounded on the Arabian side by
nothing but desert, i.e. the land of the Bedouins, explains its separate development.’
(Engels 1853g, p. 327; Engels 1853h, p. 246; see the ongoing discussion in Ebach 1982
and Engels 1853i; Engels 1853j.)
133. Engels 1839d, p. 30; Engels 1839e, p. 63.
134. See his polemic against the reactionary Roman-Catholic Joel Jacoby (Engels
1840a; Engels 1840b).
135. Engels 1839d, p. 31; Engels 1839e, p. 64.
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which is both Wuppertal and the faith that was passing: ‘But you too have a
homeland and perhaps return to it with the same love as I, however ordinary
it looks, once you have vented your anger at its perversities’.136 And he would
return, once to fight with the Elberfeld revolutionaries in May of 1849137 and
then a few more times to the arena of biblical study, as the essays on Müntzer,
the biblical book of Revelation and early Christianity indicate.

136. Ibid.
137. Engels 1849e; Engels 1849f; Engels 1849n; Engels 1849o; From the Indictment of
the Participants in the Uprising in Elberfeld in May 1849 1850.

Chapter Ten
Revelation and Revolution

Similarly Isaac Newton in his old age busied
himself with expounding the Revelation of
St. John.1
That the millennium was here depicted in earthly
colours goes without saying. Even Revelation cannot rest content with such heavenly delights as
sitting with a bare bottom on a damp cloud,
twanging a harp with more or less gory hands
and singing hymns to all eternity.2

A vital moment in the Marxist engagement with
Christianity takes place around 1850, if not before:
Engels begins a process of coming to terms with his
conservative Calvinist background. And the end-run
of that process is that Engels, a couple of years before
his death, affirms a distinctly revolutionary element
within Christianity. This chapter is devoted to tracking and analysing that process through a series of
texts that span more than fifty years. There are, in fact,
two tracks to that final argument. One is a persistent
sense of the ambivalence of theology and the Bible,
especially on political matters. While Engels often
was disparaging and championed an atheism as militant as his earlier religious commitment, he keeps

1. Engels 1873–82a, p. 345; Engels 1873–82b, p. 337.
2. Engels 1894e, p. 329; Engels 1894f, p. 277.
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on commenting on the opposition between reaction and revolution within
Christianity.3 While, in Marx, that awareness is ﬂeeting, in Engels we see it
in full force. The other track is quite different: his unﬂagging interest in the
final book of the Christian Bible, Revelation. It runs from his early use of its
language to express exuberance at new discoveries, to tease his friends, and
satirise the young Hegelians and their opponents. Later, he would change
direction, appreciatively taking up Bruno Bauer‘s argument that it is the earliest Christian text and therefore gives us a window into a Christianity very
different from that to which we are accustomed. Both tracks end up converging, first with his argument that Thomas Müntzer and the Peasant Revolt
was a revolution that expressed its goals in Christian language and then with
his final reconstruction of a revolutionary early Christianity. While the early
Christianity essay is far more interesting than the one on Müntzer, in both
we find a striking effort to draw parallels with the socialist movement. It was
those parallels that led him to the revolutionary argument. Throughout, I am
on the lookout for fruitful ideas that I can take further, insights that still have
some life in them.

The two minds of Friedrich Engels
There are two ways we can view Engels’s later efforts to deal with Christianity.
One is to divide that engagement into three or four fairly conventional periods. The first is his time of youthful faith, the second his period of intense
questioning and then eventual jettisoning of that faith, the third a period of
rather dogmatic materialist atheism, and then the fourth is a process of coming to terms with his biblical and theological past in a way that appropriates
some elements and yet moves beyond it.
While there is an element of truth in such a developmental approach –
Engels’s last essay on Christianity may be read as a return of his Christian
repressed – it does not really work, for the stages do not stand up to closer
scrutiny. Engels actually has simultaneous contradictory assessments of
Christianity which he tries to reconcile. One side of Engels is the staunch and
doctrinaire atheist who thinks that Feuerbach has said the last word, that the

3. He certainly kept reading on matters related to Christianity. See, for example,
Marx and Engels 1850e; Marx and Engels 1850f.
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great awakening is one of realising that human beings have actually deified
and worshipped themselves in the shape of the gods.4 At about the same time,
Engels also states quite clearly that early Christianity was a revolutionary
movement among the lower classes of Roman society.
Two quotations from this period – 1843–4 – give voice to this tension
in Engels’s engagement with Christianity: ‘We too attack the hypocrisy
of the present Christian state of the world; the struggle against it, our liberation from it and the liberation of the world from it are ultimately our sole
occupation; . . . But because we know that all this lying and immorality follows
from religion, that religious hypocrisy, theology, is the archetype of all other
lies and hypocrisy, we are justified in extending the term “theology” to the
whole untruth and hypocrisy of the present, as was originally done by Feuerbach and Bruno Bauer . . .; all the possibilities of religion are exhausted; after
Christianity, after absolute, i.e., abstract, religion, after “religion as such”, no
other form of religion can arise’.5 But then, a few months earlier, Engels also
wrote these words: ‘In general, this is a feature of every revolutionary epoch,
as was seen in particular in the religious revolution of which the outcome was
Christianity: “blessed are the poor” [Matthew 5:3], “the wisdom of this world
is foolishness” [1 Corinthians 1:20], etc.’.6 This is the tension that fascinates
me, the one between the ‘war on religion and religious ideas’7 and the appreciation of Christianity as a revolutionary movement.
Doctrinaire atheism
Apart from regular bouts of anticlericalism, Engels’s avowed atheism followed
various channels. At times, it became an assertion that materialist atheism
simply meant that at death we return ‘to the bosom of nature’ from whence we
came – as he points out in the speech at Jenny Marx’s funeral.8 And, at others,

4. Engels 1844b, pp. 461–2; Engels 1844c, pp. 543–4.
5. Engels 1844b, p. 462; Engels 1844c, p. 544. There are many, many more comments
on the useless superstition of religion, but here is one of the better ones: ‘The prisoner
in solitary confinement is driven insane; the model gaol in London, after only three
months of existence, had already three lunatics to transfer to Bedlam, to say nothing
of the religious mania which is still usually regarded as sanity.’ (Engels 1844f, p. 510;
Engels 1844g, p. 589.)
6. Engels 1843c, p. 380; Engels 1843d, pp. 451–2.
7. Engels 1844b, p. 463; Engels 1844c, p. 545.
8. Engels 1881a, pp. 420–1; Engels 1881b, p. 294.
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it was a matter of class-struggle. Having observed that the established forms
of Christianity were the preserve of the old aristocracy and the bourgeoisie
(especially in England), he keeps commenting on the way the working class is
increasingly enthusiastic about atheism. Keenly taking up Strauss’s Das Leben
Jesu in reading-groups with its members occasionally imprisoned for writing
and circulating atheistic tracts, the working class’s atheism was very much
anti-establishment.9 As Engels puts it: ‘Money is the god of this world; the
bourgeois takes the proletarian’s money from him and so makes a practical
atheist of him. No wonder, then, if the proletarian retains his atheism and no
longer respects the sacredness and power of the earthly God’.10 These observations are coupled with his descriptions of the decline of the established
Church of England, the indifference of parishioners, and indeed the outright
disdain of the church’s parsons, who were in lock-step with the ruling class
and widely hated.11 The fact that the church had to resort to measures such as
the Apostasy Act (loss of civil rights and imprisonment), the Blasphemy Act
(a fine and a year in prison), and penalties for not attending church with no
proper excuse (a fine and imprisonment of up to six weeks) only reinforced
the widespread sense of decline.12
As far as Engels is concerned, these developments are due to the triumphant
march of communism – a narrative he invokes often in his enthusiasm for the
movement. So we find a potted narrative that goes back to the origins of life,
runs through the Greeks and Romans, notes the struggles against Christianity

9. Engels 1843c, pp. 385–6; Engels 1843d, pp. 460–1; Engels 1844b, pp. 446–7,
450; Engels 1844c, pp. 527–8, 531; Engels 1844h, p. 212; Engels 1846a, pp. 421, 556,
569; Engels 1846b, pp. 352–3, 480–1, 492–3; Engels 1845c; Engels 1874–5a, pp. 15–16;
Engels 1874–5b, pp. 531–2; Engels 1889a, p. 539. See also Marx 1855jj; Marx 1855kk;
Marx 1855e, p. 599; Marx 1855f; Marx 1855g; Marx 1855dd, pp. 308–10; Marx 1855ee,
pp. 328–30; Marx 1855c; Marx 1855d; Marx 1855hh; Marx 1855ii; Marx 1861h, p. 248;
Marx 1861i, p. 289; Marx 1869j, p. 289; Marx 1869k, p. 610. All the same, Engels notes
that despite their celebrations of the education, social work and anti-church polemic,
their alternative meetings resembled church-gatherings, with choirs, speeches and
hymns, often using church-hymns sets to communist lyrics (Engels 1843c, p. 387;
Engels 1843d, pp. 462–3).
10. Engels 1846a, p. 412; Engels 1846b, p. 343.
11. Engels 1844f, pp. 501–4, 512; Engels 1844g, pp. 580–3, 591.
12. See Engels 1844f, p. 503; Engels 1844g, pp. 582–3. However, what Engels does
not point out is that various dissenting Christian movements appealed to large numbers of the working class, especially Methodism. They may have disdained the Church
of England, but they did not always fall away from Christianity entirely.
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in the eighteenth century in the name of science and reason, the great strides
in the nineteenth century, and then the inevitable victory of materialism and
socialist revolution. The most sustained recounting of this narrative appears
in those magnificently ﬂawed texts, Anti-Dühring and Dialectics of Nature.13
Before such a gathering tide, the Christian church can only sink and disappear. It has reached the end of its development; all that is left is for it to collapse under its own contradictions.14
The underlying assumption of this triumphant narrative is that material
causes and scientific advances would bring about the swift demise of religion,
especially Christianity in Europe. Engels was not alone in this assumption, for
it was a hope among a large number of secular campaigners and caused more
than a few furrowed brows among ecclesiastical types. Yet, if we look a little
closer, Engels’s Enlightenment assumptions concerning the progress of reason begin to waver. For example, conscious of the strength of Christianity in
England, he hesitates approving a translation of Anti-Dühring since it is very
hostile to religion.15 Or, on a more dialectical note, when he depicts the preindustrial weaving-villages of England he laments the loss of a healthy and
robust life, but then also observes that these weavers were religious, asleep,
vegetative and unaware politically. He would much rather the unsettling
effect of capitalism, for all its curses, since it awakens the proletariat to political action.16 A comparable dialectical observation comes to mind after his visit
to the United States, where he relishes the fact that its citizens had not brought
with them the medieval institutions of Europe. Unfortunately, what they did
bring were myriad medieval traditions, such as religion, superstition and
spiritualism – ‘in short, every kind of balderdash that was not immediately

13. See the liberal sprinkling of comments on ‘religion’ in Engels 1877–8a, pp. 16,
22, 26, 40–1, 62, 67–8, 79, 86, 93–9, 125–6, 130, 144, 232, 244, 300–4; Engels 1877–8b,
pp. 16, 20–1, 25, 39–40, 62, 66–8, 79, 86–7, 93–100, 126–7, 131, 143–5, 230, 239, 294–8;
Engels 1873–82a, pp. 318–20, 325, 423, 474, 480–1, 498–500, 551–2, 565; Engels 1873–82b,
pp. 311–13, 318, 415, 465, 470–1, 486–9, 535–6, 547; Engels 1876–7a, pp. 591–3, 603–7;
Engels 1976–7b, pp. 580–4. See also Engels 1892a, pp. 283–300.
14. See Engels 1844d, pp. 469–76, 486; Engels 1844e, pp. 550–7, 567; Engels 1844l. In
a similar vein he points out that the natural path of the young Hegelians is not merely
to atheism, but also communism (Engels 1843e, pp. 404–6). Occasionally, his narrative
goes back to the animal spirituality of ‘primitive’ peoples.
15. Engels 1886c, p. 416; Engels 1886d, p. 452.
16. Engels 1846a, pp. 308–9; Engels 1846b, pp. 238–9.
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harmful to business and now comes in very handy for the stultification of the
masses [Massenverdummung]’.17
Another, more interesting, reassessment appears in his occasional observations that religion was not always a mere effect or reﬂection of social and economic conditions. This reassessment shows up sharply in a letter to Conrad
Schmidt in 1890, where Engels describes the ‘prehistorical fund’ of ideological
fields such as philosophy and religion as so much rubbish, which has, unfortunately, been taken over in the historical period. But then come two extraordinary sentences. The first reads: ‘In so far as these various false conceptions
of nature, of the nature of man, of spirits, magic forces, etc., are economically
based, it is only in a negative sense; false conceptions of nature are the corollary of the low level of economic development in the prehistorical period, but
also on occasion its precondition if not its actual cause’.18 Initially it looks like
an Althusserian argument avant la lettre for the semi-autonomy of the various
zones of a mode of production, but it actually goes further, for he suggests
that religion or philosophy may in fact be a cause or contributing factor to the
economic base. But then there is a second prevarication: ‘And even if economic
necessity may have provided the main incentive for progress in natural science
and done so to an increasing extent, it would be pedantic to seek economic
causes for all this primitive rubbish [all diesen ürzustandlichen Blödsinn]’.19 For
some curious reason, he is keen to avoid attributing economic causes to prehistoric religion and ideology. So we end up in a double bind: in the historical
period (whenever that begins), economics is the driving power for progress
in science, but, in the prehistoric period, economics is not the cause of prescience. This argument suggests that Marxist categories are not always applicable before the prehistorical/historical divide and that we need to rethink our
terms, but also that economics is not necessarily the only motor of history. Or,
at least, that motor is far more limited than we might have thought.
Occasionally, Engels goes all the way, attributing to religion the honour of
full causation. We find it in the militant broadsides against Christianity as the
source of society’s hypocrisy, delusions and hollowness, so much so that he
proclaims: ‘we have once and for all declared war on religion and religious
17. Engels 1886g, p. 533; Engels 1886h, p. 579; see also Engels 1886e, p. 491; Engels
1886f, p. 533.
18. Engels 1890g, pp. 61–2; Engels 1890h, p. 492.
19. Engels 1890g, p. 62; Engels 1890h, p. 492.
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ideas and care little whether we are called atheists or anything else’.20 Here,
he also makes a clever inversion: against Carlyle’s argument that the source of
all the horrors of the age is the loss of religious feeling, Engels argues that the
prime cause is religion itself. Or, rather, it is due to that liminal state between
the awareness that religion is empty and the need for a fully human, socialist
form of society.
Revolutionary versus reactionary Christianity
It is precisely this opening – that religion may in fact be active as well as
passive – that leads Engels to his exploration of the more revolutionary elements within Christianity. More often than not, Engels wants to assert the
primacy of social formations, especially in the way they shape revolutionary Christianity, but, occasionally, he allows radical Christianity a causative
rôle. As he does so, we no longer find the blanket-dismissal of Christianity as
reactionary, nor even the unending war on religion in the name of emancipation. And this awareness is not a late development in his thought, for in his
‘Progress of Social Reform on the Continent’ we encounter the first survey of
various radical movements and their leaders who were either Christian or
inspired by Christianity: Müntzer, Cabet, Weitling and others.21 It would not
be the last time he would offer such a survey.
But how is this possible? Is not Christianity a collection of out-dated superstitions and are not its institutions all too cosy with power, money and the
state? Engels is not consistent in his answers. Sometimes, he suggests that communism has nothing to do with Christianity and that those who think so are
simply deluded.22 At other times, he argues that religious beliefs are irrelevant;

20. Engels 1844b, p. 463; Engels 1844c, p. 545. See the whole stretch in Engels 1844b,
pp. 461–6; Engels 1844c, pp. 542–8.
21. Engels 1843e. Karl Kautsky took up Engels’s list and turned it into his multivolume Vorläufer des neueren Sozialismus (Kautsky 1947b; Kautsky and Lafargue 1977).
22. At times, he even denies any revolutionary dimension to Christianity at all, as in
this attack on Bakunin from 1872: ‘And above all, there should be no disciplined sections! Indeed, no party discipline, no centralisation of forces at a particular point, no
weapons of struggle! But what, then, would happen to the model of the future society?
In short, where would this new organisation get us? To the cowardly, servile organisation of the early Christians, those slaves, who gratefully accepted every kick and
whose grovelling did indeed after 300 years win them the victory of their religion –
a method of revolution which the proletariat will surely not imitate! Like the early
Christians, who took heaven as they imagined it as the model for their organisation, so
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what counts is practice, that is, the human realities at the base of Christianity.
If people organise a commune, it matters little what ideological reasons they
might have. In fact, the sooner they get rid of their theological justifications the
better, since they obscure matters with all sorts of mumbo-jumbo.23
However, the most interesting answer is that Christianity contains both elements, both radical strains and stiﬂing reaction. Already, in his ‘Letters from
London’ of 1843, he distinguishes between the corrupt status of the established church and the revolutionary origins of Christianity. On the one hand,
the Church of England is a ‘decaying edifice’24 full of bigotry, petty hatreds,
obtuse theological distinctions, and blind attachment to the aristocracy and
Tories. Not a bad assessment, it seems to me. On the other hand, he notes that
at times of revolutionary turmoil the ‘lower’ classes become the most progressive: ‘In general, this is a feature of every revolutionary epoch, as was seen in
particular in the religious revolution of which the outcome was Christianity’.
He cannot resist adding to the Sermon on the Mount:25 ‘blessed are the poor,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven and, however long it may take, the kingdom of this earth as well’.26
The clearest statement of this political ambivalence within Christianity
appears in an assessment of Etienne Cabet’s Icarian communities. Engels

we are to take Mr. Bakunin’s heaven of the future society as a model, and are to pray
and hope instead of fighting. And the people who preach this nonsense pretend to be
the only true revolutionaries!’ (Engels 1872c, p. 67; Engels 1872d, p. 478). See also Marx
1872b, p. 255; Marx 1872c, p. 160.
23. After a survey of various communal ventures in North America and England –
Quakers, Rappites (following Rapp, a minister from Württemburg), the Separatists
from Württemburg and Owen – Engels comments: ‘The reader will discover that most
of the colonies that will be described in this article had their origins in all kinds of
religious sects most of which have quite absurd and irrational views on various issues;
the author just wants to point out brieﬂy that these views have nothing whatsoever
to do with communism. It is in any case obviously a matter of indifference whether
those who prove by their actions the practicability of communal living believe in one
God, in twenty or in none at all; if they have an irrational religion, this is an obstacle in
the way of communal living, and if communal living is successful in real life despite
this, how much more feasible must it be with others who are free of such inanities.’
(Engels 1845a, p. 215; Engels 1845b, p. 522.) See also Engels 1844b, p. 464; Engels 1844c,
p. 546.
24. Engels 1843c, p. 379; Engels 1843d, p. 451. As another example, see his comments on how the Sunday schools and church day-schools focus on sectarian differences at the expense of any useful education (Engels 1846a, pp. 408–11; Engels 1846b,
pp. 339–42).
25. Matthew 5:3.
26. Engels 1843c, p. 380; Engels 1843d, p. 452.
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begins by noting that, in contrast to English socialists, the French communists tend to be Christian. Le Christianisme c’est le communisme is the slogan
of Cabet’s movement, which relied on the image of Christian communism in
the book of Acts of the Apostles as a model for their own communities.27 And
then Engels observes: ‘But all this shows only, that these good people are not
the best Christians, although they style themselves so; because if they were,
they would know the bible better, and find that, if some few passages of the
bible may be favourable to Communism, the general spirit of its doctrines is,
nevertheless, totally opposed to it, as well as to every rational measure’.28 For
my purposes, this is a crucial observation, since it marks Engels’s recognition
of political ambivalence in both the practice of Christianity and in the Bible.
Oppression may be the dominant theme, but every now and then another,
revolutionary line emerges. It is, of course, a far more dialectical understanding of the political complexity of theology and the Bible, one that I will trace
through various pieces by Engels in the remainder of this chapter.

The ambivalent Calvinism of F.W. Krummacher
One of these pieces actually goes back to Engels’s youthful comments on
none other than the champion of Calvinist orthodoxy, the Reverend F.W.
Krummacher, whom we met in the previous chapter. In order to gain a sense
of how strong the tension really is, let me set the context with Engels’s observations concerning the extreme Calvinist.
Despite Engels’s protests against Krummacher’s doctrine – it is ‘in most
direct contradiction to reason and the Bible’29 – he does actually admit its

27. See also Engels 1843e, p. 403; Engels 1888c, pp. 234–5; Engels 1888d, pp. 117–
18. Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Kautsky would develop this argument for Christian
communism along with criticisms of the ‘communism of consumption’ in the earlytwentieth century. See Luxemburg 1970; Luxemburg 1982; Kautsky 2007; Kautsky
1977; as well as my treatment of them in Boer 2009c.
28. Engels 1843e, p. 399. Marx was less sympathetic, arguing that Cabet’s movement as well as the phalansteries of Fourier are signs of the immaturity of the working
class, who have not yet been sufficiently trained by conﬂict with the bourgeoisie (Marx
1871e, pp. 499–500; Marx 1871f, pp. 557–8; see also Marx 1873a, p. 394; Marx 1873b,
p. 301).
29. The full text reads: ‘Krummacher has formulated the doctrine so sharply, following and firmly adhering to all its consequences, that nothing can be refuted once
the basis is accepted, namely, the inability of man on his own to desire what is good,
let alone do it. Hence follows the need for this ability to come from outside, and since
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logical consistency: once you accept the premise (the total depravity of human
beings, based on original sin), then the rest is irrefutable. So it seems that this
doctrine is consistent, or at least watertight, if you grant the premise. In fact,
it is standard Calvinist doctrine: since human beings can do no good on their
own, they must rely entirely on God, or, rather, God’s grace. The next step is
to argue that, because human beings have no say in salvation, it all devolves
upon God’s own apparently arbitrary will. Salvation depends on God alone,
so he is the one who decides who will be saved and who will be damned – in
short, predestination.
However, Krummacher is more extreme than this standard Calvinist fare:
Further, the Scriptures say: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me. But
the heathen cannot come to the Father by Christ, because they do not know
Christ, so they all exist merely to fill up hell. – Among Christians, many are
called but few are chosen; but the many who are called are called only for
the sake of appearance, and God took care not to call them so loudly that
they obeyed him; all this to the glory of God and in order that they should
not be forgiven.30

The biblical texts pepper the account (John 14:6 and Matthew 22:14 turn
up here), but it does end up being a rather crass solution to an unresolved
problem in many theological systems. If you take seriously the text from
John 14:6 – ‘no one comes to the Father, but by me’ – then you face the difficulty that, through no fault of their own, most people throughout history have not actually had the chance to hear about Jesus. All manner of
solutions have been offered to deal with this exclusive claim to salvation
(Christ is manifest in other, very unexpected ways, or they hear about him
in purgatory). The simplistic solution that they go straight to hell without
passing ‘Go’ is, I must admit, one of the less sophisticated. I too would find
a sermon thundering on about those un-Christianised heathen filling up
hell just a little farcical.

man cannot even desire what is good, God has to press this ability on him. Owing to
God’s free will, it follows that this ability is allotted arbitrarily, and this also, at least
apparently, is supported by the Scriptures. – The entire doctrine is based on such pretence of logic; the few who are chosen will, nolentes, volentes, be saved, the rest damned
for ever. “For ever? – Yes, for ever!!” (Krummacher).’ (Engels 1839f, pp. 14–15; Engels
1839g, p. 39.)
30. Engels 1839f, p. 15; Engels 1839g, pp. 39–40.
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Now we come across a comment whose brevity conceals a wealth of implications: ‘Such doctrines spoil all Krummacher’s sermons; the only ones in which
they are not so prominent are the passages where he speaks of the contradiction between earthly riches and the humility of Christ, or between the arrogance of earthly rulers and the pride of God. A note of his former demagogy
very often breaks through here as well, and if he did not speak in such general
terms the government would not pass over his sermons in silence’.31 Here, the
sneaking admiration for Krummacher I noted earlier turns up again, for his
sermons would, admits Engels, be rather good if he did not spoil them with
such doctrines. In fact, when the doctrines fade into the background and are
replaced by other themes, Krummacher’s sermons take on a more dangerous
political tone. Instead of the damned heathen and the waywardness of other
Christian groups, the targets are none other than earthly riches and arrogant
rulers. Add a specific reference or two – the Prussian king, for instance, or the
owners of capital, or the inherited privileges of the nobility, or the names of
a rapacious factory-owner or two – and the political edge of these sermons
would have been much sharper. You can see Engels relishing the thought of a
government-censor, a provincial governor or the police becoming concerned,
asking for copies of the sermons, posting spies in the worship-services, all on
the lookout for sedition and insurrection.
What exactly was that earlier demagogy? ‘As a student he was involved in
the demagogy of the gymnastic associations, composed freedom songs, carried a banner at the Wartburg festival, and delivered a speech which is said to
have made a great impression. He still frequently recalls those dashing times
from the pulpit, saying: when I was still among the Hittites and Canaanites’.32
Krummacher may have felt that these days of student-protests and incendiary speeches against monarchist landowners and the Metternich régime
(17 October 1819 at the Wartburg Festival) were past him, that they belong to
a sinful former life which has been overcome by his conversion. Yet, Engels
hints otherwise. Even though he seems to say that there is an unconscious
return of this earlier life – Engels speaks of the former demagogy breaking
through – he leaves open the possibility that there may in fact be some continuity between the earlier political radical and the later Calvinist preacher.

31. Engels 1839f, p. 15; Engels 1839g, p. 40.
32. Engels 1839f, p. 13; Engels 1839g, p. 38.
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But that is what one would expect for anyone who follows Calvin to some
degree, for there is a comparable tension in Calvin‘s own thought, especially
between what I termed earlier the democracy of depravity and the aristocracy
of salvation.
This moment in Engels’s ‘Letters from Wuppertal’ is, as far as I can tell, the
first glimmer of an awareness that I have been uncovering in this chapter: the
political ambivalence of Christianity itself. It will turn up with greater clarity
in later works, such as The Peasant War in Germany of 1850 and On the History
of Early Christianity of 1894. Despite all of the dirty deals between the churches
and sundry despots and tyrants throughout the centuries, despite all of the
reactionary elements within Christian theology, there was also a current that
found a more revolutionary line in the Bible and certain key Christian doctrines. It seems to me that Engels is on the verge of a similar insight here: a
radical allegiance to God, especially through a doctrine that stresses the sinfulness of human beings and God’s grace, has as one possible outcome a radical political agenda that seeks to overthrow corrupt earthly rulers and their
vain desire for wealth and power.

A soft spot for apocalyptic
So far, I have been following a track through Engels‘s works, one that uncovers a series of texts where he shows some awareness that the Bible and theology are complex political beasts. However, at this point, I would like to pick
up another track that will eventually join the first one by the time we get to his
essays on Müntzer and early Christianity. In this case it is an abiding fascination with the biblical book of Revelation (Apocalypse in Greek). Later in life,
Engels wrote an essay on the book,33 the basic argument of which made it into
the early-Christianity essay. More of that later, since here I want to pick up on
his earlier seduction by this weird and wonderful text.
The book of Revelation has been an eternal favourite of all manner of Christian movements for a good two millennia, many of them quite revolutionary.
Full of the rich imagery of the final battle of good and evil, the beast and the
whore of Babylon, the four horsemen and the seven scrolls, the lamb and the
new Jerusalem, it remains a rich resource for those who expect an imminent
33. Engels 1883.
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end to the world, who are oppressed, or who are keen to proclaim themselves
prophets and gain a follower or two.34 As far as I know, none of these reasons
count for Engels. In fact, the solid Calvinist upbringing of Engels would not
have emphasised this text so much. Suspicious of enthusiasm and millenarian frenzy, they preferred to focus on predestination, the task of the elect, the
evils of the damned and matters such as justification by faith through grace.
Of course, God would eventually destroy the damned and Jesus would
return. But they did not need him to do so now in order to save them from
an intolerable situation. Yet resort to the Apocalypse Engels did, especially
the theme of the final battle between good and evil in all its gory detail, albeit
idiosyncratically.
What catches my eye in these texts is that he uses the book of Revelation in
a number of ways – playfully, as critical satire, and as the positive celebration
of a new era (in his own life and perhaps of Germany). As for the first use,
we find a sustained play with Revelation in two letters to Friedrich Graeber,
one from the beginning of his correspondence on 19 February 1839, and the
other from the last letter to Friedrich Graeber on 22 February 1841.35 In the
first letter, Engels expresses mock horror at the news that his good friend
the pastor actually plays cards. Engels throws a few biblical curses at him and
then portrays a vision like that of John the Divine (or for that matter the old
prophet Ezekiel).36 What does he see? It is a great final battle between the King
of the Orient, the Prince of the Occident and the Prince of the Sea – a rather
more homely version of the battle between the Archangel Michael, the Devil
and the Beast of the Sea in Revelation 12–13. Seven spirits appear – modelled
on the seven angels of Revelation 8–10 and 14 – but they turn out to be a little
more earthly: Faust, Lear, Wallenstein, Hercules, Siegfried, Roland and Mio
Cid (with a turban). The whole parody becomes even more complex with

34. It could be argued that those responsible for the final biblical canon limited the
total number of apocalypses to two – Daniel and Revelation – out of the many available did so to limit speculative fervour. Indeed, Revelation was one of the last books to
be included in the New Testament canon.
35. Engels 1839h; Engels 1839i; Engels 1841c; Engels 1841d.
36. ‘On the nineteenth day of the second month of 1839, on the day when midday is
at twelve o’clock, a storm seized me and carried me afar and there I saw them playing
cards’ (Engels 1839h, p. 414; Engels 1839i, p. 361) is playfully modelled on the beginning of Ezekiel’s vision: ‘In the sixth year, in the sixth month, on the fifth day of the
month . . . the spirit lifted me up between earth and heaven and brought me in visions
of God to Jerusalem’ (Ezekiel 8:1 and 3).
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the crisscrossing of Old Testament allusions – the children of Anak,37 letters
on the door in Hebrew38 and being struck dumb.39 The point of it all: even
though they may have brought the world to an end, nothing will stop the
card-players in their evil pastime.
All this is good fun. The second letter is different,40 for its playfulness is a
rather poor camouﬂage for a more serious tone. Engels and his childhoodfriend from Wuppertal have become estranged from the time they began their
epistolary debates two years earlier, for now they were taking different theological directions. In a curious intersection, where the apocalyptic battle at the
end of the age wraps up a friendship, we return in this letter to the final battle
between good and evil, between God and the devil. On one side, stand evil
Straussians and Hegelians (the side Engels had joined), while, on the other, are
the less-capable orthodox – names we hardly recognise now, such as Tholuck,
Hengstenberg, Neander, Nitzsche, Bleek and Erdmann (Friedrich Graeber’s
preferred theologians). And, yet, despite portents of the great battle – such
as the earth’s eclipse and the storm raging through the forest – Friedrich has
not yet stirred himself for battle with the ‘critical-speculative devil’ and his
enormous following.41 The problem, it seems, is that Friedrich Graeber has
already disengaged from their debates. Engels berates him for his ‘calm and
detached’ writing, as if nothing can stir the calm of his orthodoxy. Engels, on
the other hand, wants a battle and Strauss is the super-weapon with which he
will knock down Friedrich and any other orthodox champion. But Friedrich,
it seems, has already declined the struggle.
We have already slipped from the playful use of the final apocalyptic battle
to a more polemical use. The next occasion on which Engels engages Revelation is more fully polemical, and the humour starts to have some bite. It is the
long poem which I discussed brieﬂy in the previous chapter, The Insolently
Threatened Yet Miraculously Rescued Bible.42 For one who decided to give away
his aspirations to be a poet in favour of direct political writing and an increasing fascination with martial matters, it is not too bad. It is a narrative poem

37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.

Numbers 13:33; Deuteronomy 2:10.
Daniel 5:5, 24–8.
Ezekiel 3:26.
Engels 1841c; Engels 1841d.
Engels 1841c, p. 527; Engels 1841d, p. 479.
Engels 1842c; Engels 1842d.
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written with Edgar Bauer, brother of Bruno and member of ‘The Free’, and its
satire owes much to the style of young-Hegelian polemic.
The poem sets a cracking pace and the reader is drawn into the story (or, at
least, I was). And that story begins with a Job-like opening (although not without some inﬂuence from Goethe) in which Satan slinks his way into heaven,
upsets the heavenly chorus and demands access to Bruno Bauer. God asserts
that, for all Bauer’s research into the Bible, for all his doubts, he still remains
faithful and will come through to truth as he sees the ﬂaws of philosophy.
The devil is not so sure and secures a chance to test Bauer’s faith. Unlike the
prologue to the book of Job, Bauer does succumb to Satan, although it takes
some persuasion. By the time Bauer begins lecturing again, he is a servant of
the devil and sets the pious and atheistic students against one another. All
of which eventually leads to a final confrontation between Hegel (who is a
confidant of the devil), the young Hegelians and some French philosophes such
as Voltaire on one side and the pious defenders of the faith, including our
friend F.W. Krummacher, on the other. Steeped in terminology from the book
of Revelation, this final apocalyptic battle sways back and forth. The young
Hegelians build a fortress out of the books they have written, using them as
missiles against the attacks of the pious believers. Despite many heroics and
pinpoint-accuracy with their projectiles, the young Hegelians fare badly until
they dump the weak-kneed devil – he is all talk and no action – and call for
reinforcements. Voltaire, Danton, Edelman, Napoleon, Marat and Robespierre appear, Bauer takes charge and they rout the pious, who now ﬂee heavenward. Hegel urges them to attack heaven itself and he leads the charge. But,
just as they about to succeed, a small piece of paper ﬂoats down, coming to
rest at Bauer’s feet. Its message: he is redundant, having been sacked from his
teaching position. In dismay, the forces of chaos ﬂee and the host of heaven
pursue them with glee.
Much more developed than the two letters to Friedrich Graeber, this last
great battle of Armageddon is a send-up of the conservative reaction to the
challenges of the young Hegelians, some of whom called themselves ‘The
Free’. Now, while all of this light-hearted play with the Bible may seem relatively innocent, for someone with Engels’s upbringing, the very act of making fun of the Bible was potentially blasphemous. For Calvinists, the Bible
is serious business. There are – apparently – no jokes to be found within the
Bible, and one should in no way joke about it. After all, it deals with matters
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of life, death, sin, salvation and the future of the universe.43 So also for Engels:
what seems like some harmless joking has a more significant undercurrent
of protest.
There is still yet a third use of this biblical apocalyptic material that indicates the complexity of his interactions with the Bible. I think in particular
of the closing pages of one of his three pamphlets on Schelling – Schelling
and Revelation.44 While most of the text is an effort to report on the content of
Schelling’s lectures in Berlin in 1841, interspersed with some critical commentary, the closing pages comprise a paean to the new directions of theological and philosophical ideas. Engels had just read Feuerbach’s Das Wesen des
Christentums and it obviously set the adrenalin pumping. The framework is,
once again, the book of Revelation: heaven has come down to earth;45 its treasures lie scattered for whoever wishes to pick them up;46 the great final battle
has been fought and won;47 the thousand-year reign of freedom has begun.48
Engels evokes the vast celebration in heaven after the victory of Armageddon:
‘And this crown, this bride, this holy thing is the self-consciousness of mankind, the new Grail round whose throne the nations gather in exultation and
which makes kings of all who submit to it, so that all splendour and might, all
dominion and power, all the beauty and fullness of this world lie at their feet
and must yield themselves up for their glorification’.49 As is his wont, Engels
draws on other texts in building his picture,50 but the focus has shifted from
his previous apocalyptic visions. Now we are in the millennium, after the
great battle, and he looks forward to the unfolding of the new age.51 Yet there

43. I remember once doing something similar to Engels, using the story of the martyrdom of Stephen in the book of Acts in a playful way. My father sternly rebuked me,
pointing out that any light-hearted toying with the Bible was a sinful matter.
44. Engels 1842g, pp. 238–40; Engels 1842h, pp. 312–14.
45. Revelation 21:1.
46. Revelation 21:18–21.
47. Revelation 18–19; see also 1 Timothy 6:12.
48. Revelation 20:6.
49. Engels 1842g, p. 239; Engels 1842h, p. 313. Compare Revelation 19–20.
50. They include: renouncing the world (John 12:25; 15:18; and the whole of Chapter
17); what was formerly obscure is now clear (1 Corinthians 13:12); the jewel that was
found after a long search (Matthew 13:44–6); giving up everything to follow the truth
(Luke 9:57–62); it is stronger than everything in heaven and on earth (Romans 8:35–9);
it provides a firm confidence that it can never waver or yield (Hebrews 11:1).
51. See also: ‘I hope to live to see a radical transformation in the religious consciousness of the world’ (Engels 1839r, p. 456; Engels 1839s, p. 402).
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is a twist. It is not some heavenly victory that he celebrates, but a distinctly
earthly, human one – all of which is cast in biblical terms.
What are we to make of such a passage? It seems as though his eyes have
been opened, that a way out of the stiﬂing conservatism of his youth has now
shown itself. We can write this enthusiasm off as youthful exuberance, or perhaps too much beer and fine tobacco (of which he was very fond), but I would
like to put in a word for Engels. Over against the world-weary cynicism of
age, is there not still room for that sparkle in one’s eye at a new discovery, a
zeal and enthusiasm that really inspires one?
Engels obviously had a soft spot for the glorious apocalyptic language of
the book of Revelation. The youthful Engels uses the book in various ways –
to make fun of and attack those who would hold him back, to tease his friend
Graeber, and to celebrate his own awakening. So it seems that the terms,
images and modes of expression provided a distinct component of the framework of Engels’s thought, indeed of his way of understanding his own changing place in the world. Eventually, Revelation will become a major feature of
his argument for the revolutionary origins of Christianity, especially because
he came to regard it as the earliest Christian text.
I will have more to say on that soon enough, but, for now, there are two
questions with which I want to close this section. Firstly, is this the origin of
the infamous secular apocalypticism of Marxism? I have already argued that
Marx did not pick it up from Bauer when he studied Isaiah with Bauer at
university in Berlin. What of Engels? The point has gained authority through
endless repetition: the Marxist narrative of the end of capitalism through revolution and the beginning of the new social formation of communism is but a
secularised version of the Christian-apocalyptic myth of the end of the world.
It is nothing less than another version of Armageddon. Detractors and believers continue to make the same point. I am not so sure. For one thing, Engels’s
explicit use of apocalyptic language peters out by the time of The Holy Family,
where he uses it in a satirical way to speak of Bauer and Stirner.52 Further, in
52. See the section entitled ‘The Critical Last Judgment’ (Marx and Engels 1845a,
pp. 210–11; Marx and Engels 1845b, pp. 222–3). The other samples come from early
pieces, such as the account of the struggle between the Hegelian Michelet and the
pious Leo (Engels 1839l, pp. 435–7; Engels 1839m, pp. 380–3), the street-fight between
the supporters of the two ministers in Bremen, Krummacher and Paniel (Engels 1840u;
Engels 1840v), and his anticipation concerning the overcoming of Hegel (Engels 1844n,
p. 13; Engels 1844o, p. 13). He also makes use of the same language laced with biblical
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later life, especially in light of the parliamentary success of the German Social
Democrats, Engels became more wary of insurrection. It still has a valid rôle
to play, but, in his later letters, there are more cautions against untimely acts
that would provide the authorities with an excuse to crush all forms of the
Left. His own bitter experience in the revolutions of 1848–50 made him think
deeply on these matters.
Above all, there is a marked change in his approach to the book of Revelation. Instead of manifesting itself in an apocalyptic Marxism, Engels‘s interest in Revelation follows another line, one that would eventually contribute
to his argument that early Christianity was a revolutionary movement that
was co-opted by the Roman Empire. Even more, that revolutionary origin
would show up again and again through history, most notably with Thomas
Müntzer. However, that line takes an enthralling detour through his newfound skill in war-correspondence.
Engels’s fascination with grand battles goes straight into his love of military
analysis and journalism. As anyone who has taken the time to work through
these pieces soon finds out, Engels penned numerous articles on battles, campaigns, the nature of armies across Europe, strategies, tactics, equipment, uniforms and so on.53 These are rather well written, clear and engaging, with the
occasional reference to the Bible such as Numbers 1:2 and the construction of
the camp of the Israelites in the wilderness after their escape from Egypt, or

quotations and allusions to blast the close ties between the German nobility and an
arrogant Roman-Catholic Church (Engels 1840m, pp. 66–7; Engels 1840n, pp. 98–9).
Only passing allusions turn up in later works (see Engels 1871b, p. 376; Engels 1871c,
p. 382; Engels 1852a, p. 7; Engels 1852b, p. 474).
53. I will not list them all here since there are scores of them beginning with Volume 11 of MECW (as also with MEW Volume 11, although with fewer items). They
run through assessments of the revolutions of 1848–9, the Crimean War, the FrancoGerman War, the Indian uprising against the British and so on. A great cluster appears
in Volume 18 with articles on ‘Attack’, ‘Bayonet’, ‘Army’, ‘Bivouac’ and many more
for The New American Cyclopaedia. My favourites are the pieces on ‘Cavalry’, ‘Infantry’ and, above all, ‘The History of the Riﬂe’ (Engels 1860), written for the journal
with the fantastic name of The Volunteer Journal, for Lancashire and Cheshire. Engels also
wrote extensively on the connections between social relations and the nature of the
army, pointing out that the nature of the military is a good indicator of the nature of
social relations. He pushed for a militia as the best form for communist society, argued
for the vital rôle of guerrilla-warfare and even saw the value of the clergy becoming
involved in such militias and guerrilla-warfare (see Engels 1870j, pp. 198–200).
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the fact that the Romans used 300 catapults in the siege of Jerusalem in 68–70
CE, or the allusion to the walls of Jericho in Joshua 6:20 and the siege of Paris
in 1870.54 I found myself enjoying his first articles on the Hungarian Revolution and the way Engels is able to cut through to the key tactical issues. I
began to look forward to his next dispatch analysing the Crimean War or the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1. He had found a distinct niche. That period of
voluntary military training in Berlin with the Twelfth Foot Company of the
Guards Artillery Brigade in 1842 seems to have borne some intriguing fruit.
No wonder he volunteered to join the revolutionary armies of Elberfeld and
Barmen in 1848 (however short his stay might have been) and then the armies
of the revolutionary movement in the Palatinate and Baden.
This military interest is one of the developments of that early fascination
with the biblical apocalyptic. In those texts on military matters, he developed
theories concerning the reorganisation of revolutionary armies. This is where
we find him arguing that a revolutionary who neglects the state and discipline of his army does so at his peril, that the nature of the military is a good
sign of the nature of class and social formation in a society at large, that any
revolutionary act requires swift and bold action along with a good army, and
that the ideal form for the army is a militia drawn from the whole population.
No wonder his nickname became ‘the General’. But then even this general
later found a place for peaceful agitation, since untimely violent uprising bred
violent repression.
This, then, is the detour that Engels‘s early interest in the apocalyptic texts
of the Bible took before he came to reﬂect on revolutionary movements in
Christianity. His interest in the details of military organisation, tactics and
battle-plans would soon join the path I have followed earlier – the insight
concerning the tension between the revolutionary and reactionary elements
of Christianity. Together they brought him to Thomas Müntzer and the
Peasants‘ Revolution.

54. Engels 1859a, p. 263; Engels 1859b; Engels 1870f, p. 73. Of course, there are
more: ‘“Providence always is on the side of the big battalions” was a favourite way of
the Napoleon to explain how battles were won and lost.’ (Engels 1870c, p. 104.)
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On Thomas Müntzer and the peasants
In The Peasant War in Germany,55 ‘the General‘ offered what is the first thorough
historical-materialist analysis of both the Protestant Reformation and its more
radical outcome in Thomas Müntzer and the Peasant-War of the sixteenth
century. Although the work would continue to resonate through the later studies of Karl Kautsky and Ernst Bloch,56 it is not Engels’s best piece of work.
The immediate context (it was written and published in 1850) was the
failed revolution of 1848–50. After his frontline-involvement in that revolution, especially in the Palatinate and Baden, a short stop in his old hometown
of Elberfeld, and then his escape to Switzerland, Engels sits back and ponders
what went wrong. There was plenty of contemporary analysis underway, so
he makes the bold move of looking back some three centuries at an earlier
revolution. In doing so, he takes the first step towards identifying a tradition
of revolution in which the communists stand as the most recent exemplars.
This is a delicate move, since Engels is all too aware that those earlier revolutions were inspired by the insurrectionary texts of the Bible. The advantage clearly lay in showing that the communists were not the new kids on
the block, touting some new-fangled theory and practice that undermined the
good old tradition. No, suggests Engels, for we have breathed life into the
age-old aspirations of the downtrodden.57 The disadvantage is that such a
move would undermine the determined efforts Marx and Engels had made to
separate themselves from the theological trappings of earlier expressions of
communism, which, as they put it in the Manifesto, was nothing ‘but the holy
water with which the priest consecrates the heart-burnings of the aristocrat’.58
So, let us see how he navigates between this Scylla and Charybdis.
I am less interested in the treatment of earlier peasant-uprisings, except to
point out that it reinforces the sense of a longer tradition of religiously inspired
revolution. What Engels does is offer a neat class-analysis, suggest parallels
between the Peasant-War of 1525 and the European revolutions of 1848–50
55. Engels 1850f; Engels 1850g. There were some earlier hints that Engels would
take up the topic at a later date, especially the long comment on Luther and Müntzer in
‘Progress of Social Reform on the Continent’ (Engels 1843e, pp. 400–1). See also Engels
1880a, p. 287; Engels 1880b, p. 191; Engels 1884c; Engels 1884d.
56. Kautsky 1947c, pp. 7–103; Bloch 1969.
57. In an excellent couple of essays, John Roberts calls this ‘invariant communism’.
See Roberts 2008a, 2008b.
58. Marx and Engels 1848v, p. 508; Marx and Engels 1848w, p. 484.
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(although his final paragraph mentions a few differences),59 draw out lessons
for revolutionary practice, and assess the relationship between Müntzer‘s theology and politics. The essay is, as we would expect from Engels, exceedingly
well-structured. Most notable on this score is the chiasm between the classassessments – of princes, nobility, clergy, burghers, plebeians and peasants –
of the opening pages and then the outline of the effects of the war on those
classes in the conclusion. At times, I felt it all a little too neat, especially when
we get to Luther, who ends up representing the desires of burgher-reform
and like-minded princes, and Müntzer, who is the voice of radical peasants,
plebeians and nascent proletarians (the other group is Roman-Catholic reaction). At certain moments, I began wishing for some more complexity, analysis of class-traitors and the shifts and overlaps between the different classes.
The closest we come is when Engels notes the change in Luther’s rhetoric
and practice. The stormy and belligerent Augustinian monk of peasant-background began as a fiery opponent of the church and its vested interests. But,
notwithstanding his early condemnations of the church and revolutionary
zeal – which sparked a united front of disaffected peasants, plebeians, burghers, lesser nobility and even some princes – he soon enough sided with the
burghers, nobility and princes, his true allies. So, he toned down his fervour,
advocated peaceful reform and came down hard on more extreme elements.
For Engels, this was the true Luther, the one who ended up being a champion of the burgher-church when his position gained some clarity. His earlier
announcements with their revolutionary tinge were the signs of a man who
was as yet unclear about his programme. What Luther’s shift really entailed
was that he fell under the sway of the princes, whose lackey he became. No
wonder he came out so hard against the Peasant-Revolt.
What is lacking in this analysis is a sense of the complexity of theology. In
effect, Luther had rediscovered a profound tension at the heart of Christian
theology, a tension I have discussed earlier. We do not find that the Bible and
theology are squarely with the oppressors and powers-that-be, nor do we find
it gives voice solely to the aspirations of the downtrodden. Rather, in that vast
mix of literature and thought, we find both. Even more, the stories of rebellion are often cast in terms of sin and rebellion, which must be punished by a

59. See the more extensive and updated effort at making parallels and drawing out
lessons in the Preface to the second edition (Engels 1870h; Engels 1870i).
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stern God or some sundry megalomaniac (such as Moses or David or Paul).
In other words, it is well-nigh impossible to separate reaction from revolution, support of entrenched power or desires for its overthrow. Luther plays
with both, invoking the rebellious parts at one moment and then those that
support order and control at another. Perhaps we can view it in this way:
Luther glimpsed the radical possibilities of the Bible only to take fright at
what he had unleashed. So, he backtracked and disavowed his more radical
statements as time went on. Engels’s interpretation is less dialectical than it
might have been, but then Luther seems not to have enjoyed the ambivalence
he exposed in the Bible either.
When Engels turns to Müntzer, he moves into overdrive: he tries to claim
Müntzer as a great revolutionary and forerunner of modern socialism while
trying to play down the theological roots of Müntzer‘s politics. In short,
Engels wants the revolutionary but not the theologian. I am afraid that he
does not do a very good job, resorting to some dubious arguments. The first
is that Müntzer clothed his political statements in biblical language, the only
language the peasants knew: ‘the class-struggles of those days were clothed in
religious shibboleths‘.60 All we need to do is strip off the theological garments
and find the pure terms of political revolution beneath. Those terms turn out to
constitute an anticipation of the programme for the emancipation for the proletariat, a class that was barely emergent in Müntzer‘s own time. It was radically egalitarian, advocated communal property, abolished private property,
and any state-authority that dared oppose it was to be overthrown. Decoded,
this is what Müntzer‘s biblical talk meant: ‘This programme demanded the
immediate establishment of the kingdom of God on Earth, of the prophesied
millennium, by restoring the church to its original status and abolishing all
the institutions that conﬂicted with the purportedly early Christian but in fact
very novel church. By the kingdom of God Müntzer meant a society with no
class differences, no private property and no state authority independent of,
and foreign to, the members of society‘.61 Müntzer was really an atheist deep

60. Engels 1850f, p. 412; Engels 1850g, p. 343.
61. Engels 1850f, p. 422; Engels 1850g, pp. 353–4. Marx was not averse to making a
similar point concerning the religious language of political movements. For example,
he comments that the revolutionary stirrings of the Taipings in China to overthrow a
300-year-old dynasty have a ‘religious tinge’ (Marx 1862c, p. 216; Marx 1862d, p. 514).
See also Marx’s comment on Engels’s essay (Marx 1856h, p. 21; Marx 1856i, p. 25).
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down, or at least he ‘approached atheism‘.62 The closer he came to atheism, the
closer he came to the ranks of communists in Engels‘s own day. And Müntzer
needed to do so because the church provided the great synthesis and sanction of the feudal order. Engels argues that Müntzer rejected the Bible as the
only revelation and argued for the value of reason, that he discarded heaven
and earth and denied the divinity of Christ, that his true doctrine was a kind
of pantheism, that man can become godlike, and that the kingdom of God
was to be established here on earth. Not a bad summary of the beliefs of the
young Engels when he was first extricating himself from his Christian commitment. Unfortunately, it is difficult to establish such positions on the basis
of Müntzer‘s writings without some creative reinterpretation.63 What we find
instead is a man who cannot be understood without the Bible, was deeply
involved in liturgical reform (he wrote a full liturgy well before Luther), and
who believed in the immediate inspiration of the Holy Spirit, which communicated with Müntzer in visions and dreams. These days, we tend to put such
a person in an asylum; in those days, he was a radical prophet.
The second argument is that Müntzer operated at two levels, one for the
people and another for the inner circle. The former he ‘addressed in the only
language they could then comprehend, that of religious prophecy‘, while to
the initiated ‘he could disclose his ultimate aims‘.64 Unfortunately, this is pure
speculation, since all we have are Müntzer‘s writings and the material from
his opponents (who accused him of being from the devil, if not the devil himself). Those texts say nothing about an inner circle of initiates who were told
the true, atheistic and revolutionary nature of his teachings. Equally unfortunately, it is a motif that echoes the picture of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark,
where he tells the inner group of disciples that everyone else hears things only
in parables, but they are given the truth.
Both arguments are less than persuasive, involving a great deal of twisting
and turning to claim Müntzer as precursor to the nineteenth-century communist movement. However, there is one moment when Engels does mention
the political ambivalence at the heart of Christianity. On Luther‘s Bible he
writes:

62. Engels 1850f, p. 421; Engels 1850g, p. 353.
63. Müntzer 1988.
64. Engels 1850f, p. 426; Engels 1850g, p. 357.
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Luther had put a powerful tool into the hands of the plebeian movement by
translating the Bible. Through the Bible he contrasted the feudalised Christianity of his day with the moderate Christianity of the first centuries, and
the decaying feudal society with a picture of a society that knew nothing of
the ramified and artificial feudal hierarchy. The peasants had made extensive use of this instrument against the princes, the nobility, and the clergy.
Now Luther turned it against the peasants, extracting from the Bible such a
veritable hymn to the God-ordained authorities as no bootlicker of absolute
monarchy had ever been able to match.65

Engels’s intention is to show how Luther betrayed the peasants, but, in the
process, he lays bare, despite himself, the multivocality of the Bible. As Ernst
Bloch was to show all too well,66 the Bible has been inspiration for one insurrectionary movement after another just as much as it has provided ammunition for those sought to suppress those movements. Both Luther and Müntzer
were able to use it perfectly well to justify their positions. What is needed,
then, is not a denial of that biblical language as a whole, but an awareness that
one must take sides with a text like this. Do we support the vested powers
or do we support those who in story after story seek a better world without
those powers?
The opening sentence in the quotation above is telling for another reason:
‘Luther had put a powerful tool into the hands of the plebeian movement by
translating the Bible‘. In other words, part of the reason for the revolts lies at
Luther‘s feet. Once again, Engels says more than he apparently intends. Elsewhere, he is keen to tie Luther in with the burghers and princes and to show
that Müntzer was a radical agitator from the moment he first entered public
life. It is convenient for Engels‘s argument, but fails to appreciate that it was
Luther who first fired up Müntzer‘s imagination and anger. In other words,
Luther‘s own teaching and practice set Müntzer on his radical path. I would
argue that Müntzer carried to its logical end one side of the political ambivalence Luther himself had discovered and then sought to close down.
Thus we need to read between the lines a little to find some of the more
interesting elements of Engels‘s analysis. The more obviously better parts are
those which trace the battle-plans and manœuvres. The long sections on the
65. Engels 1850f, p. 419; Engels 1850g, pp. 350–1.
66. Bloch 1972; Bloch 1970; see also Boer 2007a, pp. 1–56.
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formation of the peasant-troops, their number of cannon, level of discipline,
and on battle-manœuvres give a sense of how well-organised the peasants
were. There are also the sections that outline the key-elements of revolutionary activity. To be sure, they are drawn from a somewhat dubious reconstruction of Müntzer‘s practice, but they stand alone. The key-lesson remains – a
need for bold and decisive action and a need for a good army to defend the
gains made. All the same, Engels would offer better arguments elsewhere for
the earlier heritage of communism. The great achievement of this text is that
he made the first step in connecting the communists of his own day with a
rich heritage of rebellion and revolution. He would do a superior job in making that connection in his work on early Christianity.

Early Christianity
Although he had been thinking about it for many years (since 1841!), On the
History of Early Christianity appeared months before Engels died and may well
be seen as the final coming to terms with his Christian past.67 It has also had
an abiding inﬂuence on New Testament scholarship, especially the argument
that the early church appealed to the lower classes of Roman society. It is
really the mature form of an argument with which Engels had been toying for
years, namely that Christianity began as a revolutionary force. He also carries

67. On 28 July 1894, Engels wrote to Kautsky: ‘There is no hurry about printing the
article. Once I have seen to the proofs you can print it when you wish, in September,
say, or even October. I have been mulling over the thing ever since 1841 when I read
a lecture by F. Benary on Revelation. Since then I have been in no doubt that here we
have the earliest and most important book in the New Testament. After a gestation
period of fifty-three years there is no great need to hasten its emergence into the world
at large.’ (Engels 1894e, pp. 328–9; Engels 1894f, p. 276.) He also sent regular updates
to Kautsky, who published it in Neue Zeit (Engels 1894a, p. 314; Engels 1894b; Engels
1894c, p. 321; Engels 1894d, p. 268). Kautsky and Engels entered into extensive correspondence over matters of the Bible and Christianity. See, for example, Engels 1891k,
p. 200; Engels 1891l, p. 114; Engels 1892d; Engels 1892e; Engels 1891e, p. 174; Engels
1891f, p. 88; Engels 1892f, pp. 493–4; Engels 1892g, pp. 422–3. In a letter of 1 February
1892, Engels suggests that Kaustky should write a book on Luther that argues in terms
of a bourgeois movement. The idea was to offer a perspective other than Protestant
and Roman-Catholic polemic, to compare the nature of the bourgeoisie before and
after 1848 and Luther before and after Karlstad when he faced-off against Anabaptists
and the Peasants’ Revolution. One gains the sense that had Engels the time he would
have written it himself, but was passing on the baton – on religion at least – to Kautsky
(Engels 1892d; Engels 1892e). See also the comments to Adler and Bebel (Engels 1892h,
p. 501; Engels 1892i, p. 431; Engels 1892j, p. 503; Engels 1892k, p. 434).
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on a fascinating comparative exercise with the communist movement in his
own day, drawing one parallel after another.
However, let me begin with a curious feature about this essay that takes us
all the way back to Engels’s early enthralment with apocalypticism: the final
pages deal with the book of Revelation. It may be exactly the same biblical
text, but the way he uses it is vastly different. Basing his research on some
contemporary biblical scholarship, especially that of Ferdinand Benary of
the University of Berlin and Bruno Bauer, Engels argues that Revelation is
the earliest Christian document. Now he can use it as a purely historical
source, mining it for information about the beliefs and practices of the early
Christians. Above all, he seeks to decode it and show that all those who use
it for speculation about the end of history are simply misguided. Yet these
arguments are expanded from an essay he wrote and published eleven years
earlier called simply ‘The Book of Revelation’.68 So let us have a look at this
earlier text.
Published in 1883 in Vorwärts, Engels seeks to introduce the still relatively
new German critical approach to the New Testament.69 Today, it goes by the
name of historical criticism, for its two main drives are to reconstruct the history of the literature of the Bible as well as the history behind it. And, today,
it is a tired orthodoxy, zealously defended by a dwindling number of practitioners. In Engels’s day, it had a radical freshness, since it undermined many
of the traditional positions regarding the Bible held by the churches. All the
same, he is after the most critical work of all, bypassing those who sought to
reconcile historical criticism with religious belief. So he settles on the work of
none other than Bruno Bauer.70
For some strange reason, he does not mention Bauer in the essay on Revelation. Part of the reason was that the year before (1882) he had written a
piece called ‘Bruno Bauer and Early Christianity’. Written on the occasion of

68. Engels 1883.
69. For all the work done in New Testament criticism at the time, Engels laments
in an early piece – an analysis of Karl Gutzkow’s play König Saul (Engels 1840e,
pp. 73–80; Engels 1840f, pp. 87–94) – that similar work has not been done on the
Hebrew Bible with a figure such as King Saul.
70. Engels’s relationship with Bauer moves in the reverse to Marx’s. While Marx
gradually became estranged from his one-time friend, Engels moved from satire and
dismissal to a deep appreciation of Bauer’s contribution to biblical and philosophical
thought.
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Bauer’s death, it is an appreciative essay that goes to great lengths to show
how the form of Christianity that has come down to us has little, if anything,
to do with its earliest forms. Of course, once you have taken such a position,
the next step is to account for that well-known final form. Following Bauer,
Engels argues that what we know as Christianity now is the result of a combination of vulgar and popularised versions of the neo-Platonism of Philo of
Alexandria, Seneca’s stoicism and Roman Imperial beliefs about the emperor
as son of God. But why did Christianity catch on? Here, Engels moves beyond
Bauer to offer a materialist analysis spiced with some Darwinian observations: the class-structure of the Roman Empire (the rich, including the last few
patricians, property-less freemen and slaves) along with crumbling cultural
and religious options opened the way for a system of belief that answered
one’s despair by offering an other-worldly solution that was open to anyone
and everyone. It was a case of survival of the fittest. By contrast, what lay
behind all of this, back at the earliest moment, was very different.
Now, all three essays converge, for Engels takes up Bauer’s argument that
Revelation is the best window into early Christianity. Assuming a date of
composition between late 68 and early 69 CE, it presents a group of Jews (not
Christians) who believed the end would come soon. There is no Trinity, for
Jesus is subordinate to God, and certainly no Holy Spirit. There is no doctrine
of original sin, no baptism or sacrament of communion, no justification by
faith, and no elaborate story of the death and resurrection of Christ. And there
is no religion of love, for the author preaches ‘sound, honest revenge’ on their
persecutors.71 The author is unknown (certainly not the legendary disciple by
the name of John) and all of the ‘visions’ find precursors in the Hebrew Bible
and other apocalyptic documents that preceded it. As a conclusion, Engels
recounts a theory by Ferdinand Benary that the infamous number 666 (or 616
in a textual variant) can easily be deciphered through some deft playing with
numbers: given that Hebrew used letters of the alphabet for numbers, all we
need do is add up the value of Neron Kesar (Greek: Neron Kaisar) and we have
666. So Revelation predicts the end of the ‘beast’, Nero, at the hand of God and
ushers in the new age.
How has Engels‘s reconstruction stood the test of time? It is easy to dismiss it as reliant on out-of-date scholarship, that Bauer was too extreme in his
71. Engels 1894–5c, p. 462; Engels 1894–5d, p. 465.
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scepticism and that Benary‘s numerical theory is implausible. We can hardly
blame Engels for using the biblical scholarship available at the time. Nor can
we accuse him of complete ignorance of biblical criticism, for he recounts at
greater length in the early-Christianity essay the positions of the dominant
Tübingen school (Ferdinand Christian Bauer, Heinrich Ewald, Friedrich
Lücke et al.), where Strauss also began, and the popularising work of Ernst
Renan.72 I would be in a similar situation if someone a century from now were
to read a position I take today in relation to contemporary biblical scholarship, especially if I were dependent on that scholarship rather than developing my own position. The strange thing is that the underlying assumptions
of Bauer‘s work – and thereby that of Engels – are the same in the historicalcritical scholarship of the Bible today (which no longer has the hegemony it
once had). The tides of some forms of scholarship may come and go, but the
basic assumptions remain unchanged. One must be very careful with using
the Bible for any historical reconstruction, since it is unreliable to some degree
(Engels actually opts for a median position between Bauer‘s scepticism and
the Tübingen school‘s optimism regarding reliability); the overwhelming concern is with origins, whether that of early Christianity or early Israel; archaeology plays a crucial rôle, since it provides evidence external to the text; and
one spends an inordinate amount of energy discussing authorship and dates,
which, like the fashion in skirts, can go in only one of two directions – up
or down. Engels, Bauer, the Tübingen school and historical-critical scholars
today all share the same assumptions. Further, some of Bauer‘s concerns are
still very much alive in biblical criticism, such as the inﬂuence of stoicism and
the relation with Philo.73 His argument that the letters of Paul predate the Gospels, which come from the second century CE, still holds water, although his
theory on Revelation as the earliest document has little credibility. However,
his radical scepticism has returned to biblical scholarship, especially through
the so-called ‘minimalist school’ which finds little that is historically reliable
in the texts of the Hebrew Bible or the New Testament concerning Jesus.74
72. Engels is not overly keen on Renan, since he feels that Renan borrowed and distorted German biblical scholarship. See also the short review of Renan’s The Antichrist
(Engels 1873a).
73. For example, see Engberg-Pedersen 2000; Lee 2006; Winter (ed.) 1997; Loader
2004.
74. Lemche 1988, 1998a, 1998b; Thompson 1992, 1999, 2005; Davies 1995, 1998, 2008,
2009; Price 2000; Zindler 2003.
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As for Engels’s long interest in the book of Revelation, these later studies
seem like a complete turnaround. Once he took up and often mocked the
speculation concerning the Last Judgement, but, now, the book is useful as a
window into the earliest form of Christianity. As he puts it at the close of his
essay on Revelation, ‘All this has now lost its interest, except for ignorant persons who may still try to calculate the day of the last judgement’.75 He may no
longer estimate the Day of Judgement, but he certainly has not lost his interest. There is also something deeply reformed about this exercise. Luther and
Calvin claimed to be restoring the purity of the early church over against its
corruption and accretion of apparently pagan elements. It is as though Engels
is saying, if you really want to recover the early church, here it is!
Some of the details of Engels’s reconstruction may not have grabbed the
imagination, but there is one item in all these essays that remains very much
part of current debate: the appeal of Christianity to the lower classes, especially slaves. The argument actually undergoes a shift across the three essays.
In the first essay, he draws it directly from Bauer, who argued that a part
of Christianity’s appeal lay in its reversal, for it despised wealth, power and
privilege, seeking its disciples among the rejected – the poor and slaves.76 The
catch is that the religion which made such an appeal was, for Bauer, the fullyﬂedged form of Christianity with all of its borrowed and blended pieces from
Philo and stoicism. By contrast, when we turn to the essay on Revelation,
Engels shifts ground, arguing that this appeal to the lower classes was actually a feature of earliest Christianity, before all the accretions. In other words,
it is what he finds in the picture depicted by the book of Revelation. He would
hold the same line in the third essay: ‘Christianity was originally a movement
of oppressed people: it first appeared as the religion of slaves and freedmen,
of poor people deprived of all rights, of peoples subjugated or dispersed by
Rome’.77 Apart from a few general comments about the effect of Roman imperialism, which he argues crushed older social structures of clan and polis,
imposed a new juridical system, exacted punishing tribute, and exacerbated
the hopeless state of the vast majority of slaves, impoverished peasants and

75. Engels 1883, p. 117.
76. Engels 1882a, p. 429; Engels 1882b, p. 299.
77. Engels 1894–5c, p. 447; Engels 1894–5d, p. 449.
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desperate urban freemen, there is relatively scarce attention given to the
details of this crucial point.
Despite this scarcity, it is the point that has stuck. In fact, Engels is also
the source of the idea in New Testament studies and church-history, especially in terms of class-analysis rather than the dominance of ideas such as
despising the rich (Bauer’s position). Mediated and elaborated by Luxemburg
and Kautsky, by the early-twentieth century this had become the consensusposition among New Testament scholars78 and sociologists,79 holding sway
until the 1960s. From then on, however, reaction set in and more conservative scholars reclaimed the older argument that predates Engels: Christianity drew its membership from the middle- and upper-strata of Roman
society.80 The problem with either position is that there is there is no conclusive evidence – not an uncommon problem in biblical criticism.
So how does Engels reach the position that the early Christianity of Revelation appealed to the lower classes? He cannot rely on direct evidence,
since there is very little outside the notoriously unreliable documents from
the time. Nor does he draw on any other literature, mainly because it is his
own proposal. It comes from an audacious exercise in comparison. Like his
essay on the Peasant-Revolt, Engels sets out to show that early Christianity
and the communist movement have multiple parallels. They both appeal to
the oppressed classes, they both suffer from sectarian squabbles and endless
splits, they have countless false prophets who arise and lead people astray,
they suffer from a tension between ascetic self-denial and libertinage, they
also suffer from persecution and ostracism, and they both hope for a better
world that keeps them struggling despite numerous setbacks. Indeed, Engels
and Marx were given to making such comparisons, often in relation to various opponents and sectarian tendencies in the communist movement. There
are myriad comments in this vein scattered through their works on Proudhon,

78. See, for instance, Deissman 1978, 1929.
79. See Troeltsch 1992.
80. See the work of the ‘rational-choice’ theorist, Rodney Stark (Stark 1996, pp.
29–48). For a critique of the whole ‘rational-choice’ approach, see Goldstein (ed.)
2006.
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Bakunin, Mazzini and many others.81 As Marx put it in a comment on Lassalle, ‘In fact, every sect is religious’.82
This comparative exercise is the underlying theme of the essay on early
Christianity. For example, just as the author, ‘Paul’, of the Second Letter to
the Corinthians complains that contributions are not coming in, so also with
the International: ‘How many of the most zealous propagandists of the sixties
would squeeze the hand of the author that epistle, whoever he may be, and
whisper: “So it was like that with you too!”’ When he turns to the book of
Revelation, he picks up on the fictional letters to the seven churches in its
opening chapters as evidence of sectarian splits – so also with the workers’
movement, with its warring factions of Weitling communists, Proudhonists,
Blanquists, the German Workers’ Party and the Bakuninists.83 Revelation
shows us that such splits are but the sign of an immature revolutionary movement. And on they go.
There are simply too many parallels for Engels to avoid the inevitable conclusion that Christianity was originally a revolutionary movement. As he puts
it succinctly in a text written at about the same time:

81. So Engels wrote to Bebel: ‘Incidentally, old man Hegel said long ago: A party
proves itself victorious by splitting and being able to stand the split. The movement of
the proletariat necessarily passes through different stages of development; at every
stage part of the people get stuck and do not participate in the further advance; and
this in itself is sufficient to explain why the “solidarity of the proletariat”, in fact,
everywhere takes the form of different party groupings, which carry on life-anddeath feuds with one another, as the Christian sects in the Roman Empire did
amidst the worst persecutions’ (Engels 1873g, p. 514; Engels 1873h, p. 591.) See also
Engels 1846i; Engels 1846j; Engels 1872–3a, pp. 323, 331, 371, 378, 391; Engels 1872–3b,
pp. 219, 227, 267, 274, 286; Engels 1872e; Engels 1872f; Engels 1869d, p. 382; Engels
1869e, p. 400; Engels 1872g; Engels 1872h; Engels 1885a, pp. 316–20, 325; Engels 1885b,
pp. 210–14, 219; Engels 1882k, p. 278–9; Engels 1882l, pp. 332–3; Engels 1892f; Engels
1892g; Engels 1887a, p. 74; Engels 1887b, p. 669; Engels 1887e; Engels 1887f; Engels
1888a; Engels 1888b; Engels 1887c; Engels 1887d; Engels 1891i, p. 193; Engels 1891j,
p. 107; Engels 1889b, p. 313; Engels 1889c, pp. 202–3; Engels 1891g, p. 186; Engels
1891h, p. 101; Marx and Engels 1850c, pp. 528–32; Marx and Engels 1850d, pp. 459–63;
Marx 1858c; Marx 1873a, p. 397; Marx 1873b, p. 304; Marx 1869n, p. 326; Marx 1869o,
p. 343; Marx 1860h, p. 85; Marx 1860i, pp. 492–3; Marx and Engels 1873a, pp. 470,
498–9, 503–4, 519, 522, 525–6, 553–4; Marx and Engels 1873b, pp. 346, 376–7, 382–3,
400, 403, 407, 437–8. Engels also likes to play up the persecution of the branches of the
International, especially at the hands of the police and authorities – see Engels 1872c,
p. 64; Engels 1872d, p. 475.
82. Marx 1868h, p. 133; Marx 1868i, p. 569.
83. Engels 1894–5c, p. 449; Engels 1894–5d, p. 453.
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It is now, almost to the year, sixteen centuries since a dangerous party of
overthrow was likewise active in the Roman empire. It undermined religion
and all the foundations of the state; it ﬂatly denied that Caesar’s will was
the supreme law; it was without a fatherland, was international; it spread
over the whole empire, from Gaul to Asia, and beyond the frontiers of the
empire. It had long carried on seditious activities underground in secret; for
a considerable time, however, it had felt itself strong enough to come out
into the open. This party of overthrow, which was known by the name of
Christians . . .84

In a comparable oppressive economic situation, where class-conﬂict is rife,
both movements sprang up not because of great leaders or prophets but
because of the masses. No wonder, then, that the revolutionary movements
before the socialists arrived on the scene were invariably Christian, at least
if one restricts the sample-pool to Europe. Finally, Engels has an answer to
Müntzer and the Peasant-Revolt: it was but one instance of a common phenomenon that began with early Christianity.
Before we dismiss Engels’s extensive exercise in comparison, I should point
out that it is rife today. It seems that every second book dealing with the New
Testament has ‘empire’ somewhere in the title.85 These works seek not merely
to situate the New Testament within the Roman Empire, a somewhat obvious
point that is a response to the earlier emphasis on its deeply Jewish nature,
but they also argue that these texts are anti-imperial documents. Or, at least,
one can find a consistent anti-imperial theme running through them. Invariably, the comparison is made with our own times, whether it is the imperialism of the United States, or the global ravages of transnational corporations or
the profound difference between the majority of impoverished peoples of the
world and the small number of the obscenely rich. While all of this is salutary,
I cannot help but wonder whether it loses touch with the political tensions
in the Bible, tensions between power and insurrection that I have mentioned
already a few times. Most of these studies call for some fundamental economic change, but few, if any, espouse a revolutionary agenda. However,

84. Engels 1894–5a, p. 523; Engels 1894–5b, p. 526. See also Marx 1881c, p. 67; Marx
1881d, p. 161.
85. Horsley 2000, 2002, 2003; Horsley (ed.) 2008; Elliott 1994, 2000; Carter 2001,
2006.
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we do find in much of this New Testament scholarship an item that Engels
studiously avoids – a revolutionary Jesus. This idea simply will not go away:
the opposition we find in the Gospels to wealth, power, and vested clerical
privilege returns again and again to inspire one guerrilla after another. Not a
few liberation-theologians have heard the call to arms and joined a guerrillagroup. Ernst Bloch was also keen on the idea, but I must admit to being a little
sceptical for the simple reason that it is well-nigh impossible to come up with
any viable historical Jesus, no matter how many have tried.
Finally, Engels faces a problem, one that we first met in the study on the
Peasant-Revolt. Does Christianity provide a motive force for revolutionary movements? In other words, can an ideological system become a cause
for political action? Here, he equivocates. On the one hand, he reiterates his
argument from the study of the Peasant-Revolt: Christianity was a cloak for
political and economic agitation, providing in a theological lingua franca the
common aspirations of people before science and materialist socialism. The
impetus for revolution came not from Christianity itself but from oppressive social conditions. With socialism, the time has come to shed that cloak
and speak of the real causes. However, in the essay on early Christianity he
argues that Christianity offered a heavenly answer to intolerable conditions:
one could look to salvation in an afterlife as an antidote to present suffering.
Socialism differs, for it offers a solution in this world.
On the other hand, Engels also toys with the possibility that a system of
ideas, beliefs and even myths can inﬂuence the way people act. As Georges
Sorel argued, such a system is told in narratives (he called them myths) in
order to motivate people, to give them hope that things will improve, and to
incite them to perseverance in the face of innumerable setbacks.86 This theme
also runs through Engels‘s study of early Christianity. It seems to me that it
is a more dialectical approach to the interaction of theory and praxis, for the
beliefs people develop and the narratives they tell are as much a response to
pressing social and economic problems as they are reasons for changing it.
Does not the revolutionary theory of historical materialism also play such
a rôle, at least in part? Of course, such beliefs, narratives and myths never
appear in a vacuum, for they are connected in complex ways with social and
political movements.
86. Sorel 1961.
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Conclusion
I have followed a long trail, all the way from Engels‘s ambivalence over the
reactionary and revolutionary elements of Christianity, through his awareness of a tension in his old preacher, F.W. Krummacher, through his lifelong
and shifting concern with the last book of the Christian Bible, to his arguments for the revolutionary credentials of Thomas Müntzer and then early
Christianity itself, the latter better argued than the former. I suggested that his
last essay, written close to his death, is really Engels‘s effort to come to terms
with his Christian past. But the most viable point in all of this is the political
ambivalence – between reaction and revolution – at the centre of Christian
thought and practice.

Conclusion

Religious Question: To be left to the initiative of
the French.1
As you see, I am as tormented as Job, though not
as god-fearing.2
In the words of our old friend Jesus Christ,
we must be as innocent as doves and wise as
serpents.3

In the intense period of time during which I wrote
this book, I have become quite intimate with Marx
and Engels. In the process, I feel as though the General, Mohr and even Jenny and the girls have become
part of the clan. Yet, my task here is not to summarise the arguments of the book. After all, there is
a decent summary of each chapter in the Introduction. Alongside the critical commentary, my agenda
has been to see what can be retrieved and reworked
from their complex engagements with theology and
the Bible. That motley collection has slowly grown
and now includes: the implications of atheism (via
Feuerbach and Bauer), which, in turn, leads into
secularism (and the revived debate over church and
state), grand historical narratives (from the chapter
on Stirner), fetishism, and the political ambivalence
of theology.4
1.
2.
3.
4.

Marx 1866a, p. 194; Marx 1866b, p. 199.
Marx 1861g, p. 247; Marx 1861h, p. 144.
Engels 1867c, p. 467; Engels 1867d, p. 567. The allusion is to Matthew 10:16.
These items will form part of the last volume in this series, In the Vale of Tears.
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The largest question concerns atheism, which actually has some unexpected
consequences once we entice and cajole it to divulge a few secrets. They may
be put in terms of three distinctions, which I will explore in turn: atheism
must be separated from anticlericalism; atheism is neither a prerequisite nor
corequisite for socialism; the same applies to the relationship between theism
and theology. As for anticlericalism, it never goes astray and Marx and Engels
deliver it in truckloads. I have mentioned a few instances in the first chapter,
but here is another example:
During this tour through Belgium, stay in Aachen, and journey up the Rhine, I
convinced myself that energetic action must be taken against the clerics, particularly in the Catholic areas. I shall work in this vein in the International.
Where it appears suitable, the rogues are ﬂirting with workers‘ problems
(e.g., Bishop Ketteler in Mainz, the clerics at the Düsseldorf Congress, etc.).
In fact we worked for them in 1848, but they enjoyed the fruits of the revolution during the period of reaction.5

Anticlericalism is very much a part of the socialist platform, as Marx argues
and as the rules of the Communist League make clear.6 Yet anticlericalism
does not necessarily include atheism, as Luther and Calvin among many others showed all too well. Indeed, it seems to me that anticlericalism should be
very much part of any theology worth its salt.7
When we come to atheism itself, the difference between Marx and Christianity can be stated quite simply. Christianity postulates the existence of
God, heaven, hell (sometimes), an afterlife and so on. For Marxism, these do
not exist, for what counts are the social, economic and political relations that
produce such beliefs. As a form of idealism, Christianity has no independent
existence and therefore does not have a history.8 All of this is really the ABC of
Marxism’s approach to religion, but there are some curious ramifications.

5. Marx 1869r, p. 354; Marx 1869s, p. 371.
6. Rules of the Communist League 1850, p. 634.
7. This distinction between atheism and anticlericalism is far more useful than arguing that Marx’s knowledge of Christianity was limited and that if he had known of
the various Christian liberation-movements he would have revised his opinion (thus
argues Raines 2002, p. 9).
8. As Engels puts it with his characteristic clarity in a letter to Franz Mehring of
1893, ‘What has above all deluded the majority of people is this semblance of an independent history of political constitutions, legal systems and ideological conceptions
in each individual sphere. When Luther and Calvin “overcome” the official Catholic
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To begin with, the outline I have just provided may run in at least two
directions. A well-oiled distinction in discussions of ideology draws the line
between a ‘critical’ approach in which ideology – and thereby religion – is
false consciousness (erroneous beliefs about the world that need to be corrected) and a ‘descriptive’ or functional approach in which ideology is a necessary and inescapable feature of human existence.9 If we follow this second
line, found in Marx’s later work as well as a host of others such as Lenin,
Althusser and Gramsci, then theology is no different from other types of ideology such as philosophy, art, writing, politics, metaphysics and so on. In
the same way that one holds a philosophical position or produces a plot for
a novel, one also produces religious beliefs. However, unlike the character
of a story or the arguments of a philosopher, a religion such as Christianity
(mostly) asserts the independent existence of its key-characters. But then it
is not logically impossible for someone to say: I know that God, the spirits,
heaven and hell and so on are constructs of our imagination or characters in a
story, but that is no barrier to belief, for I find the story as a whole provides a
viable myth by which to live. This is rather close to Feuerbach’s own position,
except that he argued that these abstracted entities need to be returned to us
in order to enhance our lives. The number of people who actually hold to this
position with regard to religion, however logical it might be, would probably
fit in my bathroom. Yet it is not uncommon to find a very similar argument
invoked in relation to a philosophical system, or even a novel or a complex
computer-game.
All the same, I am not sure the preceding argument will persuade too many
people. At this point, let me pick up two of the distinctions I noted earlier:
in the same way that atheism is not a necessary correlate with socialism, so
also belief in the existence of a god is distinct from the practice of theology.
As for theism and theology, Marx was no exception in believing that the two

faith, when Hegel “overcomes” Fichte and Kant, or when, with his Contrat social,
Rousseau indirectly “overcomes” the constitutionalist Montesquieu, the process is
one which remains within the confines of theology, philosophy and political science,
which represents a stage in the history of these spheres of thought and never emerges
from the sphere of thought.’ (Engels 1893a, pp. 164–5; Engels 1893b, p. 97.)
9. For example, see Barrett 1991, pp. 18–34; Larrain 1983a; Larrain 1983b; Dupré
1983, pp. 238–44 and McLellan 1995, p. 16.

310 • Conclusion

are coterminous,10 but it is quite possible and logically consistent to practice
theology and not believe in a god. Theology is actually a system of thought,
with its distinct myths, stories, terminology, modes of argument and lively
debate that can operate perfectly well without any external reference-point.
In a sister-discipline to theology – biblical criticism – this is a perfectly viable
way to carry on one’s work. In fact, for well over a century, biblical criticism
has operated as an immanent approach, working from the assumption that
one does not include the gods as causes of history or in the production and
collation of the biblical texts. At most, the multiple personalities of God are
actually characters in the story, as with any other literature. If this is possible
with biblical criticism, why not then with theology? After all, the discipline
has a wealth of experience discussing and debating crucial issues – such as the
universal and particular, the nature of history or the human condition – that
it would be foolhardy to discard.
A similar distinction operates in Marx’s own writings, although now with
atheism and historical materialism. While Marx admitted that he had a particular dislike of Christianity – ‘so specific is my aversion to Christianity [so
spezifisch ist mein Widerwille gegen das Christentum]’, he wrote to Lassalle11 –
and even though he is guilty of occasional moments of crass materialism,12 he
also argued that atheism is not a prerequisite for socialism. One reason was
theoretical, for as Marx points out already in his response to Bruno Bauer’s
programme to abolish religion, atheism is ‘the last stage of theism, the negative
recognition of God’.13 In other words, atheism is really a theological position;

10. As Janz 1998, p. 9, points out, Marx felt that once you exposed theistic belief as a
fantasy, religion itself becomes obsolete.
11. Marx 1862k, p. 377; Marx 1862l, p. 627.
12. ‘The figments of his brain assume corporeal form. A world of tangible, palpable
ghosts is begotten within his mind. That is the secret of all pious visions and at the
same time it is the general form of insanity.’ (Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 184; Marx and
Engels 1845b, pp. 195–6.)
13. Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 110; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 116. See also Engels’s
comment in 1884: ‘. . . that atheism merely expresses a negation is an argument we ourselves had already advanced against the philosophers 40 years ago, only with the corollary that atheism, as the mere negation of, and referring only to, religion, would itself
be nothing without it and is thus itself another religion’ (Engels 1884e, p. 173; Engels
1884f, p. 186). See also Marx’s comment to Arnold Ruge: ‘if there is to be talk about
philosophy, there should be less triﬂing with the label “atheism” (which reminds one
of children, assuring everyone who is ready to listen to them that they are not afraid
of the bogy man), and that instead the content of philosophy should be brought to the
people. Voilà tout’ (Marx 1842ff, p. 395; Marx 1842gg, p. 412).
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one needs a god whose existence can be denied. He goes one step further in
an astute couple of sentences in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of
1844. He begins with this very same argument – atheism is theological since
it is a negation of God in order to focus on the existence of human beings
(Feuerbach did as much). But then Marx argues that we need to move beyond
the opposition of theism and atheism: ‘Atheism . . . has no longer any meaning,
for atheism is a negation of God, and postulates the existence of man through this
negation; but socialism as socialism no longer stands in need of such a mediation . . . It is man’s positive self-consciousness, no longer mediated through the
abolition of religion’.14 Abolition here is, of course, Aufhebung: the sublation,
preservation and lifting to another level of religion. One does not need atheism or even the Aufhebung of religion as a basis for socialism. Or, as Marx put
it more prosaically and somewhat quaintly in an interview with the Chicago
Tribune:
‘You and your followers, Dr. Marx, have been credited with all sorts of
incendiary speeches against religion. Of course you would like to see the
whole system destroyed, root and branch’.
‘We know’, he replied after a moment’s hesitation, ‘that violent measures
against religion are nonsense; but this is an opinion: as Socialism grows, religion will disappear. Its disappearance must be done by social development,
in which education must play a great part’.15

Another reason for distinguishing between atheism and socialism was tactical. On one side, Bakunin and the anarchists wanted the International to
declare itself atheist, abolish cults and replace faith with science. Marx comments dryly, ‘As if one could declare by royal decree abolition of faith!’16 On
the other side, there were plenty of accusations that the International was
precisely as Bakunin had wanted. I do not mean the scaremongers of staterepression, but former comrades such as Jules Favre and Mazzini, who stated
that the International wanted to make atheism compulsory. Engels repeatedly
points out that atheism is not part of the socialist programme.17 In a similar
14. Marx 1844g, p. 306; Marx 1844h, p. 546 (translation modified).
15. Marx 1879, p. 576.
16. Marx 1868a, p. 208. See further Marx 1872a, p. 142; Engels 1872a, pp. 275–6;
Engels 1872b, pp. 169–70; Engels 1870l; Engels 1870m; Marx and Engels 1873a, p. 460;
Marx and Engels 1873b, p. 335.
17. Engels 1871a, p. 608; Engels 1871d, p. 28; Engels 1871h, p. 164.
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vein, Marx in his interview with The World replies to the question, ‘And as to
religion?’
On that point I cannot speak in the name of the society. I myself am an atheist. It is startling, no doubt, to hear such an avowal in England, but there is
some comfort in the thought that it need not be made in a whisper in either
Germany or France.18

Does this mean that the communist movement took the position of freedom
of conscience for its members? Here Marx is ambivalent. In his ‘Comments
on the Latest Prussian Censorship Instruction’, he argues that religion is an
inviolable and ‘subjective frame of mind [subjectiven Gesinnung]’.19 This point
is part of a longer argument against religious censorship by the state, suggesting that the state-censor usurps God‘s sole rôle as judge of the heart. The
reasons why such an argument was made in the context of censorship are not
difficult to determine – the preservation of at least some domain that is free
from censorship (the ‘kingdom within‘), as well as the characteristic inversion
whereby the censor turns out to be the one guilty of defamatory and offensive
judgement. It is, of course, a position that is all too common today: religion
is a private matter that is no-one else‘s business. My initial reaction is that he
merely buys into the privatisation of religious commitment that is by now
almost universal. Religion ceases to have any communal or social presence;
all that counts is one‘s relationship with one‘s God. So we find one politician
after another responding to the latest social comment from church, synagogue
or mosque: ‘Stop seeking the media-spotlight and mind your own business,
which is the cultivation of souls and religious experience!‘ Is this not a deeply
liberal position in which the individual is sacrosanct? We can at least account
for Marx‘s argument by pointing out that it comes from an early text before
he had taken up communism.
Later on, be blasts the very idea of freedom of conscience as a tired old liberal catchword. For example, in Critique of the Gotha Programme, he writes that
what freedom of conscience really means is that ‘everyone should be able to
attend to his religious as well as his bodily needs without the police sticking
their noses in’.20 What it actually means is the toleration of only certain types
18. ‘Record of Marx’s Interview with The World Correspondent’ 1871, pp. 605–6.
19. Marx 1843a, p. 121; Marx 1843b, p. 109.
20. Marx 1875a, p. 98; Marx 1875b, p. 31.

Conclusion • 313

of religion, and that is nothing less than ‘unfreedom of conscience’. It certainly
does not include the freedom to be liberated from religion itself. There is actually more here than at first seems to be the case. Marx does appear to dismiss
the whole idea of freedom of conscience as an irredeemable liberal position,
but then he takes another step. This ‘freedom of conscience’ is actually not
freedom of conscience at all, for, if it were, then one should be able to hold
whatever religion one wants or indeed dispense with the witchery of religion
completely. It is as if he is saying, you want freedom of conscience, then I will
damn well give it to you!
I suspect that Rosa Luxemburg picked up on this radical sense of such freedom. She argued that socialists should embrace freedom of conscience:
The Social-Democrats, those of the whole world and of our own country,
regard conscience [Gewissen] and personal opinion [Überzeugung] as being
sacred. Everyone is free to hold whatever faith and whatever opinions will
ensure his happiness. No one has the right to persecute or to attack the particular religious opinion of others. Thus say the Social-Democrats.21

Is there a liberal left-over here? Not at all. For Luxemburg, ‘liberty of conscience‘
is two-edged. What lies behind her argument is the following: in challenging
the brutal censorship of the Czarist régime in Russia and Poland, which persecuted Roman Catholics, Jews, heretics and freethinkers, and in tackling the
efforts of the church to direct what people believe by whatever means available, from state-power to the Inquisition, she must be consistent and argue that
the socialists should not exercise the same type of censorship. The logical outcome of this argument is that freedom of conscience also applies to religious
belief: ‘religion is a private affair [la religion est une affaire privée]’.22
What intrigues me about Luxemburg’s argument (and thereby Marx’s own
point) is a paradox that goes to the heart of socialism. As a movement whose
starting-point is collective experience, one would expect that freedom of conscience would be the least of its concerns. Nothing could be further from the
truth, for a fully collective programme does not seek to impose the will of
either the one or the many over the other. It is, if you like, the complex effort
to allow each one in the collective to express her or his beliefs, foibles and
21. Luxemburg 1970, p. 132; Luxemburg 1982, p. 19; translation modified.
22. Luxemburg 2004, p. 2; Luxemburg 1903, p. 28. See further my discussion of
Luxemburg in Boer 2009c.
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obsessions without the imposition of control and censorship. So I end with
a dialectical point: rather than dropping freedom of conscience beside the
road along with the rest of liberal ideology, a fully collective programme will
enable the full realisation of freedom of conscience. And that applies as much
to religious belief as to anything else.
It seems that atheism has many shapes in the writings of Marx and
Engels – a personal abhorrence of Christianity (for Marx at least), a matter of
personal belief and not party-platform, political pragmatism and philosophical objection. But there is one further type of atheism which is a feature of
Marx and Engels’s texts and that is what I call protest-atheism.23 This atheism does not base itself on scientific denunciation (as Engels was wont to do
at times and which we find today in the ‘new atheists’ such as Dawkins,
Dennett and Hitchens), but, rather, on an analysis of the social contradictions
of religious belief, structures and forms. In this sense, protest-atheism makes
an awful lot of sense. In the face of all the abuses justified by theology, all of
the oppression for which theology is the theory, all of the reactionary forms
that system of thought has taken, and all the craven brown-nosing of power
and wealth in which the churches have engaged over time, atheism becomes a
protest. The church can be a cruel institution, destroying lives and perverting
social relations, so much so that its various branches seem to have a reactionary default. I must admit that the presence of a dog-collar or the gleam in the
eye of a zealot makes me exceedingly uncomfortable. In this context, atheism
is a necessary protest. It seems to me that the atheism of Marx and Engels had
a good deal of this protest-element. But I also suggest that such protest-atheism is indispensable for any theology that is honest with itself. It is as if we can
say, yes, in light of all these abuses and demolitions of human lives, atheism
is the one viable response. Another is, of course, the emancipatory stream of
Christianity which drew Engels, and a host of figures after him, for this too
condemns and works against the reactionary forms of Christianity.
This protest-atheism (and indeed revolutionary Christianity) brings me
to the next matter I want to retrieve from Marx and Engels. It is the matter of church and state, or, as it tends to be put today, the relation between
religion and politics. It has, of course, become a topic of renewed debate in
our own time due to the return of religion to the forefront of global politics.
23. More than thirty years ago, Lochman 1978 made a similar argument.
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The response of the states in the Middle East to imperialism and colonialism
as well as the politics of oil are now cast all too often in the terms of Islam
versus Christianity. From Denmark to Australia, countries that have for many
years sat very loosely with any Christian heritage are now claiming to be
‘Christian’ states. People who hardly know who Adam and Eve are or who
have never touched the threshold of a church begin to claim that they are
indeed ‘Christian’ and that such an identity needs to be defended against the
threat of Islam. In this light, Marx and Engels’s scattered comments on church
and state have a renewed relevance.
As I argued in Chapter Six, Marx in particular is contradictory on the
question of church and state. His more common argument is that theology
and politics should have nothing to do with one another since theology is
heavenly and other-worldly while politics is very much an earthly business.
This unholy alliance leads to all manner of impossible contradictions. Which
church is to be dominant? Can you really live up to all the ethical guidelines
in the Bible? What does it mean to protect ‘religion’ from attack? But his other
argument, backed up by an astute piece by Engels, is far more interesting.
The secular state is not the rejection of the Christian state, or even the muchdesired separation of church and state. It is actually the realisation of the
Christian state. I take this as the argument that the secular state is an effort
to resolve the contradictions of the Christian state. Eventually, the internal
contradictions of the union of church and state become too much and lead to
a secular state. Thus, as Marx points out in his reply to Bruno Bauer’s On the
Jewish Question, a secular state – the outcome of ‘political’ emancipation – is
really an attempt to come to terms with religious pluralism. You can have
your beliefs and I will have mine, but we will keep them to ourselves as personal matters and will not let them intrude on public life. This means that the
secular state is not freedom from religion but freedom of religion. It is merely
another way of being religious.24
The underlying issue in all of this is secularism. It seems to me that both
atheism and the separation of church and state are derivative and secondary
features of secularism itself. Here, I indulge in a little etymology, for if we take
24. See further Taylor 2007, who develops this argument in great detail. The rise of
secularism is not one story but multiple explorations. Above all, he argues that secularism is really a collection of new ways of being religious rather than the decline of
religion.
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the Latin terms saeculum (adjective saecularis) with its meaning of ‘this age’
and ‘this world’, then secularism means that we draw our terms from and
base our way of life on this age and this world and not some future age or a
world beyond. As a derivative step, one could argue that secularism entails
atheism and that religion must disappear. Or we could argue that one form
such secularism might take is the separation of church and state. But these are
not crucial to the definition of secularism itself. Furthermore, we might argue
that Christian theology is anti-secular, since its prime concern is the world
above and to come. Among many others, Marx does indeed argue this on a
number of occasions. But, as I pointed out in my earlier discussion, such an
argument misses the fact that theology concerns itself just as much with the
here and now, with the plight of human beings and their place in a natural
and social world. It is a small step to realise that on this score theology is
both anti-secular and secular. However, the surprising outcome of this argument is that any political movement that finds this saeculum wanting in terms
of economic, social and political justice is also anti-secular. The desires and
specific programmes for a better world than the one in which we live is not
merely concerned with this world and this age. I hardly need to point out that
the political work of Marx and Engels also fits the bill, as Marx’s enthusiastic
comment on the Paris Commune shows all too well:
Working men’s Paris, with its Commune, will be forever celebrated as the
glorious harbinger of a new society. Its martyrs are enshrined in the great
heart of the working class. Its exterminators’ history has already nailed to
that eternal pillory from which all the prayers of their priest will not avail
to redeem them.25

This last point brings us to the matter of historical narratives. In my discussion of Stirner in Chapter Four, I traced the way both Christian and Marxist
narratives of history are linked at a formal level. In their effort to produce
a coherent response with a crucial lever of history, Marx and Engels may
have come up with a very different story in terms of content – division of
labour, class-conﬂict and modes of production which are all driven by inescapable contradictions – but the form arises in response to a mutated biblical

25. Marx 1871a, p. 355; Marx 1871b, p. 362. See further my discussion of Lucien
Goldmann in Boer 2009c.
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narrative-structure in Stirner’s text. Given that most readers quail and turn
away at the sight of those monstrous pages on Stirner in The German Ideology,
I can at least claim that I have provided a distinct argument for the way in
which historical materialism relates to the Christian and biblical historical
narratives. It is a formal response that was produced in the engine-room of
that heated and polemical engagement with Stirner.
This is the appropriate point to say something more on the matter of the
formal parallels between theology and some of the arguments developed by
Marx and Engels. This matter first appeared in my discussion of Stirner, but
then recurred in relation to Feuerbach and then fetishism. In the conclusion to
the chapter on Stirner, I distinguished between direct borrowing and application and then what has variously been termed ‘grafted’, ‘analogous’ or ‘parallel’ approaches. I also made a rather conventional distinction between content
and form, since it is quite clear that neither Marx nor Engels appropriated
theological content concerning history, Christology or eschatology into their
work. As far as form is concerned, I settled on the metaphor of a crucible,
since the innovations of historical materialism arose from the response to – in
part at least – the dominant theological and biblical nature of public debate in
Germany at the time.26 The three overlaid senses of the word ‘crucible’ –
possibly deriving from crux (‘cross’ and then ‘trial’) – are applicable here. A
device for testing purity, mixing chemicals and metals, and, in the industrial
revolution, a process of mixing iron, charcoal and other additives in order to
make high-quality steel, ‘crucible’ also has the sense of a severe test or a conﬂuence and concentration of powerful political, social and economic forces
that produce something new. So, I would suggest that theology was one of the
crucial elements in a formal crucible out of which Marx and Engels produced
historical materialism. It is in this sense that the formal analogies and parallels
between that method and types of theological argument may be understood.
What Marx and Engels develop is not some secularised version or historical successor of Christianity, as Alasdair MacIntyre argued long ago,27 nor
is it secularised Christian history and eschatology, as more than one cheap

26. This historical situation also means that theology does not have an absolute priority but rather one generated by the context. It is worthwhile keeping in mind my
comments in the discussion of Marx’s doctoral thesis (Chapter Three) concerning the
need to relativise theology and negate the assumption of an a priori status.
27. MacIntyre 1971, pp. 12–13.
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shot has suggested: Marx is a prophet who foresees the New Jerusalem that
will be ushered in by the collective redeemer-figure of the proletariat through
a final battle.28 Perhaps the most dreadful version of that argument came
in the context of a paper I once gave on Christian communism in the work
of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Kautsky. Someone stood up and argued that,
because religious belief was so deeply ingrained at the time, Marx and Engels
were hedging their bets in case Christianity proved to be right. As politely
as I could (I wanted to say it was utterly wrong), I pointed out that if anyone
linked eschatological apocalyptic together with communism it was Moses
Hess, whose Die Heilige Geschichte der Menschheit and Europäische Trierarchie
both introduced communism to Germany and gave it a distinctly apocalyptic
tone.29 Hess’s widely read Europäische Trierarchie proposed that the fusion of
the young-Hegelian criticism of theology, French socialist politics and English industrial materialism would bring about the total collapse of the existing order and usher in a new age. In the end, Marx and Engels viewed his
apocalyptic fervour rather dimly. I added that the only one with any interest
in eschatology and apocalyptic was Engels, and that it was a youthful fascination which manifested itself in jest, satire and as a way to express exhilaration at a new discovery. Even then he never took it all that seriously. Later on,
Engels used exactly the same biblical material to pour water on any apocalyptic
fervour by arguing that the apocalyptic book of Revelation is merely a historical
book that provides a window into early Christianity. Indeed, in his last years,
Engels became far more cautious about untimely revolutionary uprisings since
they would merely give the authorities pretext to crush the socialists.
More sustained criticism has come from the infamous postmodern ban on
master-narratives. We are told that a narrative, in which Marx and Engels
engage time and again in various reworkings, is imperialist, colonising and
what have you. By its very singularity it excludes vast numbers of people
who have no say in how that narrative is constructed. The Christian narrative
of history, from creation to eschaton, has also suffered severe criticism for
the same reason. The problem with this criticism is twofold. Firstly, even if
we assume for a moment that there is one master-narrative, then there is no
28. For one of the most inﬂuential and misguided statements of this argument, see
Kolakowski 1981, pp. 372–5.
29. Hess 1837; Hess 1961; Hess 2004. See the excellent discussion of Hess in Kouvelakis 2003, pp. 121–66.

Conclusion • 319

inherent reason for it to be exclusive. That possibility depends on whether the
singular story is catholic (universal) by exclusion or by inclusion. The early
battles for a singular ‘catholic’ church in the fourth and fifth centuries provide
a good example (as Gramsci noted). Engaging Augustine as a theological hitman, it claimed to be catholic, but could do so only by excluding those that
did not fit the template. Its policy was simple – if you cannot absorb them,
crush them. However, there is another possibility: an overarching narrative
is the way in which all manner of other stories come to light. In other words,
such a singular narrative may well be inclusive rather than exclusive. More
philosophically, it is an inclusive universal rather than an exclusive one. Secondly, Marx and Engels do not actually develop a singular narrative of history; they tell multiple stories. Marx, for one, would take a particular topic,
such as private property or the division of labour or even religion and put
together a story as to how it might have developed and changed over time,
only to pick up on another angle on the same topic and tell the story again in
a different way.
My final point concerning history is not so original, but it is worth making all the same. The grand narrative(s) of Marxism and Christianity actually
provide stories to live by. As Fredric Jameson is fond of saying, they enable
the biological individuals that we are to make sense of the almost incomprehensible patterns of the world in which we live. Marxism provides one such
story, while Christianity provides another. Elsewhere, I have suggested that
we might describe them as political myths.30 One of the reasons why Marxism
and Christianity have been so often at loggerheads is that they offer competing political myths. Yet they can compete because the game is similar.
A further item full of possibilities is Marx’s multiple adaptations of fetishism, a relatively simple idea drawn from the early study of the history of
religions. Fetishism involves a basic transference, for the object venerated –
whether a product made by human labour or an animate or inanimate object –
gains at the expense of the worshipper. Or at least it appears to do so, for Marx
never tires of pointing out that such transference belongs in the realms of
mist, illusion and deception. And Marx certainly worked this fetishistic transferral into many different shapes – political polemic, the alienation of labour,
money, commodities, the commodity-form, and even the idea of capital. Yet
30. Boer 2009b.
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the basic idea remains reasonably consistent throughout. Apart from his constant invocation of religious and theological examples, The Ethnological Notebooks indicate that he never lost sight of the religious dimension of fetishism.
However, what strikes me about the many shapes of fetishism is the overlap with the biblical polemic against idolatry. As we saw, Charles de Brosses
(from whom Marx initially borrowed the concept) assumed that idolatry was
part of fetishism, so much so that many of his examples come from the Bible.
Marx assumed the same, as his comments on Lubbock in The Ethnological
Notebooks indicate. I do not need to repeat my analysis of the critique of idolatry in the book of Isaiah, but I do want to take up my comment that the connection between fetishism and idolatry opens up the possibility of a sustained
theological criticism of capitalism. I do not mean here the Roman-Catholic
tradition of social criticism of which Marx is scathing and which seeks to ameliorate the harsh edges of any social formation much like a theological version
of social democracy. Nor do I mean the warnings against a fuzzy ‘materialism’ by some ecclesiastical leaders (by which they mean an excessive love of
possessions at the expense of one’s far more important spiritual concerns).
Rather, I mean a theological criticism of precisely those items Marx describes
as fetishes, such as the alienation of labour under capitalism, money-relations,
the commodity-form, capital, to which may be added the foreign debt, fiscal
restraint, the GDP, balance of payments, and so on. Here, Marx’s effort to produce a new concept of the fetish, in which both illusion and reality combine,
has some mileage (as some liberation-theologians have argued).31 Marx’s
innovation was to argue that what seems to workers to be a mist-enveloped
apparition – the powers attained by commodities or money or . . . – is, in fact,
real: the destructive powers over human lives and human interaction. The
illusion Marx seeks to dispel is the perception of the way in which these
powers came to be, for they are not natural attributes or givens of nature, but
the result of an alienating transferral. In this way, the fetish gains a reality
as an ‘objective thought-form’. At this point, theological anticapitalism and
Marxism merge, for the only response to idols is to smash them and grind
them into dust.
However, capitalism is not the only place where the critique of idolatry has
some bite. I would suggest that Adorno’s development of the Bilderverbot,
31. See Chapter Seven.
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the ban on images, to become a leitmotiv of his philosophy – targeted against
concepts, secularised theology, the personality-cult and utopia, to name but
a few – has been the most fruitful and sustained development of the critique
of idolatry. The underlying drive is caught best by the phrase, ‘pretensions
of the finite’.32 Any finite thing or person that has pretensions to the infinite
becomes an idol, a fetish. And that includes theology itself. The problem for
theology is as follows: for the various theological traditions of Christianity,
idolatry describes what other people do. We do not worship idols, goes the
argument, for this image of ours refers to the one true God. Your images, on
the other hand, have no reference-point beyond them. So you stupidly worship a destructive object that you have made or perhaps an animal you like.
It is an extraordinarily vulnerable position, since it is a small step to realising that my own image has no reference-point either: I, too, am an idolater
like all the rest. It is not for nothing that the rigorous ban on images keeps
being reasserted, whether in the Decalogue of Exodus 20 or Deuteronomy
5, or in the extreme moments of the Reformation under Calvin. You can still
find churches in reformed countries such as the Netherlands that are completely devoid of even the vaguest hint of tinted glass, let alone any images
inside. The underlying logic is to block any possibility of cutting that connection between image and referent. With no image, there is no link on which to
work those bolt-cutters. This still leaves a number of sticky problems, such as
the Bible, or the church, or indeed the question of Christology, for is not Christ
God’s representative on earth, the incarnate form of God to show us a little of
what God is like? Here, too, it seems to me, the ban on images must apply, for
otherwise we get the whole problem of the personality-cult and worship of
redeemer-figures.33 Here, too, we must engage idolatry in critique.
Finally, there is the political ambivalence of theology. From some unwitting
glimpses by a determined Marx to the ﬂowering of the idea in Engels, this is
one of the most promising ideas of all. In Marx, it ﬂashes a little skin in his
comment that religious suffering is both the expression of real suffering and
the protest against that suffering, as it does in the multivalent image of opium.
But Engels explores this ambivalence in some detail, especially with Thomas

32. Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, p. 145; Horkheimer and Adorno 2003, p. 201. See
further Boer 2007a, pp. 430–9.
33. See further Boer 2007a, pp. 430–9 and 449.
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Müntzer and early Christianity. Fortunately, he never lost his anticlericalism
and determined atheism, for the presence of both the revolutionary argument
and the awareness of how oppressive a religion such as Christianity can be
shows up the political ambivalence at the heart of theology. It can be the most
reactionary of ideologies but it can also be deeply revolutionary. The two are
inseparable. That means those who argue for a revolutionary core in theology
and the Bible see only half the picture. I think here of the search for a rebellious core in the Bible by Ernst Bloch, or Terry Eagleton‘s effort to recycle the
old arguments for a revolutionary Jesus, or the figure of a rebel that recurs
in political and liberation-theologies, or, more recently, in the quests for the
historical Jesus that argue he was a rebellious peasant, or even the position
that he was a proto-socialist.34 I know that many people base their faith and
social-justice activism on the position that Jesus was a social, political and
moral radical, a friend of anti-imperialists and outcasts, a champion of the
poor, the sick and immigrants, and a determined opponent of the rich, clergy
and powerful. Apart from the insurmountable problem that it is impossible to
know anything with certainty about the historical figure Jesus of Nazareth, it
misses the point that even the sayings in the Gospels, let alone the rest of the
Bible, have a good deal in them that runs in the other direction.
The reason for such theological tension is, of course, that a religion such as
Christianity has its own institutional forms. Anyone who has spent the least
amount of time in such an institution knows that they are full of skulduggery,
sexual favours and intrigue, backstabbing, party-politics and struggles over
money, property and power. In other words, these institutions – one of the
best instances of Althusser’s ideological state-apparatuses – are sites of ideological struggle. And those struggles are invariably tied up with the complex
overlaps of class. To paraphrase Althusser, theology is class-struggle in the
realm of theory. Yet the political ambivalence of theology is not tied merely to
its institutions, for it also registers in its own way wider economic and social
struggles.35 Indeed, I have argued elsewhere that the massive social upheaval
34. For example, see Eagleton 2007; Bloch 1970; Bloch 1972; Bloch 1985; Bloch 1995;
Crossan 1993; Crossan 1995.
35. Or as Marx put it, ‘In studying such transformations it is always necessary to
distinguish between the material transformation of the economic conditions of production, which can be determined with the precision of a natural science, and the legal,
political, religious, artistic or philosophic – in short, ideological forms in which men
become conscious of this conﬂict and fight it out.’ (Marx 1859a, p. 263.)
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brought about by the transitions between modes of production is inseparable
from the theological tensions in the writings of someone such as Paul in the
New Testament. In his case, the violent intersection between the system the
Romans brought with them and an older sacred economy generated all manner of tensions that he registers in his letters. The same applies to someone
such as John Calvin, who was repeatedly caught between his innate conservatism and the radical possibilities of topics such as the Bible, grace, Christian
freedom and politics. He found that the revolutionary cat kept trying to get
out of the theological bag. In Calvin’s case, his theological struggles cannot be
understood without an awareness of the brutal reality of a fading feudalism
and emergent capitalism.36
Those who register, articulate and try to respond to these political tensions
within theology and the Bible are by far the most interesting. I, for one, find
that tension too intriguing to throw out the whole lot. In a somewhat different
way, it seems to me that Marx and especially Engels were aware of this political ambivalence in the Bible and theology. And that is to their credit.

36. See Boer 2007b and Boer 2009a.
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Preface

I have come to see the relation between Marxism and theology as a difficult and
tempestuous love affair, with a good mix of lust, affection, argument and profound differences of opinion. Even though they may go their own way for years
at a time, they always return to renew their engagement. This book is the last
of a series of five that have explored, criticised and salvaged what is useful and
promising in that long affair, which is really another way of speaking about a rich
tradition. The first three books deal with a range of Marxists, twenty-four of them
from Rosa Luxemburg to Antonio Negri, while the fourth is a comprehensive
engagement with Marx and Engels. This, the fifth and final volume, is my own
response to that tradition, largely for the sake of some clarity and because the
various positions I had taken and insights I had gleaned required a reasonably
systematic effort to see what might fruitfully be deployed in current and future
debates concerning ‘Marxism and religion’ – and because I really want to finish
this study.
More of that in the body of the book, but for now, let me reprise a story about
Marx, heaven and hell.
When Karl Marx dies, he is met by Saint Peter at the gates of heaven.
‘Name?’, asks Peter.
‘Marx, Karl Marx’, replies the famous thinker.
‘Hmm’, says Peter to himself, ‘why do I know that name?’
‘I am Karl Marx’, Marx says, beaming, ‘a founder of modern socialism and a
driving force behind the communist ideal’.
‘I see’, Peter says. ‘I’ll have to check with God’.
So Peter rushes off to confer with God. God hears the name Marx and immediately a look of disgust spreads over his face. ‘Marx?’, God says, ‘He’s nothing
but a troublemaker. Tell him to go to hell!’
So Peter happily signs the appropriate forms and Karl Marx is banished to
Satan’s domain.
Some time later, a free-trade agreement is forged between Heaven and Hell.
The deal is hailed by all to be a great economic leap forward that will revitalise both struggling economies. After all, Hell has plenty of heat to spare, while
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Heaven produces an excess of manna. But soon after the treaty, God realises that
Heaven is no longer receiving any products from Hell. So he sends Peter down
to investigate.
‘Well?’, asks Peter of Satan, ‘What’s the hold-up? We have an agreement!’
Satan shrugs his shoulders, exasperated. ‘It’s that Marx fellow’, Satan replies.
‘Ever since he got down here, all we’ve had are strikes and labour demands.
Productivity has dropped to zero!’
‘So?’, Peter asks, ‘What would you have us do?’
‘Take him back. Take Marx back to Heaven, and I guarantee productivity will
skyrocket!’
So Peter agrees, on God’s behalf, to accept Karl Marx back into Heaven.
Normality returns, for a while. But some time later Satan realises that Hell
has not received any orders from Heaven. In fact, very little communication at
all has leaked from Up Above. So, concerned for the economic welfare of Hell,
he makes a trip to Heaven.
‘Peter! Peter, are you there?’, Satan demands.
‘Yes, what is it?’, Peter answers.
‘What’s the hold-up? What about the flow of trade?’
‘Oh I’m sorry’, Peter says, ‘We have decided to adopt an isolationist stance.
We are a self-governing commune that is now focused on the needs of the
proletariat. It is our opinion that this free-trade agreement benefits only the
bourgeoisie’.
‘What?!’ Satan is furious. ‘I demand to speak to God!’
Comrade Peter raises one eyebrow: ‘Who?’
Neither heaven nor hell is safe from Marxist criticism. But this is by no means
the whole story, for that criticism prefers to direct its energy to the vale of tears
in which we live. As Marx put it in one of his most well-known texts on religion,
the Introduction to his Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law,
‘The criticism of religion is therefore in embryo the criticism of the vale of tears,
the halo of which is religion’.1 The catch is that any thorough criticism of the vale
of tears cannot avoid religion, since religion is, for better or (more often) worse,
part of the picture. That is the underlying assumption of this study, if not the
whole series of The Criticism of Heaven and Earth. Yet I do not privilege religion,
as idealist arguments tend to do, for I prefer to see it as one element in the total
picture. Rather than being reductive, a Marxist approach to religion will always
seek to expand analysis to include economics, history, society and ideology. Or,

1. Marx 1844c, p. 175; Marx 1844d, p. 378.
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as Engels put it in a letter to Ludwig Kugelmann in 1867, ‘In the words of our old
friend Jesus Christ, we must be as innocent as doves and wise as serpents’.2
Although writing is often a solitary affair, the practice of hermits and those
comfortable with their own company, this book would not have been written
without overlapping networks of people who gave advice, offered encouragement, showered me with criticism (happily, most of it has been constructive)
and at least showed interest. I would like to thank David Roberts, who shares my
interests in Marxism and religion and continues to give insightful and thoughtprovoking criticisms and suggestions. Peter Thomas and Sebastian Budgen,
wearing their hats with the Historical Materialism book series, remain enthusiastic about the whole project, making sure I do not slip up too often. Among
those involved in the Religion and Political Thought project, which spans four
continents, I must at least mention Carsten Pallesen, Ole Jakob Løland, Mads
Peter Karlsen, Ward Blanton and Sara Farris, as well as Kenpa Chin and Philip
Chia, who have opened up China and Taiwan to me (and instigated a series of
translations). Warren Goldstein, the anchor of the Critical Theory of Religion
project,3 has been a vital conversation partner. Members of The Future of Religion seminar at the Inter-University Centre in Dubrovnik, Croatia, have provided
a vibrant forum for discussion and debate, especially Rudolf Siebert, Michael Ott,
Tatiana Senyushkina and Evgeniya (Jane) Goryunova. More recently, the stimulating engagements over Marxism and religion with Alex Andrews and Anthony
Paul Smith have come to my aid, especially via my blog, Stalin’s Moustache.4
I should also mention the old trade unionist from Norway, Odd Andreasen, and
the Seattle activist, Matthew Hamilton, who push me to think further and write
more clearly. Closer to home, the Bible and Critical Theory Seminar, meeting for
a couple of days every year in a pub somewhere in Australia or New Zealand,
has put up with earlier, half-formulated versions of some of the arguments in
this book. Gathering from diverse backgrounds and disciplines, members of the
seminar have questioned, encouraged and, when all else was lost, raised a drink
to signal it was beer-o’clock. As always, an old colleague from Monash University, Andrew Milner, the Methodist Marxist, has pinpointed the part of my argument that was weakest and urged me to be sharper. And at the University of
Newcastle (my current abode) Terry Lovat has shown himself to be a rare breed
of mentor. As Pro-Vice Chancellor of Education and Arts with a passion for theology, Terry encourages me to get on with what I love to do, even if he finds the
whole exercise somewhat strange (why would anyone be interested in Marxism
2. Engels 1867a, p. 467; Engels 1867b, p. 567.
3. <http://criticaltheoryofreligion.org>.
4. <http://stalinsmoustache.wordpress.com>.
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and religion?). I trust I have reciprocated a little with this book and the series
as a whole for his support. At least I hope he will see why one should be interested in these matters. Finally, Christina has shared the intensities, struggles and
jubilations of the writing process, all while she was carrying on with her own
projects. To her I owe endless thanks.
The Hill
New South Wales
February 2013

Introduction

What a sublime and, at the same time, sordid
vocation this theological discipline has.1

It has been a long journey, this study of the way Marxism and theology interact with one another. But now at
last, after too many years working my way through the
vast majority of significant Marxists who have engaged
with theology, I offer my own response to their multicoloured arguments. As the conclusion to the series
I have called The Criticism of Heaven and Earth, this
book undertakes two overlapping tasks. One is to
gather the various insights I have identified in the previous four volumes and weave them into a coherent
whole,2 while the other is to pursue their implications
further and develop a few new ideas on the way. Let
me say a little about each task.
As I undertook the job of reading, reflection and
writing the earlier four volumes, certain themes began
to recur. Sometimes an idea would cause me to lift
my eyes from the page, a spark that would trigger a
whole new train of thought. At other times – relatively
rarely – those discoveries would be ready-made, a gem
that needed no further work. More often, I would pick
up an idea and draw out implications only hinted at
in the original text. Occasionally this would require
reading against the grain, teasing out a position that
was at odds with the dominant position of the author
in question. Through these processes of engagement
I began, gradually, to gather a number of ideas which
1. Negri 2009, p. 58.
2. Boer 2007a; Boer 2009b; Boer 2010a; Boer 2012.
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required some further work, linking them together and developing them further.
So what I seek to do here is gather a motley collection of thoughts and arguments and stitch them into a whole – relativising theology, atheism and theology, political myth, political grace, the political ambivalence of Christianity, the
perpetual need for economic history, kairós and ákairos, ethics versus an unethical and unmoral position, fetishism and idolatry, political iconoclasm, secularism and anti-secularism, transcendence and transgression, and the question of
death. Many of these items have appeared in some form in the earlier books,
usually as an identification of a useful idea and at times as a tool of analysis. Yet
they remained scattered, brought into play when needed, mentioned in conclusions to the earlier books and tagged for further elaboration. However, this book
is not merely a long summary of what has gone before, for in each case I take
the argument a good deal further, opening up new angles for dealing with these
topics. The act of collecting them in one place is the first step of such a development, for then new avenues of analysis have opened up, but it remains a preliminary move. More importantly, I have attempted to strengthen some arguments,
reshape some others in light of an insight or two and produce a few new positions. So this work is both summary and development, collation and elaboration,
conclusion and exploration of a new direction or two. Although both approaches
characterise the whole work, the first four chapters – on atheism, myth, ambivalence and history – function more in terms of summary and conclusion, while
the remaining three chapters – on kairós, ethics and idolatry – focus more on
developing some new arguments. Needless to say, despite its close relation with
the previous four volumes, this work stands on its own, backtracking and providing the necessary groundwork where needed in order to expand my thoughts a
little further.

Of old timber and lovers
As is my wont, I will provide an outline of each topic and chapter of this book in a
few moments, but before doing so I would like to comment on some preliminary
matters: the problem of systems, the nature of theology, theological suspicion
and the need to relativise theology. The first of these – concerning systems and
their problems – is really an elaboration on the previous paragraph, for I make
no pretentious claims to provide a comprehensive system here. Philosophers
have a temptation to build systems, although periods of anti-systematic impulse
recur from time to time; literary critics (among whom I may still be located) slip
into perpetual searches for new methods; historians attempt wholesale reconstructions when they have the nerve and are not distracted by yet another pile
of archives. I must admit to being fascinated by the daring of such efforts, as well
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as the risk and devotion they entail. For example, Badiou’s single-handed recovery of grand systems is as riskily breathtaking as it leaves him open to attack.
Platonic in its scale, it draws in a vast array of topics – Greek tragedy, poetry,
Lacan, mathematics, the New Testament, theology (Pascal and Kierkegaard),
politics, art, and on and on – in a way that leaves him open to criticisms where
he falls short, such as the class associations and anti-democratic tenor of Plato’s
elitist thought, the untroubled classicism, the dismissive polemics against ‘sophistry’ and the Romanticism of the event and its truth. Yet the fidelity to his own
philosophical event can only be admired, and I find myself drawn to his bemusement, the shy flicker of a smile at being ‘discovered’ so late, especially when
he made a virtue out of his solitary extremity with respect to the fashions of
French intellectual and political life. But I would find that a singular exploration of the vast territories opened up would become a drag in the long term.
And there are too many systems that have collapsed before they were barely
thrown together without adequate structure or mental fortitude. Dühring’s effort
in the late nineteenth century merely required Engels’s firm shove and it came
tumbling down in a pile of girders and dust. Many have been the apparent new
ideas of a life’s work that have deflated with one simple prick. I think of my
Hebrew teacher, Barbara Thiering, who constructed a whole edifice concerning the origins of Christianity among the Qumran (Dead Sea Scroll) sectarians,
only to find that carbon dating comprehensively removed the Dead Sea Scrolls
from the first decades of Christianity (they were written much earlier). Some
have shown distinct insight with a single idea, such as Girard’s mimetic desire,
only to founder with the effort to make it universally explanatory, along with the
desperate attempt to include within that system his religious conversion with a
‘miraculous’ healing from cancer after prayer.
So I prefer the comments of Adorno and Bloch. Adorno was wont to quote
Nietzsche’s adage: ‘I mistrust all systematizers and avoid them. The will to a system is a lack of integrity’.3 Adorno goes on to characterise system-building as
provincial, naïve and caught in the past. It is like a cottage industry in a village,
where the village stands in for the whole world and the system produced can
pretend to have comprehended all knowledge, or at least provided a key to it.
Philosophers continue to feel that they can construct a theory of the universe
with a pen, paper and their own thoughts while sitting by a cosy fire in a cottage
in the woods, even though they have not noticed how stale the air has become.4
3. Nietzsche 1990, p. 35.
4. Adorno 2008, pp. 41–2; Adorno 2007, pp. 65–8. See also his comments on the efforts
by philosophers to stuff the infinite into a small cottage, that is, to contain an infinite
universe within a paltry, limited number of axioms, in Adorno 2008, pp. 78–9, 186–7;
Adorno 2007, pp. 117–18, 231–2. See further Adorno 2000c, pp. 23–5.
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Adorno is of course having a dig at Heidegger, but he has little time for the
provincialism of philosophical systems. As for Bloch, he notes the fading dreams
and perpetual retreats of the great planners of systems, preferring in their stead
detours, offshoots and accidental discoveries: ‘Just as a detour in life so often
turns out not to have been one at all, just as a little offshoot can provide the
revitalizing contribution, so does the plan resign and overgrow itself at the same
time in many first (and many late) masterpieces’.5 He gives the example of
the small beginning of Cervantes, who wanted merely to mock chivalric romances
in Don Quixote, only to find he had created a parody of humanity. Or Hegel, who
set out to write a conventional textbook on philosophy and ended up with the
Phenomenology. As for a grand system of life, history, the universe and everything, Bloch gives the example of ‘someone who wrote a philosophy of the postal
system in three volumes, which was certainly an epochal idea at the time’.6
I do not propose to write a philosophy of the postal system, nor perhaps of
the bicycle plan of Sydney. Instead, I think of my project here in terms of two
images. One comes from a scavenging pastime of my own, cultivated during
a poor childhood and somewhat poor adulthood as well. As I walk about the
streets, my eyes effortlessly spot discarded items that may be of some value,
at least to me. Pieces of quality timber, hidden under a garish coat of paint, or
beaten, chipped and tossed out. I gather a length here, a piece of furniture there,
pull out odd nails, strip off the old paint, and ponder how I can put the pieces
together into a bookshelf, or perhaps a desk or some other simple piece of furniture. And then, with the hand tools available, I saw, sand, hammer, dowel, sand
again and treat with nothing more than linseed oil. I seek out quality hard and
soft woods and the results may contain odd sections of floorboard, a piece from
a bed, a sideboard and what have you. Nothing fancy, constructed out of found
objects; but before someone suggests that my finished products – and by analogy
this book – are jerry-built out of junk, I should point out that they are massively
heavy, solidly constructed and built to last generations. But they do the job, usually more than adequately.
So also with this book, or at least I hope it does the job more than passably. It
too has come together like a collection of odd pieces of timber, often stumbled
upon on the detours of which Bloch speaks. Eventually I found myself, after the
unexpected growth of this series of studies, with a collection of ideas, oddly
shaped, picked up here and there. Once gathered I turned them over, pondered
how they might fit together, cutting off a little in one place and building on an
idea elsewhere, gradually working them into one another. Every now and then
5. Bloch 2006, p. 67; Bloch 1985d, p. 92.
6. Bloch 2006, p. 67; Bloch 1985d, p. 91.
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a new direction or two has sparked in the process. But the end result is a whole
that is, to re-use a well-worn observation, more than its parts.
A second image reveals not so much the provenance of this study and its
mode of construction but the working method itself. Marxism and theology are
like two lovers, rubbing up against one another, the blood rushing to crotches,
touching, stroking, grasping one another, at times fucking furiously and yet at
others argumentative, mutually annoyed, distant and estranged. Often it seems
to me that they are like lovers who cannot resist one another and yet cannot
avoid arguing either. I think of it as an intimate, dialectical interaction in which
neither remains the same. So while there are surprising confluences and liaisons, more often theology comes under sustained criticism from a Marxist angle,
being transformed in the process. But so also do the various elements of Marxism, which I take as a collection of problems rather than a coherent method or
position (but is not any approach like that?), meet the critique that comes from
theology. It too is not quite the same after the engagement, forced to rethink its
own positions in the process. So this study offers a dialectic of sorts, seeking not
merely to analyse theology from a Marxist position, nor to subject Marxism to
critique from the perspective of theology, but to do both. That means that the
various readerships may need to readjust their expectations: Marxists will want
a fully-fledged Marxist theory of religion, while theologians would prefer to see
some insights from Marxism incorporated within the framework of theology.
Neither audience will find exactly what they are seeking, but my hope is that
they will find the project fruitful in unexpected ways – as has indeed happened
with earlier volumes in the series. The argument that unfolds below explores the
different ways in which the intimate, mutual critique of Marxism and theology
works itself out, a process in which neither remains the same. Each must face up
to some insistent questioning, be prepared to come clean and not seek to block,
obfuscate or hold ground at all costs.

On theology
Given that this study is a full-blooded exploration of Marxism and theology, a
word on theology itself is in order. As a working definition, I understand theology in terms of a disciplinary intersection: it deals with the nature of mythology (the central stories with which theology deals), nature and the environment
(creation), with the human condition (anthropology), why the world is the
way it is (harmatology, or the doctrine of sin), the problem of suffering (theodicy), the nature of the human subject (via Christology), how human beings
might live together (ecclesiology), and the nature of history and hopes for the
future (eschatology). Add to this an enduring and undeveloped contribution of
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Althusser, particularly in terms of religion as one of the ideological state apparatuses, or as a practice or instance that is part of a larger social formation.7 As
Burton Mack points out, despite the increasingly widespread use of Althusser’s
approach in social thought outside Marxism, it remains curiously under-utilised
in the study of religion.8 So I understand theology not merely as a collection of
thoughts or system of ideas, but as a body of rather complex thought enmeshed
with institutional, social and economic structures, as well as being the site of
significant ideological struggle.
I will have more to say on Althusser later on, but now a question immediately arises concerning my definition: is it not wrong-headed? Is theology not
defined by belief in and discourse upon God – theo-logos? The problem is that
Christianity has this strange and quite unique obsession with defining the core of
religion (itself a term applied from Christianity to other ‘religions’) as the belief
in a superhuman being. To my mind, that definition camouflages the full range
of theology, concealing its full possibilities. Once we shift perspective, putting
aside the assumption that religious belief comprises the core or perhaps the
overarching unity of theology and realising that it is but one small and by no
means necessary part, theology shows all its other colours. Do not get me wrong;
I do not wish to preclude belief, but simply point out that it is but one possible
and not at all dominant element among many others. I will argue this position
more fully in the first chapter, save for one point. In making this definition, I also
assume a recasting of how we understand disciplines. All too often, a discipline
is defined by a unifying methodological core. But instead of defining each discipline in such a way, we should think of disciplines as intersections and not as
solitary castles. So theology is not defined by explaining belief in muscled fairies,
but by intersections of precisely those items I mentioned – history, environment,
the human condition, hope, social questions, mythology and so on. The same
point applies to methods. Is there a unifying method to theology or, perhaps,
biblical studies? The answer to that question will depend upon whom you ask.
A quick survey would include historical methods, philosophical concerns, literary analysis, sociology, folklore, and so on. The catch is that each one of these
disciplines also becomes a set of intersections or crossroads in their own right.

Relativising theology
In the next couple of sections, I outline two determining methodological assumptions: theological suspicion and the need to relativise theology. Let me begin
7. Althusser 1971, pp. 127–86; Althusser 1995, pp. 269–314. Althusser and Balibar 1979,
pp. 182–93; Althusser, Balibar, Establet, Macherey and Rancière 1996, pp. 396–411.
8. Mack 2008, pp. 48–81.
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with the second. With predictable frequency we come across variations on the
argument that theology is the source of everything from the study of physics to
the invention of the condom, or perhaps that the incarnation of Christ begins
a tradition of ‘personalism’ that has its current perverse outcomes in everything
from free expression, through sexual liberation and gender equality, to social
mobility.9 The examples soon pile up: the ability to think of communal life must
take account of the church and the sub-discipline of ecclesiology; freedom must
be understood in terms of the paradox that true freedom comes only with subservience; or the very possibility of disenchanting the world (the one in which
we supposedly live now) relies on an earlier, enchanted one. Theology used to
be – goes the argument – the determining worldview of Western society until
relatively recently, so it is no surprise that all we now take for granted should
owe its originating impulse to theology. Or, with more specificity, we can find
the various modernist and postmodernist positions already foreshadowed in
medieval theological debates, so all we need do is return to those debates to
find our answers. If we go back far enough or dig deep enough we will find
that theology is our intellectual and social ancestor or perhaps the bedrock of
nigh-on everything. This argument has many forms, such as the widespread
assumption (based on multiple repetitions rather than any firm evidence) that
Marxism owes immense debts to Jewish and Christian schemas of history and
salvation.10 Or it may be argued that all political thought is ultimately theological thought (Schmitt),11 or that modern political thought and social theory in
its different shapes has a covert – at times partially overt – theological foundation, so much so that its errors may be determined and critiqued on the basis of
perceived theological errors (Milbank).12 Or indeed that the secular disciplines
with which we now work initially took their leave, or were shoved, from the nest
of theology.
Alternatively and in an effort at thorough encirclement, one begins with a
current problem – Deleuze’s philosophy, Marxist thought, capitalism – and then
shows how the problem finds a proper resolution in theology. Deleuze’s immanence requires a Christological ontology to solve its quandaries, the depredations of capitalism can be solved only through theology, and Marxism’s truncated
approach requires the completion of theological transcendence to make the
required breakthrough. Or in an even more extreme form, only the correct theology offers the solution, so one must avoid heresies like the Protestant-capitalist
9. Milbank in Žižek and Milbank 2009, pp. 116–17.
10. Berdyaev 1937; Löwith 1949; see also Kolakowski 1981, pp. 372–5; Fischman 1991,
pp. 94–108.
11. Schmitt 2005. See also, from a French phenomenological perspective, Lefort
2006.
12. Milbank 1990; Žižek and Milbank 2009, pp. 110–233.
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one in favour of a ‘Catholic’ option. Theology as alpha and omega of all thought,
providing both the ground and telos of philosophy and politics – a comprehensive strategy of containment and overcoming in the name of theology.13
In response to this absolutising of theology – behind, beneath, before and
above any other thought – I shall argue for the unflagging programme of relativising such claims: theology is not the source or the basis, the solution or the
end, but merely one form such thought may take. I first developed this argument
in earlier treatments of Theodor Adorno, Georg Lukács and Raymond Williams,
where we encountered Adorno repeatedly making the point that Christianity
itself is a profound compromise and appropriation of pagan patterns of thought
and practice without which theology would be unimaginable; Lukács trying
with some futility to exorcise romanticist, idealist and theological elements of
his thought, or what he calls his ‘messianic utopianism’; and Williams treating
the Baptist chapel of his native Wales as a vanishing mediator for the values of
‘warm Marxism’. Do not get me wrong: Adorno, Lukács and Williams do not
make this argument themselves, but it emerges from their thought.
With Adorno, the relativising of theology first appears in his study of Kierkegaard, itself a book that engages deeply with theology (that it was a second
habilitation (the first was withdrawn) which was approved by Paul Tillich only
enhances such a status).14 Adorno reminds us time and again that Kierkegaard’s
theological constructions are bound up with – usually Nordic and thereby pagan
or non-Christian – myths in the very act of attempting to block Christianity’s
inescapable mythological ties. In making this move, Adorno stresses the fact that
Christian theology provides no unsullied origin, no fount from which all that followed was subsequently secularised, debauched and paganised. Instead, theology itself arises from this complex relation to what preceded it and what exists
beside it, of which theology then becomes one more code.
In Lukács’s case, his effort to eradicate any trace of theological thought is in
fact mistaken, for instead of assuming that religious ways of thinking comprise
the source that must be overcome, it seems to me that they should be understood as one moment of much deeper traditions of thought and action. A close
look at Lukács’s works reveals a tension: the form of argument that appears in
The Theory of the Novel comes under fire in The Young Hegel.15 So, in The Theory
of the Novel he argues that the only way to overcome a world ‘abandoned by God’
(the context of the rise of the novel) is to seek for the lost and integrated classical
13. As a representative sample, see Davis and Riches 2005; Cunningham 2005; Bell
2005; Baker and Gangle 2005; Pickstock 2005; Blond 2005; Milbank 2005. See the excellent
criticisms of such positions in Surin 2005, pp. 257–9; Surin 2009, pp. 226–40.
14. Adorno 1989; Adorno 2003a. As another example, see also Adorno 1992, pp. 56–7;
Adorno 2003g, pp. 206–7.
15. Lukács 1971; Lukács 1994; Lukács 1975; Lukács 1966.
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world, one that we find, for instance, in Dostoevsky. However, in his later The
Young Hegel, Lukács attacks Hegel for a very similar argument: the alienating
‘positivity’ of Christianity must be overcome, suggests Hegel, by means of the
recovered republican freedom of ancient Greece and Rome. Similarly, in the
famous prefaces to his later works, especially when they were reprinted, Lukács
tries to identify when he successfully rid himself of his romantic anti-capitalism,
messianic utopianism, as well as the senses of divine abandonment and the age
of absolute sinfulness.16 The catch is that in attempting to excise the content
of his older argument, Lukács has missed a crucial feature of the form of that
argument, namely, the awareness of a longer tradition that includes a religious
moment within it. Far better, I suggest, to understand religion and theology as
passing moments in longer trajectories of thought and action.
In doing so, we begin to relativise the absolute claims that cluster around
theology. It seems to me that Raymond Williams enacts such a relativising move,
although it emerges from a careful reading of his work rather than any explicit
strategy on his part. When I mention Williams and religion in various contexts,
the response is usually one of surprise: Williams and religion? But there is more
than first meets the eye, either as historicising comments when he deals with
drama, education, literacy and other matters in Culture and Society and The
Long Revolution, or in his novels, where the tension between the Baptist chapel
and established Church of England appears quite often.17 Here we find that the
values of Williams’s ‘warm Marxism’ – neighbourliness, community, humanity,
working-class solidarity, trust, faith, and even socialism – often centre on the
chapel, which is as much a religious as a social and political focus of the Welsh
towns in his novels. By contrast, in his critical work, the chapel becomes a vanishing mediator of such values, for the sources upon which Williams calls are his
autobiography, the innate tendencies associated with Welshness and the working class. The chapel itself has disappeared; once it has done its task, enabling
Williams to espouse his ‘warm Marxism’, he dismisses it from the scene. However, in doing so Williams enacts a relativising of theology, for the theological
content of the values he espouses turns out to be one moment in a much richer
and longer history.
So Adorno, Lukács and Williams bring forth what I call a passing moment of
theology, although that term does give the impression that theology is fading
into the distance (not without a few gestures of good riddance or waves of tearful farewell). What I mean is that theology provides one language for voicing
political thought. However, I do not assume some core idea that then has its
16. Especially the prefaces to The Theory of the Novel and History and Class Consciousness. Lukács 1971; Lukács 1994; Lukács 1988; Lukács 1968.
17. Williams 1958; Williams 1960; Williams 1961; Williams 1978.
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various expressions – like water poured now into a cup, now a glass, saucepan or
bowl – whether in sociology, philosophy, theology or what have you. There is no
need to have a core, for the particular expressions are moments of their own creation, constructed ad hoc for the problem at hand, but they also become translatable or transcodable into other tongues without the need for a basic message.
In many respects, this study is precisely such an exercise in relativising theology, a point I will bring to the surface from time to time but which often, gliding by like a submarine, remains assumed as a strategy of thought. The other
strategy is what I have called theological suspicion, of which the relativising of
theology is one strategy.

Theological suspicion
I draw the practice of theological suspicion from Adorno, although he did not
put it in precisely these terms. Theological suspicion obviously has a pedigree
that runs back through the Marxist practice of ideological suspicion; it may be
seen as a subset of ideological suspicion, albeit with its own tools and assumptions. But how does theological suspicion work? Let me give the specific example of Adorno’s own practice before making some general comments. Adorno
was deeply wary of both secularised theology and liberal theology,18 the former
showing up in the philosophical work of Heidegger and Jaspers, among others,
and the latter the dominant form of progressive theology in his time, embodied
above all in the work of his very close friend, mentor and one-time colleague,
Paul Tillich. The problem for Adorno was not that theology had lost its way,
but that its absolutes threatened to slip into the underworld of philosophy.
One might argue that this particular system of thought was thoroughly ‘secular’
(at least in the popular sense of the term), that being, becoming, the uncanny,
hope, or authenticity were divested of their former theological content and
reloaded with thoroughly new meanings. But that only made Adorno suspicious.
Not so easy, he would point out, to empty the container and fill it with a fresh
theological drink, for the container itself bore traces of its former usage. That is
to say, form always clings to content far more tenaciously than one might expect.
But even more perniciously, form itself is the manifestation of the given structures of a socio-economic system such as capitalism, so all the limits and promises of that system would show up in the thought, texts and culture produced.
When we get a situation like theology, which trails a long history of associations
with former systems, and which was also the way in which structures of power
were articulated in those systems, the older patterns of power would cling to the
18. See especially Adorno 1973a; Adorno 2003j.
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thought-forms even when deployed in other fashions. In other words, although
secular thought (and liberal theology, which was in many respects a half-way
house to secular theology) may think it has dispensed with theology, what it has
actually done is redeploy the forms of theological thought. However, instead of
being overt in their arrangements of power and recourse to authority (God, the
church, priests and so on), these thought-forms now go underground and serve
to bolster the authority of the philosopher and his thought, or perhaps other
institutions of the state, in a way that is even more dangerous. Adorno was far
more comfortable with theology out in the open, striding along the street in full
view, announcing its presence without a hint of embarrassment; he was deeply
suspicious of covert theology, lurking in the quiet corners, camouflaging itself
with urban grey or rural green. When theology was overtly present, at least you
had some sense of where you stood; now that it has become covert, the ground
is far more treacherous. And without a sense of their relative status, the absolutes of theology would, if not challenged, make a subterranean transition to the
absolutes of philosophy.
Anyone with a smattering of familiarity will recognise that Adorno’s suspicions owe much to the Marxist practice of ideological suspicion and criticism,
although Adorno gives it his own twist through the Bilderverbot, the ban on
images drawn from the second commandment and turned into a leitmotiv of
his work.19 In order to situate theological suspicion within that wider framework of ideological suspicion, let me offer a few comments on the key features of
ideological suspicion I wish to appropriate and deploy in my own analysis (those
who know the story may skip the next few paragraphs and pick up the argument
in the conclusion to this section).20
Ideology begins its chequered career as a negative term, designating ‘false
consciousness’,21 a way of concealing oppression and exploitation. The task of
ideological suspicion was then to unmask and uncover (the terms are quite
deliberate) this ideology in order to show the truth of that exploitation. Clear
the bells and whistles of the superstructure and the real exploitation at the base
19. See further Chapter 7 and Boer 2007a, pp. 391–445.
20. For an excellent snapshot of the issues in discussions over ideology today, see
the collection edited by Žižek (1994), especially Žižek’s effort in the Introduction to give
ideology a Lacanian twist in which the very effort to step outside of ideology is the most
deeply ideological act of all. Eagleton’s much-read text on ideology is also worth consulting. See Eagleton 1991.
21. Much like the sense it still enjoys in popular conversation (which is itself a mark
of the way Marxist terminology and thought have entered into everyday speech), ideology is something that you, my opponent, have: it is an uninformed and somewhat doctrinaire opinion that screens the truth. You may think it is true, that it explains the real
world, but I know that you are kidding yourself. And so it is my task to show you why
and how your ideology screens what is really true.

12 • Introduction

becomes all too clear. For example, when one group or class claims that a particular programme is good for you and me, ideological suspicion seeks to show
that such a claim actually justifies oppression. Thus, the move to drive down
wages, break the unions and improve profits for large transnationals is presented
as providing the opportunity for an increase in wages and the power of individual workers to bargain with their bosses for better conditions. Or the assertion
that freedom of choice should cover all elements of one’s public and private life
actually conceals all manner of shady practices, from monopolies that present
little real choice (how many types of drink does Coca-Cola produce?) to heavy
government subsidies for private businesses, whether in healthcare, telecommunications or transport. Once such ideologies have been unmasked, once the real
conditions of oppression have been uncovered, one may then set about correcting and overcoming the real source of oppression. For Marxists and other sundry
revolutionaries, the real causes of oppression lie in the economic base and in the
class oppositions that mediate this economic foundation. Translated, this means
that you do not merely toss out your boss; you also need to change the system
that needs bosses in the first place. Or, as the slogan would have it (also with a
good Marxist pedigree): it’s the economy, stupid!
To sum up, according to this type of ideological suspicion, ideology is bad for
you since it screens the real source of your troubles. It is a little like those toilet
sprays with different scents: apple, pear, fruits of the forest, lavender and so on.
All the mist from the spray-can does is mask the smell of your crap. In order to
identify the problem, you need to get rid of that can of lavender spray so you can
smell what is really going on. Only then can you solve it properly. So also with
ideological suspicion: the way to get rid of the problem is to dispense with the
ideology, find the real source of the problem and deal with it.
Now, if I were to take up this type of ideological criticism into my practice of
theological suspicion, it would look something like this: theology would become
a religious form of ideology, one that conceals in religious terms the real causes
of exploitation. For example, the old reactionary role of the churches in urging
people not to protest and revolt against exploitation, since they will be rewarded
in heaven for their faithfulness, is actually a means of ensuring that the powers
that be – of which the churches are all too often a part – remain untroubled. Or
the claim by Christian teaching that we must accept each other in love (because
God is love) may be a way of ensuring that nothing changes. We accept you as
you are, says the church, but that means we do not have to do anything about
the system that makes you poor or rich, sick or healthy, exploiter or exploited.
However, there is a catch with the term ‘false consciousness’; or rather, it is
somewhat ambivalent. Over against the need to clear away false consciousness
in order to see the real source of oppression, the attack on false consciousness
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also implies that we seek to replace this false one with a true one. In other words,
the opposite of false consciousness is not necessarily its absence; it may also
be true consciousness. This ambivalence opens the door into the next episode
in the narrative of the development of theological suspicion: the sense of ideology as false consciousness has been superseded by a more complex understanding. Rather than mere false consciousness, ideology turns out to be a good deal
more ambivalent and slippery. If I return to the opposition between false and
true consciousness, then ideology is not only the province of ruling classes, not
only the means of keeping vast numbers of people in servitude, not merely one
mode of keeping insurrection down. Rather, ideology also belongs to those who
oppose and seek to overthrow the ruling class. In other words, ideology critique
seeks to put a better ideology in the place of a worse one.
The shift is rather profound, although it is usually described in terms of the
well-lubricated distinction between criticism and description. By ‘critical’ is
meant the approach to ideology I have outlined above, as false consciousness that
needs to be corrected, while ‘descriptive’ or ‘functional’ designates an approach
in which ideology becomes an unavoidable and thereby necessary dimension
of human existence.22 Although Marx tends towards the critical side, there is
enough in his work that opens out to a descriptive approach, which would then
be taken up with some enthusiasm by, among others, Lenin, Althusser, Gramsci
and Bloch. At a basic level, such an approach would mean that theology, as a
component of ideology, is no different from art, popular culture, writing, metaphysics, politics and what have you. Indeed, these items constitute the various
forms ideology may take. The situation is, of course, far more complex and conflictual than that, but in order to see how, I draw on Althusser, Gramsci and
Bloch, for they effectively shift the descriptive sense of ideology away from its
inherent functionalism.
For Althusser, ideology is eternal and not something we can dispense with; as
the representation of our relationship to the real social and economic conditions
of existence, ideology is an indispensable part of political and economic struggles. For Gramsci, ideology becomes hegemony, which is (contrary to its popular
usage) not merely a constantly reinforced ideology of the ruling class, but also a
means for overcoming that ruling-class ideology. Indeed, Gramsci’s development
of the concept of hegemony was intended to find a means for the communist
agitation and opposition to get some grip in the struggles against fascism. And
for Bloch, ideology is deeply conflictual, neither purely false consciousness nor
necessary function. His great interest was religion, or rather the myths of the
22. See Barrett 1991, pp. 18–34; Kiernan 1983; Larrain 1983a; Larrain 1983b; Dupré 1983,
pp. 238–44; McLellan 1995, p. 16.
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Bible (which is not quite the same thing); in the Bible, he argued, the myths of
rebellion are often part of the fabric of myths of domination and oppression. The
two are inseparably entwined, and so to throw out one would also involve losing
the other. In light of this situation, he calls for the discernment of myth.
It is from these understandings of ideology and ideological criticism that
I draw the concept and practice of theological suspicion. In particular, there
are three features of ideology that I wish to stress and appropriate for theological suspicion: ideology is unstable, it designates struggle, and in that struggle
discernment is crucial; so also with theology. Let me say a little more about
each point.
The instability of ideology comes via Gramsci, especially his extraordinarily
useful idea of hegemony. In a nutshell, hegemony means that any effort at domination and control is bound to be uncertain and shaky. In fact, the classic formulation of the theory of hegemony was intended to find a way to overthrow those
who oppress. Or to put it even more forcefully (a point Derrida was to repeat
after Gramsci), the very act of asserting dominance is inherently unstable. Subversion lurks in every murky doorway and under every bed. This is of course not
the popular view, or indeed the popular usage of the term. The widespread concept of hegemony, even among some Marxists, is that hegemony designates the
dominant position – another version of the early and succinct comment by Marx
and Engels: ‘The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas’.23
And it is reinforced by force (police, both secret and not-so-secret, law courts
and army) and persuasion (propaganda in the media, education and argument).
There is some limited truth in this perception. However, the problem with a
ruling hegemony is that its position is chronically unstable. For all its apparent
strength, a dominant hegemony is more often than not an ill-fitting and shaky
thing. It is constantly undermined and must be asserted by as many means as are
available and in whatever possible forum – such as culture, politics, religion and
economics. These range from crude propaganda to subtle influence.
Let me take one example: hetero-normativity. If human beings are naturally
heterosexual, if it were a secure social assumption, then there would be no
need for constant efforts to assert heterosexuality’s dominance. Whether it is
in preserving marriage as an institution for heterosexual couples, with its financial and legal hedges, or in the endless stream of dating programmes on television, or songs concerning love and its loss, or the little homophobic comments
23. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, p. 59. ‘Die Gedanken der herrschenden Klasse sind in
jeder Epoche die herrschenden Gedanken’ (Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 46). Or, slightly
differently in The Manifesto of the Communist Party, ‘The ruling ideas of each age have
ever been the ideas of its ruling class’ (Marx and Engels 1848c, p. 503); ‘Die herrschenden
Ideen einer Zeit waren stets nur die Ideen der herrschenden Klasse’ (Marx and Engels
1848d, p. 480).
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made in passing that are part of a culture of machismo, or the positions of so
many churches regarding both the sexuality of their members and above all their
leaders – all of these suggest the very instability of hetero-normativity. We could
perform the same exercise with hackneyed terms such as freedom, or the need
to have a job, or the Cold War hangover that shows up in continued rhetoric
against socialism, and so on.
Even more, hegemonia in Gramsci’s hands points to a mechanism for undermining and overthrowing those very ruling ideas and the ruling class that lies
behind them.24 Indeed, this was a major reason Gramsci adopted the term in the
first place. Not only is the dominant hegemony unstable, but we need to study it
closely to see how an alternative hegemony – an ideology or collection of ideologies that ties in with communist social and economic organisation – might make
some headway. For this reason Gramsci was fascinated by the Roman Catholic
Church and the Protestant Reformation.25 For all its apparent siding with conservative and repressive forces, its dirty little deals with the fascists, Gramsci traces
out the way the first truly global organisation has managed to persist for so long.
The secret is that the Roman Catholic Church’s primary concern is to look out
for its own interests. If that involves deals with the Right, it also involves coming
to terms with the Left. At times this self-concern may be purely earthly, such as
the pope’s efforts to resist the loss of papal lands, but at others it involves the
preservation of the clergy from being absorbed into secular educational establishments, or indeed ensuring that the allegiance of the faithful is primarily to
the church and that to any other organisation a distinct second.
If the Roman Catholic Church had an organisational lesson or two for the
communists, then the Protestant Reformation gave a stunning example of how
to shake and transform a society through and through. For Gramsci, the Reformation was the last time a thoroughgoing revolution had happened. He wished
dearly that Italy, too, had undergone such a shift, rather than its half-starts and
misdirected efforts that were restricted to the upper classes and intellectuals.
He searched for an ‘Italian Luther’, suggesting it may well have been Machiavelli
had he lived long enough. But how do you manage such a transformation? It is
not merely a matter of the time being right, or even the good fortune of having a duke or two to protect your early agitators. Rather, it involves a complete
24. The theme weaves its way through, as Peter Thomas calls it, the ‘riddle wrapped in
a mystery inside an enigma’ of The Prison Notebooks (Gramsci 1992; Gramsci 1996; Gramsci 2007). Also useful are the selections in Gramsci 1971 and Gramsci 1995, although the
first, edited by Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith, frustratingly does not provide
what is now the standard system of reference for notebook and entry numbers. See also
Fontana 1993 and Boothman 2008, who traces the sources for Gramsci’s use of the term
among circles around Lenin in the USSR, in Italian socialist and idealist uses (Croce) and
in Machiavelli. For a comprehensive analysis and reassessment, see Thomas 2009.
25. For more detail, see Boer 2007a, pp. 215–74.
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overhaul, an ‘intellectual and moral reform’26 that shifts the very roots of society
and runs through all its nooks and crannies.
So far we have instability and revolution – both crucial dimensions of hegemony that apply just as well to theology. Althusser would provide some crucial
refinements to Gramsci’s arguments, the most usable of which is the point that
ideology is a marker of struggle, especially class struggle. Now, Althusser was
not always as clear as he might have been, precisely in those moments where
he sought militant clarity. So, on ideology he fudges between ideology as falsehood and lies (when he makes the troubled distinction between ideology and
science), that is, as false consciousness, and ideology as an inescapable element
of the ideological state apparatuses. The latter is a far more fruitful and enduring
development. On this score, the primary sites of struggle are his famous ideological state apparatuses – education, family, law, politics, trade unions, communications, culture, and religion – to be distinguished from the repressive state
apparatuses of police, army and so on.27 Ideological apparatuses are not merely
the domains of ideas and beliefs, but also institutional forms which have their
own patterns of social relations and economic structures. At each nodal point,
battles are waged over different and usually opposed patterns of belief and practice, battles that have a distinct material register as well. For example, with the
family we find struggles over what is accepted as the definition of ‘family’: is it
hetero-sexual or homosexual? Is it nuclear or extended? Is the Oedipal conflict
central? Is the family eternal or subject to the vagaries of history? Is it biological
or social? Is the very idea of the ‘family’ problematic?
So also with religion: it too is a site of ideological struggle.28 Religions are
by no means monolithic, seamless structures, for they are riven with struggles,
26. Gramsci 1996, p. 244; Q4§75. The phrase ‘intellectual and moral reform’ is Gramsci’s code for the Protestant Reformation, and one that he uses for the desired effects of
a communist revolution. In this same entry he goes on to point out: ‘Therefore historical
mat.<erialism> will have or may have this function, which is not only totalitarian as a
conception of the world but also in that it will permeate all of society down to its deepest roots’.
27. Althusser 1971, pp. 121–73; Althusser 1995, pp. 269–314.
28. I leave aside a discussion of the looseness of Althusser’s terminology, in which
religion is the system of the different churches (Althusser 1971, p. 143; Althusser 1995,
p. 283). The specificity of his French, Roman Catholic situation shows through in such
a definition, and it also reveals the specifically Christian nature of his definition of ‘religion’. Such an overlap is in part due to the history of the term ‘religion’, which in its
medieval European usage meant Christianity. However, when the evidence began pouring in during the colonial era of very different systems of belief, the term ‘religion’ began
to shift in sense. In order to come to terms with and categorise all the new data, the first
scholars (such as J.G. Frazer) made use of the template from Christianity – a religion
concerns the interrelations of belief, practice and institutions. If the template fits – as
Christianity did – then it must be a religion and it needs a name, such as Hinduism, or
Buddhism, or animism and so on. It was a classic case of universalising from a specific
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debates, disagreements and heretics. I do not mean the standard liberal position
(and objection to the ‘new old atheists’) that we should let the field of religion
bloom with many different flowers in a glorious, hand-holding act of tolerance,
but that we need to apply a distinctly Marxist analysis to religions: they are conflictual zones in which vital struggles are fought. I think here not merely of the
age-old differences between Orthodox, Roman Catholic and Protestant, or even
of the many varieties of Protestantism, or indeed breakaway Catholic and Orthodox churches. What we see are struggles over gender, which manifest themselves
in terms of the debates over the ordination of women, or over sexuality, with
which many churches struggle today, or over the role of the various churches in
colonial expansion and subjugation, or in the face of the increasing pressures on
environmental systems from unlimited capitalist growth. We find such struggles
also over the Bible: is it one element of the tradition (the Roman Catholic position), or is it the sole arbiter of truth? Is it inerrant or not? Is its message one
of existential salvation or of political insurrection? Is it, in short, a multivalent
document or does it speak with one voice? The older sign of such struggles was
the category of heresy, for the very struggle for the definition of heresy was the
struggle for power in the churches. Above all, a religion such as Christianity continues to manifest a deep struggle over reactionary and revolutionary tendencies.
As I will argue in detail in Chapter Three, this political ambivalence is one of the
constitutive features of Christianity, one that may be explained by the tensionridden moment of its emergence.
The final contributor to theological suspicion is Ernst Bloch, whom I will discuss in detail in Chapters Two and Three.29 The relevant piece of Bloch’s vast
project on utopia and hope comes from his insight into myth. His particular
twist was to argue that all ideologies have a distinctly emancipatory and utopian
element about them, even the most repressive. Just when it seems as though a
particular ideology is at its most domineering and repressive, a utopian possibility opens up. So also with myth, argues Bloch. He is particularly interested in
the myths of the ruling class, such as the story of the fall in Genesis 2–3, or the
rebellion of Korah in Numbers 16, or indeed the murmuring of the sons of Israel
against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness. For all their efforts to cast such rebellion as sin, as a challenge to the deity, and for all the dire punishments that might
be meted out – expulsion from the garden, swallowing up by the earth or a collection of plagues, diseases and sheer divine destruction – these myths also preserve in their very structure the signals of subversion. In other words, the myths
situation. Religion thus came to perform a double service: it still meant Christianity, but
it also designated the so-called ‘world religions’.
29. See also Boer 2007a, pp. 26–36.
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of control and suppression preserve and indeed encourage insurrection. We cannot have one without the other.
What is called for, then, is a discernment of myth. Such discernment is an
effort to sort the wheat from the weeds, to find the moments of insurrection in
the midst of reactionary oppression. All the same, it is easier than it appears to
be. We cannot simply compile a list – progressive myths in the ‘pro’ column and
reactionary ones in the ‘con’ column. The trap is, as I have just argued, that quite
often myths of repression contain elements within them that are revolutionary,
usually cast in terms of unsavoury rebellion, if not outright ‘sin’. Further, not all
revolutions are the same: a ‘palace’ revolution where one part of the ruling elite
replaces another will hardly make any difference. And then revolutions have a
knack of turning sour, for those who championed freedom turn with dismaying
alacrity into oppressors themselves. The French Revolution became the Terror,
the Bolshevik overthrow of the old order in Russia turned into Stalinist orthodoxy, and the freedom of the Jews after the genocide of the Second World War
has become the systematic oppression of the Palestinian people. So what we
seek are those moments of insurrection that come from the proverbial ‘bottom
up’, from those who are themselves downtrodden and represented as the rabble,
the mob, the uneducated and the poor.
One may wonder what all this discussion of Bloch’s take on myth has to do
with theology. It seems to me that while theology has its own distinct history,
its various branches and emphases of careful thought, its creativity and passion
for rigour, it also concerns myth. Indeed, the primary content of theology is inescapably mythical: the existence and nature of God; the concern with redemption and salvation; the narrative that moves from creation, through incarnation,
death and resurrection, to the eschaton. For this reason, Bloch’s concern with
myth and its discernment is central to any rethink of theology.
In sum, I plunder and translate a number of key elements for a strategy of
theological suspicion: the instability of dominant hegemonies and the insurrectionist drive of hegemony itself; the nature of theology as ideological struggle;
and the need for discernment in the engagement with theology, in which patterns of subversion are inseparably tied up with those of oppression. In this
respect, I do understand theology as a subset of ideology, and thereby theological suspicion as a subset of ideological suspicion. But theological suspicion also
takes on a life of its own, as I hope to show in the rest of this study.

Synopsis
Two strategies, then, underlie my project, namely, the relativising of theology
and theological suspicion, each of them the result of frank confrontation with
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historical materialism. But now, as is my custom, let me provide a synopsis of the
chapters that follow, a map for those who wish to gain a sense of the whole and
then locate whatever path they wish to follow through the book.
As I mentioned earlier, the book is structured in two sections. The first section
covers Chapters One to Four, beginning with a scene-setting discussion of atheism and Marxism. From there I develop an argument that leads me to the matter
of economic history. The history is an effort to account for two distinctive features of Christianity, namely that it has produced one significant political myth
in the form of Christian communism (Chapter Two) and that it is characterised by a profound tension between reaction and revolution (Chapter Three). In
order to make some sense of these two issues, I explore the economic situation
in which Christianity first arose (Chapter Four). The second section of the book
focuses its energy on a number of select forays, specific proposals to advance
the discussion of Marxism and theology. To be sure, the first section also offers
a number of proposals – the need for Marxism to rethink the issue of myth and
the political ambivalence of Christianity, the importance of atheism for theology,
particularly protest atheism, as well as the economic reconstruction itself – but
its primary concern is analysis and explanation, especially in terms of economic
history. By contrast, the second section, which runs through from Chapters Four
to Seven, offers a select number of explorations on key topics: kairós, ethics and
fetishism. In each case, I make a sustained argument for the importance of these
categories, modes of undermining their dominant perceptions (especially with
kairós and ethics) and then ways to sharpen them for use in a Marxist toolbox
that is serious about religion.
In some more detail: the first chapter broaches the perennial and topical question of atheism and theism. It begins by asking why some of the leading thinkers
in the Marxist tradition have been and continue to be interested in theology and
why atheists cannot also engage with theology. In its first half, the chapter offers
both a survey and critique of the dominant approaches to atheism and theology:
the ‘new old atheists’ (Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens and company) are
found wanting for their crass materialism and unreconstructed idealism in which
religion is the cause of all our ills; the ‘death of God’ theologians (Thomas J.J.
Altizer and Mark C. Taylor) have a little too much confidence in the death of God
as an objective fact and are tied up with apocalyptic visions; the furious attack by
practitioners of ‘studies of religion’ on theologians, charging them with a distinct
lack of objectivity and reason and seeking to ban them from reputable tertiary
institutions, offers a minimal, cornered view of theology that is far from its actual
practice. None of these positions on atheism and/in theology do I find persuasive,
but this does lead me to develop my own position in some detail in the second
half of the chapter. Assuming the definition of theology outlined earlier in this
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I ntroduction, I take up Marx’s point that atheism is the last stage of theism,
pursuing his Aufhebung of religion, in which it is both annulled and raised to
another level entirely. From here we move through Marx’s initial enthusiasm for
Feuerbach’s argument that religion is a projection and then on to track Marx’s
leap beyond Feuerbach, which turns out to be not merely the argument that
religion is a symptom of social and economic alienation, but also that Aufhebung
refers to both religious and economic alienation. In one sense, the rest of the
book is an exploration of what this transformation actually means. The remainder of the chapter deals with some early moments in that exploration, digging
out a tradition of freedom of conscience within Marxism in regard to religion,
distinguishing anti-clericalism from atheism and then arguing for a central role
for protest atheism within any self-respecting theology.
The second chapter sinks into the question of myth, which is, or at least should
be, a vital matter for the Left. The chapter marks a significant step beyond an earlier argument of mine,30 developing Ernst Bloch’s approach to myth. It begins by
covering some traditional ground in the analysis of myth, namely the distinction
between theogonic, cosmogonic and anthropogonic myths, but only to introduce
a fourth category, political myth or ‘poligony’. Immediately, I engage in the first
of a number of etymological analyses, not so much to rest upon the knowledge of
the ancient Greeks but to subvert from within the classicist assumptions of such
moves. Here we find that the reign of logos (as reasoned speech) over mythos
(as fabulous and fictional) is by no means certain. The reason: mythos turns out
to refer to muscular, forthright, arrogant and heroic speech, while logos is the sly
and subversive word of the weak. In the struggle over meaning and dominance,
we witness an intermingling of senses, so much so that myth too becomes the
alternative mode of subversion, just as much as it can be the story of the powerful. From there I note Adorno’s wariness concerning myth, particularly in light
of the Aryan myths of the Nazis, but pick up Bloch’s crucial insight that we need
to discern myths, to find the insurrectionary moment in the midst of suppression. But myth – or some elements of myth – is also utopian for Bloch. So I set
out to strengthen this anticipatory feature, drawing together a motley collection
of arguments: the irrefutable motivation of Georges Sorel; the early (and theological) Althusser’s suggestion that myth is a totality which has not yet achieved
its concept; the close connection between Althusser’s argument and the ontological argument – as that than which nothing greater can be conceived – not
so much for God as for utopia; Alain Badiou’s suggestion – in the very different but overlapping realm of truth – concerning the forcing of a truth; Deleuze
and Guattari’s deployment of reverse causality; and then a retooled version of
30. Boer 2009d.
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the analogical argument, in which the anticipated actually provides the terms
for our own analysis. The chapter closes with three examples of political myth,
two unintentionally so and one quite intentional: Roland Barthes’s denotative
myth of a signless world, Fredric Jameson’s oblique engagement with apocalyptic and then the political myth of Christian communism, especially in the hands
of Marxist authors such as Engels, Luxemburg and Kautsky.
Political ambivalence is the topic of the third chapter, which opens by offering three extended examples of the oppressive history of Christianity – the
extraordinary rise and fall of papal power over the half millennium from 1000
to 1500 CE, the designation and treatment of heretics, and then the history of
California missions. Before the ‘black book’ critics of Christianity can rush in,
I counter with three instances of revolutionary Christian movements and figures,
namely Wilhelm Weitling (the first German communist, according to Engels),
Thomas J. Hagerty, a priest and founding figure of the Industrial Workers of the
World, or the ‘Wobblies’, and biblical scholar Norman Gottwald. Not the usual
examples, like Thomas Müntzer and the peasant revolution, Gerrard Winstanley
and the Diggers, or liberation theologians-cum-revolutionaries such as Camillo
Torres Restrepo. But since I have dealt with them elsewhere,31 I dig out some
of the lesser known and, to my mind, more interesting examples. The purpose
of this first half of the chapter is obvious, for I seek to show that Christianity
has significant revolutionary potential alongside its well-documented repressive side. The second half of the chapter focuses on Marxists who have shown
some awareness of this ambivalence, all for the purpose of providing a more
comprehensive picture of political ambivalence from within Marxist thought.
Some are less conscious of such ambivalence than others, so I designate the first
group ‘the unwitting’ – Luxemburg, Kautsky (in one incarnation), E.P. Thompson, Althusser, Eagleton, G.E.M. de Ste. Croix and Horkheimer – and the second
‘the witting’ – Marx and especially Engels, Horkheimer again (in rarer moments),
Michael Löwy, Kautsky (in another incarnation) and above all Bloch. By the end
of this exhaustive engagement, it seems to me incontrovertible both that Christianity is deeply ambivalent politically and that a reasonable number of Marxists have provided us with the basis for accounting for that ambivalence, if not
multivalence.
By the fourth chapter an urgent question arises: why did Christianity both
develop the political myth of Christian communism and bequeath to us a deep
political ambivalence? In this chapter, I set out to answer that question through
an exercise in economic history. Much of the attention focuses on the key theologian of earliest Christianity, the Apostle Paul, but not before I have explored a
31. Boer 2007b.
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largely ignored but crucial section of Marx and Engels’s writings – the long and
detailed critique of Max Stirner in The German Ideology. In what is really the
engine room of historical materialism, I am interested less in the specific categories that result than in the process by which they are generated, for Marx and
Engels gradually develop the first rough outline of historical materialism through
their engagement with Stirner. Using this model of working, I then engage with
the Apostle Paul, focusing on the many oppositions and tensions in his thought.
By widening the analysis in order to include economic and social matters, I argue
that these literary and thereby intellectual contradictions are valiant efforts to
deal with brutal tensions generated by the transition from an older mode of
production to that brought by the Romans. However, since Paul’s resolution is
incomplete, since he does not offer a clear narrative of transition, he leaves room
for both reactionary and radical possibilities in the very workings of Christianity.
Paradoxically, this is the reason for Paul’s success, for he laid the groundwork for
both the enthusiastic embracing of empire under Constantine and the perpetual
resistance to such accommodation. The chapter closes by comparing the success
of Paul’s ambivalent resolution with the fate of Christian communism.
Chapter Five begins the first of three deep forays, seeking to take the interaction of Marxism and theology a little further. In this chapter I focus on kairós,
which is usually understood as the opportune time and the time of crisis – with a
heavy debt to the New Testament. I begin by gathering some Marxist approaches
that may be described as kairological, namely those of Benjamin, Agamben,
Badiou, Žižek, Bloch, Jameson and Negri. The proposals vary – as blast, flash,
time that remains, event, laicised grace, novum and ultimum, miracle, fulfilment,
apocalypse, rupture, the creative tip of the arrow of time, the immeasurability of
production – but they are all variations on kairós. However, since this sense of
kairós owes much to New Testament eschatology, I move on to provide my most
complete statement to date on the differences between eschatology, messianism
and apocalyptic, before questioning the assumed meaning of kairós. It turns out
that the term refers not merely to time, but also to place, and that the basis of
its semantic cluster concerns measure and appropriateness. In short, it means
what is timely and in the right place, which I then open out to moral, social and
economic associations. Kairós, it seems, is more at home with the status quo
and what is opportune and appropriate to the ruling class, so I seek out ákairos,
what is untimely and out of place. After connecting this analysis with Negri’s
discussion of measure and immeasure, terms which overlap directly with kairós
and ákairos (although Negri is apparently unaware of the connection), I close by
arguing for an akairological position.
The next topic, in Chapter Six, is ethics, which I define as the effort to grease
social relations so that they run more smoothly. The chapter is an effort to
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 rovide some systematic reflection on my persistent suspicion concerning ethp
ics. After a brief but necessary discussion of the tensions inherent in any ethical reflection – between universal precepts and empirical particularity, between
the inevitable moralising (that comes from an effort to link the universal and
the particular) and the attempt to escape moralising through a retreat to pure
reflection – I critique two prominent forms of ethics today, care of the self and
concern for the other. Under these topics, I analyse some select but prominent
proposals for ethics on the Left (broadly understood), especially those of Michel
Foucault, Judith Butler, Terry Eagleton, Alain Badiou and Slavoj Žižek. The first
three I find wanting, while the other two head in the right direction, which is to
question the focus on the ‘other’. I take this criticism further, asking whether the
‘other’ is a given category to which ethics responds or whether it is produced by
discourses such as ethics. This production of the ‘other’ by ethics becomes even
more problematic as its close association with the biblical notion of the chosen
people becomes apparent, let alone the inescapable theological underlay of the
opposition between good and evil (a distinction theology is singularly unable
to maintain). I close with a similar move to the one in the chapter on kairós,
digging out the subversive undercurrent of ethika through some etymological
spadework. Here we find that ethics and morals are derived from the Greek and
Latin words for custom and habit, ethos and mos (mores in the plural). Given that
the customs and habits in question are those already in place (by definition!)
and that ethics concerns training in such customs (as Aristotle makes perfectly
clear), I seek a way to undermine what is assumed, namely the habits and customs of the status quo, especially since they are those of the ruling classes (once
again, Aristotle is explicit on this matter). So I come out with what is aēthēs
and praeter morem, unethical and unmoral. Not so much a refusal of ethics, this
option seeks to undermine ethics from within. Of course, these terms join forces
with ákairos.
The final chapter broaches the dual question of fetishism and idolatry, the
ground of one of the most fruitful intersections between Marxism and theology. However, in order to avoid a facetious elision of idolatry and fetishism
(as is too readily done in theological discussions), I undertake a careful analysis of Marx’s appropriation, reshaping and thorough transformation of the category of fetishism. In order to do so, I distinguish between the idol link and the
fetish transfer. The first operates in terms of a signifying link between a tangible
item – statue, person, natural feature or what have you – and the god in whom
one believes. The object points to the god, operating in terms of a signifying
link. The critique of idolatry severs this link, arguing that the god does not exist
and that therefore the worshipper bows down before a mere idol. In contrast to
this ‘vertical’ relation, the fetish transfer focuses on ‘horizontal’ relations: in the
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r elation between worker and commodity, the commodity saps the energy of the
worker who makes it, waxing while he or she wanes. The shift from idol link to
fetish transfer is a complex one in Marx’s thought, so I trace the way he draws
the idea of fetishism from the study of religions, especially the work of Charles
de Brosses, where idolatry had already been subsumed as a subset of fetishism;
show how we tantalisingly miss out on Marx’s full elaboration of fetishism in
relation to religion due to the loss of his A Treatise on Christian Art; explore the
way the critique of idolatry operates undercover in Marx’s work while it also
undergoes a significant transformation; then trace the reworking of the idea of
fetishism, through the alienation of labour, the mediation of money, commodities and then every feature of capitalism, until capital as a whole becomes a
fetish. In the process, Marx brings about a shift from the idol link to the fetish
transfer, from the signifying link characteristic of idolatry to the transferring relation of the fetish, although he does so by appropriating the logic of the critique
of idolatry: in the same way that one seeks to sever the signifying link between
idol and god, so also does the critique of fetishism attempt to break the fetish
transfer. The outcome is what may be called political iconoclasm. From there
I pass on to analyse liberation theology, which falls short since it assumes that
fetishism in Marx’s hands is a mere extension of idolatry and so may be reappropriated within the critique of idolatry. By contrast, Adorno takes Marx a step
further, explicitly making use of a central feature of the critique of idolatry – the
ban on images or Bilderverbot – and deploying it directly in relation to the fetish
transfer. In other words, he makes explicit what was implicit in Marx’s thought,
thereby developing a more consistent and rigorous political iconoclasm.
Apart from wrapping up the book, with a retrospective look at the overlapping aims of The Criticism of Heaven and Earth series as a whole, the conclusion
makes three final proposals. To begin with, I reprise an argument that secularism may be defined – based on saeculum and saecularis in another etymological undermining – as an approach that takes its terms, modes of analysis and
way of life from this age and this world, without reference to a world above or
one beyond. Since both Marxism and (some elements of) theology remain profoundly dissatisfied with this world and age, seeking a thorough transformation
or revolution that dispenses with this world, the upshot is that both of them
are secular and anti-secular approaches. Further, I argue in favour of transcendence, albeit not a transcendence of power, authority and suppression, but one
that discovers a transgressive sense of transcendence. The basic sense of transcendo is to climb or pass over and thereby to transgress, meanings that overlap with transgresso, which has not had such an illustrious theological career.
In light of these connections, transcendence becomes a mode of climbing the
fence or transgressing between this secular world, and another, anti-secular one.
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After drawing out the connections with the akairological, unethical, unmoral
and a-theistic options I took earlier, I close, appropriately, with death. Unpopular among some of the most important thinkers on the Left today (Badiou,
Negri and Jameson), I return to the significant engagements with death in the
work of Horkheimer, Adorno and Bloch. Here we discover not only Bloch’s arguments against dogmatic theological and materialist positions regarding death,
but also an openness to the idea of death as journey, the destination of which
remains unclear. He also distinguishes between the physical process of dying and
the ontological status of death, the latter of which produces sheer horror. Above
all, I am impressed with Adorno’s argument that the consideration of utopia is
not worthy of the name if it does not deal with the elimination of death, for the
attachment to and identification with death is the clearest marker of what is. So,
utopia must involve both the elimination of death and removing resistance to
the idea of the elimination of death, by which of course I mean not the physical
process of dying, but of annihilating terror of death.
I close these introductory observations with three comments, one concerning what this book is not, another the occasional use of classical – Greek and
Latin – etymology and a third dealing with the changing contexts for this study.
To begin with, anyone who has even passing familiarity with the earlier volumes
in this series will know that my primary concern is the work of key Marxists
and their engagements with theology. The same applies here, for I draw upon,
critique and creatively rework the most fruitful elements of the thought of a
range of Marxists, from Marx himself to Negri in our own time. In other words,
this study is not a direct analysis of theologians who have encountered Marxism. I do draw on a considerable number of them, whether biblical scholars,
liberation theologians or New Testament critics, particularly those interested in
the epistolary scribblings of Paul, but you will not find a systematic treatment of
theologians per se. One reason for not giving theologians a full-frontal treatment
is that I am an enthusiastic proponent of looking awry, in this case of looking at
Marxism for theological insights, especially since Marxists such as Adorno and
Bloch and Negri have a unique and subtle contribution or two to make to theological reworkings. Another reason is simpler: the task of embracing theologians
directly is one that requires, should I have the energy, another study.
Further, on a number of occasions, I resort to etymological explorations
of some key terms, especially mythos, kairós, ethos and mos (mores), saecularum and transcendo. My argument does so not because it buys into the classicist assumption – ancient Greece and Rome lie at the bedrock of ‘Western’
thought and practice – that bedevils so much of what one reads with rarely a
question raised about its problematic function. Again and again, one encounters
a variation on the same move: a treatment of political thought must begin with
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ancient Greece, or a philosophical discussion must begin with Plato or Aristotle
or perhaps the Presocratics, or the treatment of law cannot begin without consideration of the Roman jurors, or any discussion of ethics must begin at least
with Aristotle, if not further back. And those on the Left are just as guilty of such
moves as others.32 I have encountered only occasional criticisms of this classicist move, one from Adorno, who stresses the abyss that separates Kant’s idea
of moral philosophy from that of the Greeks: for Kant one produced these ideas
purely on the basis of a rational process, whereas for the Greeks one reflected on
pre-given material.33 Negri is more forthright:
The history of philosophy . . . has the tendency to manipulate repeatedly the
same conceptual heritage and to present it to us in a synchronic package. In
this sense, Plato is just as modern as Hegel. In each and every epoch, you will
always find the Aristotelian philosopher arguing with the Platonic philosopher
about the question of ideal forms, and so on and so forth. Such is philosophy’s
extraordinary sleight of hand: the history of philosophy produces, reproduces,
posits, and presents itself as eternal – and it is able to do so because its foundational categories, from the transcendent to the transcendental, are incredibly
useful for the continued existence and exercise of sovereign Power.34

For both Adorno and Negri, the repetitive invocation – both venerable and
polemical – of the ancient Greeks and Romans foreshortens the massive amount
of historical time between then and now, giving the impression through an ‘enormously mystificatory sleight of hand’ that Plato, Aristotle and the others are our
contemporaries without realising the vast differences between those worlds and
ours. I would add a few points. These moves buy into the myth of origins, a myth
with which I am thoroughly familiar from biblical studies, let alone my original
disciplinary work in classics.35 Further, one need only look at a map or travel
to that part of Europe to become aware of a simple fact: Greece belongs to the
ancient Balkan region in Eastern Europe, not Western Europe, and the Greek
world that continued into the Byzantine era (as Ste. Croix would have it) was
very much an Eastern phenomenon. The claim that it is the source of Western
thought is as brazen an act of colonialism as one will find. So the constant repetition of the classicist move may be seen as an obsessive compulsive disorder that
conceals the fact that the path from ancient Greece to Western culture is one
full of ruptures, discontinuities and long detours.
32. For example, Badiou 2006a; Badiou 1988; Badiou 2009; Badiou 2006b; Wood 2008.
On ethics, see MacIntyre 1998.
33. Adorno 2000c, pp. 114–15.
34. Negri and Casarino 2008, p. 189.
35. An assumption that lies behind Bernal’s flawed effort to undermine Greek dominance in Black Athena: Bernal 1987–2006.
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In light of my suspicions concerning such classicism, what is the status of
my etymological forays? Rather than simply refusing to engage in this process,
I prefer to exploit the cracks in the edifice, teasing out other senses of the words
in question which undermine – at least in part – their received meanings.
I do so in full awareness that the classicist assumption needs to be questioned,
that there are too many unexplored corners in the received meanings of terms
appropriated from Greek and Latin. An exploration of the semantic cluster surrounding the terms in question brings out with surprising frequency meanings
that reveal the class, moral and economic assumptions behind some of the key
terms from ancient Greece and Rome. So I seek out alternative senses (as with
mythos, saecularum and transcendo) or challenge those terms where they give
voice to ruling-class assumptions by means of their opposites (with kairós, ethos
and mos).
Finally, the question of context: I began this project in a serious way a long
decade ago. At that time, it was based on two very personal passions, Marxism
and biblical studies (which came to include theology). It had been some time
since extensive interest had been shown in the question of Marxism and religion,
the accessible study by McLellan being the last engagement of any length and
the Marxist-Christian dialogue of the 1970s a distant memory.36 So I began work
in a small and dusty corner. To be sure, Hent de Vries had at about the same
time produced his study, Philosophy and the Turn to Religion, thereby providing a slogan – the ‘turn to religion’ – that has been invoked regularly since. But
his analysis was more smitten with poststructuralist thought, especially Derrida,
than Marxism, and he does not situate such a return within the necessary geopolitical context of today. However, since that time the question of religion has
returned to the geopolitical stage, the sign (rather than the cause) of that return
being the attacks on the World Trade Center, or 9/11 as it has been branded. The
‘new old atheists’, as I call them in Chapter One, have responded to that return
with popular and often strident attacks on religion as the cause of all our ills,
bringing to mind eighteenth and especially nineteenth-century attacks against
the superstition and irrationalism of religion. Other signs of this return include
the curious recovery of Christian identities by some countries (especially European ones) that have been deeply secular for some time, alongside claims that
we are returning to age-old ideological conflicts between Christianity and Islam.
However, for my purposes the most important factor has been the rise and persistent strength of the anti-globalisation movement, theorised best, although not
without significant debate, by Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt.37 On the more
modest level of this project, I have found that an increasing number of those
36. McLellan 1987.
37. Hardt and Negri 2000; Hardt and Negri 2004; Hardt and Negri 2009.
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involved in the anti-globalisation movement have sought to think through their
activism from the perspectives of both Marxism and religion, not least because
a good number of them come from a religious background. Others, steeped in
traditions of the Left, both intellectual and activist, have confessed a complete
ignorance of the long engagement with theology by Marxists. In other words, by
the happenstance of historical events and changing economic circumstances, my
personal passions intersected with the interests of others. Thankfully, it is less
rare to find studies on ‘Marxism and religion’ appearing here and there, among
which this book and the project as a whole may find a place.38
This study, however, does not seek a diagnosis and prognosis of our current
ills, a snapshot of our zeitgeist; instead it offers an analysis of the key features
that come out of the tradition of engagements between Marxism and theology.
Indeed, if we look back to, say, the work of Locke and Hobbes as they drew
heavily from biblical resources to deal with an era of profound transition, or the
turmoil in Germany in the 1830s and 1840s when Marx and Engels first honed
their skills, or the jurist Carl Schmitt (whose work is a feature of current discussions, especially in the writings of Jacob Taubes and Giorgio Agamben) who
drew upon the categories of the exception and the miracle in order to shape a
controversial political and judicial theory in the troubles of the 1920s and 1930s,
or the work of Ernst Bloch during the same period, who debated with theologians
such as Rudolf Bultmann and later Jürgen Moltmann over utopia and eschatology, we notice that at times of political, economic and social turmoil, the Bible
and theology become favoured zones for debate. I would hazard the suggestion
that it is not so much the case that theology reappears at times of turmoil and
change, but that its return is a sure signal of such turmoil, the questions driven
by the political concerns of the moment. For these reasons, it is important to
provide some historical depth and thereby a greater sense of the long interaction
between Marxism and theology, perhaps reshaping that tradition in the process.
In this way, I hope that this study may make some contribution to the renewed
debate.

38. For example, see Molyneux 2008; Roberts 2005; Roberts 2008a; Roberts 2008b;
Toscano 2004; Toscano 2009.

Chapter One
Atheism

It [socialism] . . . is no longer mediated through
the abolition [Aufhebung] of religion.1

I have always been mightily puzzled by two questions
in relation to theology. First, why is it that theology
assumes belief in a god or gods? Although this is a widespread assumption held by believers and unbelievers,
by acolytes and sceptics alike, it actually seems obvious to me that both atheists and theists should engage
with and write theology. Second, why do a good number of Marxists – philosophers, historians, literary critics and sociologists – engage with theology? The easy
answer is that they do so as philosophers, historians,
literary critics and sociologists, drawing upon theology
for reasons of their own. Yet my suspicion is that there
is far more going on, for all too often they make distinct contributions to theology. In earlier volumes in
this series – The Criticism of Heaven and Earth – I have
explored these contributions in what is really a tradition of Marxist theological reflection. But I remain
intrigued by why they engage with theology so consistently, what is going on when they do and what the
implications are for both Marxism and theology.
This chapter is a systematic effort to traverse both –
obviously related – questions, although that traversal
will also unfold throughout this book as a whole. As
far as this chapter is concerned, it falls into two main
sections. The first explores four possible approaches to
1. Marx 1844g, p. 306; Marx 1844h, p. 546; translation modified.
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theology, although with a unique twist: I do not follow the usual paths of trawling
through recognised theologians, whether well-known or less so, for I approach
the whole question by looking awry, drawing out the positions of those who
at first seem to be outside theology. Why? I wish to stay focused on the question of atheism and theology. So, the first three positions come from the misguided effort by the so-called ‘new atheists’ to attribute all that is evil in the
world to religion (a reverse type of theodicy), from the ongoing ‘death of God’
or a-theological project, and then from a furious disciplinary debate between
scholars of religion and of theology. In each case we come across efforts to characterise theology from an atheistic position, some negatively and others with a
more sympathetic touch. As I was working through these positions, they began
to fall naturally into a semiotic square, taking up various positions in relation to
the acceptance or rejection of theology. But that square – the distinct advantage
of which (apart from being able to pull out a few sheets of paper and a pencil
in order to doodle – à la Engels) is to offer a spatial and ideological analysis that
overcomes the inevitable narrative sequence of argument – begs a fourth position, which turns out to be my own.
That fourth possibility opens the gate to the second half of the chapter, which
introduces some of the key features of what happens when you begin to rub
Marxism and theology up against one another. Or, to shift metaphors, I take theology on a somewhat wild dialectical ride through historical materialism in order
to see what happens on the other side. On that ride we meet Marx’s Aufhebung
of religion, the breakthrough in relation to Feuerbach’s argument that religion is
a human projection, the question of a radical freedom of conscience in relation
to religion, anti-clericalism and then protest atheism. That final point concerning protest theology leads me to conclude that the distinction between atheism
and theism is a proverbial red herring, for it places the dividing line at the wrong
point. The issue instead is whether both theism and atheism offer compliance
with oppression or protest against it, are prepared to jump into bed with oily
tyrants and CEOs or to tell them to bugger off. Initial items, if you will, of an
engagement between Marxism and theology, laying out the groundwork for the
remainder of the book.

Banishing the gods?
I begin with a particular example, not remarkable in itself, for this man’s experience is one that has been repeated again and again since the introduction of
critical study of the Bible. Bruno Bauer, Marx’s one-time teacher, friend and collaborator, felt his faith slipping away the more he studied the Bible. Nietzsche
too found that the study of theology was a sure path to atheism. And many a
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student of the Bible and theology has come across the same stumbling block. My
example concerns a certain Gerd Lüdemann, until 2009 a professor of the New
Testament in the theology faculty at the University of Göttingen. In February
2009, Lüdemann wrote a terse email message to many colleagues and friends,
telling them that the German Supreme Court had decided to reject his appeal
against the decision by the university to ban him from teaching. This was his last
court of appeal and the decision saw the blogosphere running hot over issues such
as academic freedom and church control over theology. But why was Lüdemann,
a respected New Testament scholar and tenured professor in his early sixties,
prevented from teaching students? The reason was that he had come to the conclusion that the claims of Christianity are a fabrication and have no basis in
fact. Nothing new in that, but the catch is that Lüdemann was teaching students
training for ministry in the Evangelical Church. Fearful that the frail faith of their
students might suffer at the hands of such a scholar, the church leant on the
university, and Lüdemann was axed. And this from a university that was established on Enlightenment principles, has prided itself on free inquiry unhindered
by external constraints and has boasted some of Germany’s leading theologians
such as Albrecht Ritschl (at least when German theologians led the world).
Apart from issues of academic freedom, of which I am sceptical, or indeed
tenure, which seems to have the reverse effect and squashes originality,2 what
emerges from the Lüdemann case is a crucial question. Can one be a student of
sacred scriptures and be an atheist? Indeed, can one be a theologian (as distinct
from a biblical critic) and an atheist at the same time? In other words, does theology require one to be a believer first, so that, in the words of Anselm, theology
may defined as fides quaerens intellectum, a reasoned and systematic explanation
of one’s faith? Yes, yes and no are my answers to these questions, but before
I lay out my reasons on the table before us, I need to position my approach in
the context of three competing approaches to theology. I am thinking not of the
believing theologians (of which there are too many) or of dismissive secular critics who are happy to leave theology to the fusty old cranks in churches and theological faculties, but of three groups: the ‘new atheists’, or ‘new old atheists’ as
I prefer to call them, who see religion as inherently evil and for whom no haste
in the banishment of religion is unseemly; the proponents of studies in religion,
who regard theology as the Siamese twin of theism and therefore argue it should
have no place in any reputable intellectual endeavour; and the ‘death of God’
2. I am tempted to see the relation between originality and tenure as an inverse
ratio: the higher the emphasis on the value of tenure, the less originality and innovation
there is. The Germanic and American systems are cases in point. Scholars pursuing tenure spend so much time and energy watching their backs – will this help or hinder my
tenure prospects? – that by the time they do get tenure, the last trace of originality or
possibility of interesting work has well and truly been beaten out of them.

32 • Chapter One

theologians who seek to undertake ‘atheology’. I come closest to the last group,
although the definition of theology I put forward differs markedly from theirs. A
triangulation, if you will, between ‘new old atheists’, atheologians and scholars
of religion which will lead me to identify my own position.
‘New old atheists’
For these neo-atheists theology is a matter of belief, but both belief and theology,
and indeed any religion as such, cannot be thrown out soon enough. The neoatheists have been at the forefront of a very public and polemical recovery in the
West of arguments against religion. They comprise a loose group of quite different thinkers who have all of late attacked religion as a fiction that is detrimental
for us all – more simply, religion is bad for you and me. Richard Dawkins’s The
God Delusion, Christopher Hitchens’s Letters to a Young Contrarian and God Is
Not Great, Daniel Dennett’s Breaking the Spell, Sam Harris’s The End of Faith and
Letter to a Christian Nation, as well as a run of lesser lights, have all presented
variations on the same basic line.3 Having provided the diagnosis of our social
ills, their prognosis is simple: dump religion as quickly as possible. As a result
of their works, the small bands of what until now were frail, grey and dispirited
secularist, humanist, atheist and whatnot societies have been given adrenalin
injections and are organising conferences, political campaigns and actually welcoming new members under sixty years of age.
While they might all agree on the basic point that religion is in many ways bad
for human society, the way they go about the task varies. Dawkins, the awardwinning evolutionary biologist, proudly wears the label ‘atheist’ and calls on likeminded people to be out and proud (the gay pride allusions are quite deliberate).
For Harris, the public intellectual, atheism really means the destruction of bad
ideas, of which religion tops the list. For the late, privately-schooled Hitchens,
who was once a Marxist and for whom Johnny Walker was the ‘breakfast of
champions’, atheism is too mild a term, so he prefers ‘anti-theist’ to describe his
militant efforts to debunk religions, especially the ‘Abrahamic’ ones. But they all
share three basic assumptions: the primary role of Enlightenment reason, progress and a reverse theodicy. Let me say a little more on each. Evidence, experience, science, independent and free minds – these catchwords appear again and
again in their works. And before them religion simply does not stack up. Given
a stark choice between religion and science, there is not even a contest. Religion misrepresents the origins of humanity and the cosmos, it suppresses human
nature, is inimical to free inquiry, and above all postulates the existence of a being
3. Dawkins 2006; Hitchens 2001, 2007; Dennett 2007; Harris 2005, 2006.
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for which there is simply no proof; which, in fact, the evidence suggests does
not exist.
A number of objections may be marshalled against these arguments, although
a whole new sub-genre, from both expected (church) and unexpected (Marxist)
quarters, has sprouted seeking to refute their arguments.4 I will run through the
objections as I see them, but the more interesting question is why these arguments are being made now and in the West. I do not include the objection –
entirely predictable and expected from those within churches, synagogues and
(less so) mosques – that these neo-atheists have simply misunderstood the rich
complexity of theology, or that they have failed to discern its liberating possibilities alongside its tendency to alienation and oppression. This objection holds
some truth, especially since the neo-atheists take the fundamentalist version of
religions – most notably Islam, Christianity and Judaism – as the central and
defining characteristic of the religion in question. Indeed, in an effort to forestall
objections from moderates, they argue that moderates act as pernicious covers
for the extremists. While this approach has been a standard line from defenders
of faith, particularly in the Christian churches, it also characterises the response
of Mark C. Taylor5 and even Terry Eagleton as he increasingly recovers his role as
a somewhat amateur theologian of the Catholic Left and defender of the faith.6
To begin, the arguments against religion are not new. The ‘new atheists’
should really be called the ‘new old atheists’, for there is nothing novel in their
arguments, which go back at least to the Enlightenment philosophes in France
(Voltaire et al.), as well as the radical theologians – although a-theologians may
be a better description – like Ludwig Feuerbach, David Strauss, Max Stirner and
Bruno Bauer in early nineteenth-century Germany.7 It could be argued that the
situation we have now, in which religion has once again become a vital factor
of public life, is analogous to those earlier situations in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. And as with those earlier situations, it seems to some that the
most radical line is to attack religion itself.
Further, they are guilty of naïve materialism, arguing that the scientific evidence weighs so heavily against God that he cannot possibly exist. Dawkins
(and Dennett following him) makes use of an earlier idea, first elaborated in
4. As samples of the former, see Haught 2007 and Hedges 2009; of the latter see
Molyneux 2008. For a religious assessment that seeks to take seriously some of the criticisms, see Peterson 2007.
5. M. Taylor 2007.
6. Eagleton 2006, 2009a; Eagleton and Schneider 2009. As for his theological re-turn,
compare Eagleton 2001, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c, 2007 with Eagleton 1966a, 1966b, 1967a,
1967b, 1968a, 1968b, 1968c, 1969, 1970. For a detailed study of Eagleton, see Boer 2007a,
pp. 275–333.
7. Feuerbach 1989; Feuerbach 1924; Strauss 1902; Strauss 1835; Stirner 2005; Stirner
1845; Bauer 1838; Bauer 1840; Bauer 1841; Bauer 1842b; Bauer 1843; Bauer 2002.
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The Selfish Gene, called the ‘meme’, the cultural equivalent of the gene. In what
is really a sophisticated version of sociobiologism, the meme seeks to explain in
Darwinian terms how ideas and cultural phenomena are maintained and spread
from generation to generation. More specifically, a meme is a replicating cultural
entity, passed on by human beings, who have become quite efficient at preserving, copying and passing on behaviour and beliefs. Now, these memes change
over time, being combined, refined, transformed, and at times producing new
memes. But the result is a theory of cultural evolution comparable to biological evolution based on genes. Little imagination is required to see how such a
theory applies to religion, which becomes a cultural meme, passed on from one
generation to the next, modified and reshaped, but remarkably persistent. This
religious meme is perhaps slightly more sophisticated than the so-called ‘God
gene’ proposed by the geneticist Dean Hamer, who argues that some of us are
genetically and psychological predisposed to religious belief and others not.8 But
the difference is one of degree, for the arguments are strikingly similar. Scientific
certainty is one thing, however; what can stand up in a court of law is another.
In the famous London bus-poster saga of 2008, Dawkins and others who had
organised the campaign had to agree to change the poster from ‘There is no
God’ to ‘There’s probably no God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life’ – just
in case those dreadful Christians might object to false advertising and take them
to court.
But this naïve materialism carries within it a pernicious assumption of evolutionary superiority, especially by the likes of Dawkins. As scientific atheists,
they are already at the next evolutionary stage, one that has passed beyond this
dreadful meme. In short, one assumes a rosy picture of human progress in which
science and reason are gradually leading us all to a higher and better stage. Religion becomes a barbaric meme, an impediment to an enlightened approach to
the world. The occasional slips, such as world wars, concentration camps, genocide, global capitalism, widespread economic exploitation, environmental degradation and collapse, chronic poverty and disease, are merely temporary setbacks,
slight pauses in the rosy march of progress. Nothing quite like such blinkered
optimism has been seen since perhaps the nineteenth century.
Further, the ‘new old atheists’ ultimately hold to an unreconstructed idealist
position that is really a reverse theodicy. They argue that religion, as a collection
of ideas, is the cause of all that is bad in the world – wars, suffering, intolerance,
racism, sexism, homophobia and what have you. If traditional theodicy sought
to reconcile God’s power and love with the existence of evil, this new theodicy
argues that evil militates not merely against God’s power and love, but against
8. Hamer 2005.
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God as such. The catch is that they believe as much in the power of religion as
its strongest proponents, arguing that religion has a power within itself to do the
greatest harm. They are dazzled, as Engels put it with his characteristic clarity,
with the power of ideas: ‘It is above all this appearance of an independent history
of state constitutions, of systems of law, of ideological conceptions in every separate domain, which dazzles most people. If Luther and Calvin “overcome” the
official Catholic religion, or Hegel “overcomes” Fichte and Kant, or if the constitutional Montesquieu is indirectly “overcome” by Rousseau with his “Social Contract”, each of these events remains within the sphere of theology, philosophy
or political science, represents a stage in the history of these particular spheres
of thought and never passes outside the sphere of thought’.9 But it should be
unnecessary in this day and age to make the simple point that ideas do not do
anything on their own; they make nothing, produce nothing, and cause nothing.
People do. People use ideas to justify action, to frame attitudes, and even to
develop an overarching framework to make sense of life, but ideas do not act on
their own. In case I should seem excessively individualistic, I would stress even
more that such idealism misses entirely the crucial role of social and economic
factors in any event, however great or small. To say that religion is the cause of
all that is wrong with the world, is the cause of oppression, war, suffering and
hardship, simply misses the vital role of an economics based on exploitation and
the drive for profit.
Let me give one example: the current struggle between a supposedly Christian West and Muslim East.10 Is this struggle due to irreconcilable differences
between two religions, which are actually quite close to one another? Of course
not, for the current form of Muslim opposition arises from a long history of capitalist imperialism.11 Although I should add a caveat, for even though Muslim
culture and religion offers an alternative paradigm to the liberal ideology that
goes hand-in-hand with capitalism, Muslim-majority countries are thoroughly
immersed – indeed they are aggressive players – within global capitalist economics. What we really have is competition within a capitalist framework – all
of which makes sense of the apparent struggles between a ‘Muslim East’ and a
‘Christian West’. The obvious example is that cheap energy source known as
oil: since Muslim-majority countries happen to be located where most of the
9. Engels 1893a, pp. 164–5; Engels 1893b, p. 97.
10. I take this example from Molyneux 2008.
11. Immediately the objection springs to mind: what of earlier hostilities between
Muslim-majority areas and Christian ones, as with the Crusades, or the Ottoman Empire,
and so on? That is the topic of another study, which would consider the control exercised
over vital trade routes to the ‘East’, which led not only to wars but also to the effort,
first by the Portuguese, to circumvent Muslim-controlled areas and find a new way to
the East – hence the slow process of finding a way around Africa to India, eventually
achieved by Vasco da Gama in 1497–8.
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world’s oil happens to be, and since the overdeveloped West needs that oil, conflict is bound to arise. The potential for massive profits from oil-rich countries
puts them in an enviable position within the global economy. However, if those
areas had happened to be Buddhist, for instance, then any concerted opposition
to capitalist exploitation would be viewed as a hostile response by an evil and
militant Buddhism.
A number of counts against the ‘new old atheism’: it is unoriginal, committed
to a rusty old belief in the superiority of reason, naïvely materialist, given to a
belief in evolutionary progress in which they are at the peak, and distressingly
idealist. Yet a more dialectical reading would want to argue at least two points:
religion does not escape entirely from their charges; and the more interesting
question to ask is why this movement is happening now. The first point picks up
my discussion of religion in the Introduction to this book, where I offered a brief
description that drew upon Althusser’s proposal concerning semi-autonomous
instances and ideological state apparatuses. In light of that approach to religion,
it quickly becomes clear that religion is far more than a set of ideas and beliefs,
for it includes the institutional forms of religion and their enmeshment with
social, political and economic forces. Not an earth-shattering point, but it does
have a number of ramifications for the arguments of the neo-atheists. Instead of
focusing on the idealistic features of religion, its ideas and beliefs, let us consider
it from an institutional, material perspective. In that light, the criticism of the
neo-atheists may have some bite. As an autonomous apparatus and practice,
religion may well be responsible for all manner of acts of oppression – gendered,
economic, sexual, political and environmental. But the crucial question is one
of agency. What is the driving force of such acts? Are those acts by churches,
synagogues, mosques and so on driven by religious beliefs, or by the economic
and political needs of those institutions? The neo-atheists would argue for the
former, that belief in the gods and the attendant hocus-pocus is the root of
all evil. But that is, even within the framework I have established, an idealistic option. In reply, I would stress the connectedness of religion (it is, after all,
semi-autonomous) with its economic and political dimensions, indeed with the
whole social formation of which it is a part. Now agency begins to shift, for the
reasons why religions may have acted and continue to act in the way they do
are part of a complex that includes economic, political and social reasons. Why
does the church become a bastion of patriotism and nationalism during warfare?
Why does it seek to do deals with the powers that be to ensure its survival? As
Gramsci argued in his analysis of the Italian Roman Catholic church, the key
for the church has always been its own survival and flourishing, and in order to
ensure those ends, it will act as it sees appropriate.12 In other words, there are
12. See Boer 2007a, pp. 215–74.
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complex political and economic reasons for the church acting in the way it does
that go well beyond matters of ideas and beliefs. The most that one can say is
that religious beliefs and rationales may provide justifications for acts of oppression, but they do not cause them. Even more, as Marx pointed out, religion often
functions as a symptom of the brutality of social systems for which it acts as
ideological glue. Finally, given the enmeshment of religion with the whole social
formation, religion on its own is not guilty of some of the most brutal acts in
human history, for it is the whole social formation of which religion is a part that
is guilty. But in order to make that argument, the likes of Dawkins and Hitchens
would need to rewrite their books from scratch.
I am even more interested in asking why the ‘new old atheism’ has taken off at
all. Obviously it has much to do with the well-publicised return of religion to the
geopolitical stage. But at a deeper level I would suggest it signals a global shift
on cultural, political and economic levels. As the United States becomes more
and more bogged down in wars it cannot win – Iraq and Afghanistan – and as
it staggers from one lame-duck president to another, as the economic crisis that
first hit with force in 2008 continues to roll on, the political dominance of the
West stumbles ever more noticeably. The threat may be articulated in terms of
either Islam or even China, but the ‘new old atheists’ voice in their own terms
an effort to restore the dominance of Western politics and culture. Hence the
recovery of reason, science, and progress, dusted off from the nineteenth century
and rearmed to do battle once again. At this level, their efforts are of the same ilk
as those countries of Western and Northern Europe who have thrown up walls of
immigration, culture and politics against what they feel are threats from the poor
of the world. Once one feels that the golden age is under threat and in the past,
the game is already up.13 Economically, this rearguard action may be seen as a
response to a shift from the dominance of Western economies to those of the
East. One way of reading the economic crisis of 2008 and beyond is in terms of
an earthquake as the economic tectonic plates shift yet again: with a dip in economic growth, China emerges, surpassing Germany and Japan in the process to
find itself in second place behind the USA. And as economies recover from this
latest crash, those of the West will painfully scrabble back to some semblance
of growth, while those of China, India and others power ahead. In this light, the
‘new old atheists’ may be seen as both symptoms of the shift and as cultural warriors manning the crumbling battlements.
13. On a more personal note, I have been struck time and again by the experience of
passing into Western and Northern Europe after spending time in the East: one gains a
sense of quiet suspicion of outsiders, desperate defence of what is passing, and an inebriated escape from a world gone to pot. The contrast with the zest for life, energy and
optimism in the East grows with each border-crossing.
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But let me close on a slightly different point, one which I will pick up later.
Rather than being outside theology through their own rejection of religion,
I would argue not merely that the ‘new old atheists’ take up what is really a
theological position – atheism – but that they do so within a wider debate. This
point is based on the assumption that religion is a site of intense ideological
and institutional struggles, of which these neo-atheists are a part. For religions
are, to gloss Althusser, ideological apparatuses in which a range of factors play
a role – ideas and beliefs, but also institutional forms which have their own patterns of social relations, economic structures, judiciaries and modes of enforcements. Above all, an apparatus such as religion is a site of ideological struggle.
Religions are by no means monolithic, seamless structures, for they are riven
with struggles, debates, disagreements and heretics. I do not mean the standard
liberal position (and objection to the ‘new old atheists’) that we should let the
field of religion bloom with many different flowers in a glorious, hand-holding
act of tolerance, but that we need to apply a distinctly Marxist analysis to religions: they are conflictual zones in which vital struggles are fought.
The death of God?
A very different group are the atheologians, who argue that atheists should not
reject religion as a barbaric hangover from an evolutionary stage, but that atheists should engage with and write theology.14 There are some differences among
the atheologians: for example, Thomas J.J. Altizer and Mark C. Taylor argue that
theistic theology, based on traditional concepts of God as creator and redeemer,
is an antediluvian discipline that should be put out of its misery and, therefore,
that atheology is the way forward. For others, especially Richard Curtis, theology should have room for both theists and atheists. As far as Altizer and Taylor
are concerned, I must admit to finding Altizer far more interesting than Taylor,
who is really engaged in that cottage industry known as philosophical system
building. They both draw heavily on the unlikely pair of Hegel and Kierkegaard,15
and they are both stricken with a sense of apocalyptic crisis.16 As I will argue in
a moment with Taylor, this perception of crisis should be read less as an analysis
of actual crisis and more as a symptom of radical economic changes.

14. I take atheology according to its common meaning and not in the sense of covert
or secular theology, or the hidden theological presuppositions of secular theories, as propounded by Dixon 1999, who follows and renames the ‘genetic’ approach of Milbank
1990.
15. Altizer and Hamilton 1968; M. Taylor 1975, 2000. For a recent engagement on a
different level, see Vattimo and Caputo 2009.
16. Altizer 1990, 1985; M. Taylor 2007.
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Altizer, the most well-known of the loose group called the ‘death of God’ theologians who created a ruckus in the 1960s, sought to realise the full implication
of Nietzsche’s proclamation of God’s death. For Altizer, this death is nothing
less than the outcome of the incarnation. God began the process of kenosis, or
self-emptying, at the moment of creation and finally died through Christ. Or, in
the Kierkegaardian terms so beloved by Altizer, the radical subjectivity of faith
means that historical or objective Christianity has died. True to the tradition of
dialectical theology that runs from Kierkegaard through to Barth, Altizer stresses
the coincidence of opposites: through radical subjectivity God’s death becomes
an objective, historical fact; the sacred becomes profane through God’s death;
the death of God in Christ means that the spirit is poured out into the world;
God’s absence means that God is present in all things.17
How are we to assess these arguments? A hint comes with the overwhelming
sense of apocalyptic crisis (exacerbated by Altizer’s two great personal epiphanies of Satan and the death of God).18 And confirmation follows with the connections between the other ‘death of God’ theologians – Paul van Buren, William
Hamilton (who famously published an article in Playboy), and Gabriel Vahanian.
Their arrival at the death of God – the traditional, transcendent creator God –
through theology and their sense of apocalyptic crisis reminds me uncannily
of the Young Hegelians in the 1830s and 1840s. David Strauss’s democratic Christ,
Bruno Bauer’s free self-consciousness (against the false particularism of traditional religion), and Ludwig Feuerbach’s projections were all versions of the
death of God more than a century before, but they were also radical efforts to
recast and renew theology. Of course, the catch with being a Young Hegelian is
that one comes before Marx’s breakthrough.
Mark C. Taylor’s starting point is similar to Altizer’s, namely the incarnational
death of the conventional creator God (with a heavy debt to Kierkegaard).
However, this death actually means a hiding, a going underground and turning up in all manner of unexpected places – for Taylor, art, architecture, virtual
technologies and more recently finance and the market. In exploring this line,
Taylor takes a very different path from Altizer’s deeply theological work, passing from an analysis of modernism to spend a good deal of time in the tents of
deconstruction.19 Apart from the banality of many of Taylor’s statements (for
example, God as the ‘infinitely creative process’ is not so original, and his forays into economics are decidedly amateurish), two aspects of his approach need
more comment. The first is his sustained sense of crisis, which strikes any reader
17. See Altizer and Hamilton 1968; Altizer 1966, 2003.
18. Altizer 2006.
19. M. Taylor 1984, 1986, 1987.
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of After God.20 Here, we come across the argument that the world is in a dire
predicament, that the maps we use do not fit anymore and that we desperately
need a new way through. The solution: a grand system, a theory of everything –
theology, philosophy, literary criticism, art, architecture, technology, economic
systems, education, and biological systems. And all of them interconnect via
Taylor’s favoured complexity theory, leading to a relational network model.21
While I admire anyone brave enough to produce such a system, the pitfalls
are immense (recall the half-baked effort of Dühring, mercilessly dissected by
Engels,22 or the bravely dreadful work of Régis Debray).23 I cannot help thinking
of Adorno’s comment regarding the provincialism of such systems, in which one
has the conviction that it is possible to ‘go into [the] office and believe that [one]
can comprehend the universe from that vantage point equipped only with paper,
pencil, and selection of books’. In Taylor’s case, of course, I would update that
with computer and internet, but the point with regard to such a cottage industry
remains valid, for ‘we need to tear down that cottage as fast as possible’.24 At
a deeper level, however, Taylor’s sense of crisis and effort at system building
are symptoms of his own context, namely the vast shifts in global capitalism in
which anticipation of the decline of the USA is met with an effort at proposing
a new version of empire.
This sense of apocalyptic crisis does not afflict the urbane Richard Curtis,
who argues for a ‘reasonable religion’, one in which both theists and atheists
can engage in theological debate.25 As should be obvious, I have much sympathy
with this position, especially since Curtis is also informed by Marxist approaches
in his work. Curtis is what many may see as an oxymoron: a member of a church,
an atheist, a theologian, and one involved in social-justice causes. How does he
hold these positions together? He begins with two premises: God does not exist
but religion, as a generic feature of human existence, does. Why? Religion gives
expression, he argues, to the poetic dimension of human existence, to senses of
awe and wonder (aesthetics), it expresses the limits and possibilities of human
beings as social creatures (the social), explores what it means to be human in
the first place (the existential), and is a specific need of the human brain for
forming a conscious self through mediating structures called culture (the cognitive). Above all, religion provides a way of understanding, a ‘web of ongoing
narration’ regarding our place in the world and how we fit in with one another –
20. M. Taylor 2007.
21. See M. Taylor 2001, 2004.
22. Engels 1877–8a; Engels 1877–8b.
23. Debray 1983; Debray 2004.
24. Adorno 2008, p. 42; Adorno 2007, pp. 67–8. Or, as Nietzsche put it, ‘I mistrust all
systematizers and avoid them. The will to a system is a lack of integrity.’ (Nietzsche 1990,
p. 35.)
25. Curtis 2007.
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in short, it fulfils a vital ideological function. Now, one could argue that Curtis is
in fact engaged in the scientific study of religion rather than theology, bringing in
insights from the philosophy of mind, cognitive science and the social sciences,
but he argues that they all feed into what might be called atheology. Perhaps
the most intriguing element of his work is the way he draws upon both Marxism
and liberation theology (a liberation atheology), especially the work of Juan Luis
Segundo, to give his work a distinct political edge.
As I pointed out earlier, in some respects my work comes closest to these atheologians, although I do not share the apocalypticism of Altizer and Taylor, or the
all-too-positive view of human nature and religion by Curtis. But before I outline
my position, let me set up the opposition between the evangelical neo-atheists
and the atheologians with the first opposition of a semiotic square (whether we
view that in terms of Aristotle’s logical square of opposites or Greimas’s famous
re-vitalisation of the square). Briefly, the value of the semiotic square is that it
enables us to map the full range of possible positions as well as the ideological
limits of the debate in question. The square begins with a simple binary opposition or contrary relation, conventionally inscribed as S1 and S2, or sometimes as
S and –S. Eventually it fills out with the contradictories, –S1 and –S2, or non S
and non –S, which are simultaneously enlargements of and steps beyond the
pair in the upper register. The full square goes as follows:
S�

S�

‒S�

‒S�

For now, I am interested in the first pair, for here we find the initial two atheistic
approaches to theology: acceptance by the atheologians and outright rejection
by the neo-atheists:
Acceptance
(Atheologians)

Rejection
(Neo-atheists)

These are by no means the only options available, so let us explore yet another.
Theology versus studies in religion
By this stage, it should be obvious that I see little point in arguing – desperately
and futilely, as the neo-atheists do – that religion should be abolished, or at least
in trying to persuade people that they need to give it away for their own good.
And I see no gain in arguing, with enlightened impatience, that the death of God
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is an objective reality and that theology should be undertaken with this in mind.
I do agree, however, that there should be as much room for atheists as theists
in theological writing, debate and struggle. Actually, I would suggest that the
‘new old atheists’ too should join the discussion once they have overcome their
fundamentalist objections to religion and realise that they too make theological
arguments. In other words, both neo-atheists and atheologians are really part of
the struggles within religion, even within theology.
However, a further approach to theology within my mapping of positions
remains – that of studies in religion. Even though I am further from this position than some of the atheologians, I deal with it here since it was the immediate trigger to the argument developed below. In the latter half of 2009, a furious
debate erupted among bloggers concerning the relation between theology and
studies of religion. It was initially a disciplinary debate focused on what is appropriate for universities: is theology a proper academic discipline or is that honour
reserved for studies in religion? Soon enough it grew into a discussion around
the nature of theology, theism and atheism. The trigger was a short piece in
the Chronicle of Higher Education by Kurt Noll, a religion teacher at Brandon
University, Manitoba.26 Noll’s argument was blunt and straightforward: theology is a pseudo-discipline since it involves apologetics for an assumed position
of faith. A theologian takes as given a set of beliefs and does her best to defend
them. By contrast, the study of religion is a genuine pursuit of scientific knowledge. In short: theology defends, the study of religion explains. At one level, this
argument is obviously part of a larger turf war that has been going on since the
establishment of studies in religion departments in universities. Keen to distinguish itself from its parents, theology departments and divinity schools, studies in religion has sought a method, disciplinary cohesion and a separate path,
gradually developing strength as it learned to walk. And a key strategy, especially
in North America where the debate is most heated, has been to reject the ways of
its parent completely: theology is an academic charlatan, a quack peddling dubious products, which has no place in a university setting. For theology assumes
belief in and wishes to defend what is patently beyond any reasonable inquiry –
the gods. In sum, theology is by definition theist, while the study of religion is
atheist or agnostic.
Many of the responses in the blogosphere27 to Noll’s argument were predictable: some approved, praising Noll for his straight talking and expressing a wish
26. Noll 2009.
27. As a sample from a much wider range, they came from colourful and less colourful
blogs such as Missives from Marx (<http://missivesfrommarx.wordpress.com/2009/08/18/
no-theology-in-religious-studies/>), Camels With Hammers (<http://patheos.com/blogs/
camelswithhammers/2009/08/does-being-a-theologian-require-being-a-religiousbeliever/>), Dr Jim’s Thinking Shop (<http://drjimsthinkingshop.com/2009/09/18/
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to keep theologians away from any serious scholarship; others were more critical, pointing out somewhat predictably that he and his ilk have values too, that
studies in religion has as many presuppositions as theology, so he had better be
up front about them; or making ad hominem arguments against Noll without
actually considering the detail of his argument. Invariably, those who dismissed
Noll came from a faith position (mostly Christian and Jewish), while those who
agreed with him were agnostics or atheists, some of them from studies in religion
departments.
Now we can map onto our growing semiotic square these proponents of studies in religion who, following Noll, are happy to allow theologians to carry on
with whatever mystifying arguments they choose, on the condition that they
must do so outside the walls of reputable academic institutions – a position
not unlike the neo-atheists, except that these religionists are perfectly willing
to study religion but not permit anyone to do so from a theistic perspective. In
other words, they fill the contradictory position on the square:
Acceptance
(Atheologians)

Rejection
(Neo-atheists)

?

Non-acceptance
(Religionists)

However, a more careful reading of the debate between the religionists and the
theologians picks up two points that will take my discussion a step further. First,
Noll himself admits openly that he is a theist outside his job as a religion teacher
and an agnostic while on the job. In the debate, no-one seemed to pick up this
crucial point: Noll himself is a believer in his private life, but when he walks
through the front door of his religion department he is an agnostic teacher of
religion who seeks to explain and advance knowledge rather than offer apologetics for his beliefs. In this respect, Noll has thrown a spoiler into the debates, for it
is an opposition all-too common in biblical studies and occasionally theology, let
alone the study of religion. For example, the methods of biblical criticism which
have developed since the mid-nineteenth century in Germany (the context in
which Marx and Engels did their own work) are actually methods that have
atheology-atheist-theology-atheist-religious-studies/>), Targuman (<http://targuman.org/
blog/2009/09/17/atheology/>), The Dunedin School (<http://dunedinschool.wordpress.com/
2009/08/23/religious-studies-versus-theology/>), Higgaion (<http://heardworld.com/
higgaion/?p=1452>), and my own Stalin’s Moustache (<http://stalinsmoustache.wordpress
.com/2009/08/27/theists-and-atheists-and-theology-or-pinning-me-down/>).
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bracketed the gods out. Analyses of biblical texts or the history of theology do
not count God as a causal factor: He becomes a matter of belief for the actors in
those texts or in that history, He may be a character in the stories, but God is not
a causal factor per se. These methods are, in order to be ‘scientific’, agnostic or
atheistic in the way they work (one reason for the opposition displayed towards
them by conservative Christians and Jews). Yet, many of the scholars who practise biblical criticism and theology are believers, worshipping on Saturday or
Sunday, at times leading worship, offering their critical skills for the building up
of the faithful. Like Noll, they actually live double lives.
A second feature comes from an ignored response to Noll: he has defined
theology into a corner where he can punch the living daylights out of it, at least
when he walks through the doors of his university. Theology is, according to this
definition, making sense of and defending a given set of beliefs, understood to
have been revealed by God and, at times, mediated by the church. It is true that
a good number of theologians with close ties to a church will agree, but the question that I raised in this debate was why anyone would allow conservative theologians to define the field in this way and why, on the other side, we would allow
Noll and others to perpetuate this definition. My initial intervention generated a
series of response, with Missives from Marx wanting to pin me down as to what
I mean by theology.28 For the anonymous author, who is a religion professor of
Marxist persuasions awaiting tenure (hence the anonymity), theology involves
‘discourses that advance claims about gods in a systematic or quasi-systematic
way’, or more specifically ‘discourses about supernatural entities, discourses that
mystify, or discourses that naturalize or reproduce the authority of religious traditions’. This is not quite the crass position of Kurt Noll, from whom theology
boils down to unscientific apologetics, but it shares the puzzled assumption by
many that theology is done by those who are theists and who wish to explicate
and elaborate on the existence and nature of the gods. But Missives did challenge
me to come clean, pinning me down (with a touch of homoeroticism) on the
mat and asking, ‘what sort of a theologian are you?’
Atheists and theology
My own response to the challenge began with the following, well-known argument and then pushed it to its logical conclusion. Christianity postulates the
existence of God, heaven, hell (sometimes), an afterlife and so on. For many
these do not exist, they are figments of the creative imagination, myths to live
by. As a form of idealism, Christianity has no independent existence and thus
28. See the article ‘Identifying Theology and Pinning Roland Boer’ at <http://missives
frommarx.wordpress.com/2009/08/23/identifying-theology-and-pinning-roland-boer/>.
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does not have a history. Well and good, one might say, but this relatively common position has some curious ramifications.
We may respond and say that religion offers an erroneous belief about the
world that needs to be corrected (the position of the neo-atheists, among others), or we can take, as I outlined in my discussion of ideology in the Introduction, a ‘descriptive’ or functionalist approach in which religion is a necessary
and inescapable feature of human existence. If we follow this descriptive option,
then religion is no different from philosophy, art, writing, politics, metaphysics
and so on. In the same way that one holds a philosophical position or produces
a plot for a novel, one also produces religious beliefs. This argument leads to the
conclusion that, like art, writing, or philosophy, theology is worth studying as
part of the creative activity of human beings.
However, another option is also possible, for it is perfectly logical to say:
I know that God, the spirits, heaven and hell and so on are constructs of our
imagination or characters in a story, but that is no barrier to belief, for I find the
story as a whole provides a viable and largely positive myth to live by. This is
actually close to Ludwig Feuerbach’s position, except that he argued that these
abstracted entities need to be returned to us as our own attributes in order to
enhance our lives.29 The number of people who actually hold to this position
with regard to religion, however logical it might be, is rather small. Yet it is not
uncommon to find it invoked in relation to a philosophical system, or even a
novel or a complex computer game.30
However, the preceding argument will probably not persuade too many, so
let me follow another line of argument, which elaborates upon some brief comments in this vein in my Introduction. In contrast to the many who still assume
that theism and theology are the best of friends,31 I would suggest that it is perfectly consistent to practise theology and not believe in a god. Theology is actually a system of thought, with its distinct terminology, modes of argument and
lively debates that can operate quite well without any external reference point.
In a sister discipline to theology – biblical criticism – this is a viable way to carry
on one’s work. As I pointed out earlier, for well over a century biblical criticism
has operated with the assumption that one does not include the gods as causes
of history or as those responsible for the production of the biblical texts (in their
29. Feuerbach 1989; Feuerbach 1924.
30. One or two religions have actually sprung up in response to novels, most notably
Scientology after L. Ron Hubbard’s woeful science-fiction writings, and the Church of
All Worlds, explicitly based on Robert A. Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land (Heinlein
1991).
31. Marx was no exception in believing that the two are coterminous. As Janz 1998,
p. 9, points out, Marx felt that once you exposed theistic belief as a fantasy, religion itself
becomes obsolete.
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writing, gathering and ordering into a canon). At most, the multiple personalities
of God are actually characters in the story, as with any other literature.32 The
assumption that you need to believe in order to be interested in the Bible would
have to be one of the strangest making the rounds today, shared by believers and
non-believers alike. We do not expect an art critic to be an artist, a literary critic
to be a novelist or a poet, a student of classical Greece to be a believer in Apollo
or Venus, or a lecturer in Chinese to be a Chinese national.
If this is possible with biblical criticism, then why not with theology? Let me
put it this way: biblical criticism is finally shedding the misleading attachment
to intention. For too long it was assumed that the holy grail of interpretation
was the intention of the author. So when scholars and readers came to the gospels, the aim was to find what Jesus himself intended – and thereby what God
intended through these sayings. Biblical critics, or at least many of them, have
realised that intention is but one small part of interpretation. Apart from the
impossibility of finding out what the author(s) might have intended, or indeed
accounting for the role of the subconscious in the production of texts, the search
for intention relies on a relatively recent, bourgeois assumption, namely that
thoughts are the possession of an individual mind, the private property of an
owner who is thereby the arbiter of meaning.33 However, even if we allow some
space for intention (problematic as that might be), it needs to take its place
beside many other factors. These factors are legion, including unconscious and
unintended meaning, the sense provided by readers, the roles of social norms
and cultural expectations, the intrusive roles of history and economics, the conflicting ideological voices in a text, or indeed the objective sense of the words
on a page, the nature of the text itself and how it is structured. So also with
theology: once we move past the assumption that religious belief constitutes
the core or perhaps the overarching unity of theology and realise that it is one
small and by no means necessary part, then theology shows all its other colours.
It deals with nature and the environment (creation), with the human condition
(anthropology), why the world is the way it is (harmatology), the problem of suffering, the nature of the human subject (via Christology), the nature of history,
hopes for the future, how human beings might live together (ecclesiology), and
the nature of mythology (the central stories with which theology deals).
32. In case there is a misunderstanding here, let me point out that I do not argue
that biblical criticism is ‘objective’; rather, it has replaced a particular set of theological
assumptions with those of secular science.
33. Or, as Adorno puts it, ‘I believe that in general it is a prejudice going back to what
might be called the intellectual version of the middle-class parlour, according to which
the products of the mind are the property of great thinkers, poets and composers, and
so forth, whose plaster busts used to grace these parlours in the old days. They may have
disappeared now, but may well survive in spirit, invisibly, and to even more disastrous
effect because of that invisibility’ (Adorno 2000c, p. 92).
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Now, it might be objected that what I am actually talking about here is really
a combination of ‘ontology, anthropology, existentialism, and constructive
social philosophy’.34 For many, this really means studies in religion rather than
theology,35 especially if one removes that crucial element of theism from theology. As should be clear by now, that definition is to my mind wrong-headed
and restrictive. Even more, it actually relies on the problematic idea that each
discipline has its unifying core. As I argued in the Introduction, instead of defining each discipline by a core idea, I prefer to think of disciplines as intersections of various lines. So, theology is not defined by explaining belief in spirits
on steroids, but by intersections of various roads that bear the signs of history,
environment, the human condition, hope, social questions, mythology and so
on. One could do similar exercises with each discipline – for example, literature,
architecture or even physics – and come up with similar results, for they tend to
be intersections rather than base camps.
In conclusion, let me make it perfectly clear that I do not wish to ban belief in
God, but I do want to argue that there should be plenty of room for theologians
who do not believe in God. After all, the discipline has a wealth of experience
discussing and debating crucial issues central to human existence that it would
be silly to discard. Atheism and theology are therefore as logically compatible as
theism and theology; one can practise theology perfectly well without believing
in the gods about which it speaks. It would seem that even the neo-atheists have
their place around the theological table.

Marxism and theology
One of the major reasons for this lengthy discussion of some of the more important takes on atheism is that I seek a way to situate the Marxists who interest me, namely those who have engaged with theology and the Bible at some
length. The list is quite long: Ernst Bloch, Walter Benjamin, Henri Lefebvre, Louis
Althusser, Antonio Gramsci, Terry Eagleton, Slavoj Žižek, Theodor Adorno, Max
Horkheimer, Lucien Goldmann, Fredric Jameson, Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Kautsky,
Alain Badiou, Giorgio Agamben, Georg Lukács, Raymond Williams, G.E.M. de
Ste. Croix, E.P. Thompson, Michael Löwy, Roland Barthes, Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari, Antonio Negri and, of course, Marx and Engels. An easy objection
would be to say: yes, they might deal with theology, but they are primarily a mix
34. Comment from Missives from Marx, <http://missivesfrommarx.wordpress.com/
2009/08/31/roland-and-theology/#comment-998>. See also <http://missivesfrommarx
.wordpress.com/2009/09/04/cross-purposes/#comment-1146>.
35. So, for example, Chris Brady’s article ‘Atheology’ at Targuman: <http://targuman
.org/blog/2009/09/17/atheology>.
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of philosophers, historians, and literary and cultural critics. In response, I would
say: granted, but are not such disciplines really intersections of various paths?
And what do we call it when they enter into theological debates and biblical
interpretation? Is it philosophy, history, literary criticism, or is it also theology?
My answer to that last question should not be difficult to guess.
Before I explore the ramifications of that answer, let me return once more
to the semiotic square, for now it is possible to fill out the crucial last term. For
that one, as Jameson has pointed out,36 requires much blackening of pages with
diagrams, erasures and rethinking, for it is the most difficult to identify and one
that may well lead us beyond the ideological limits mapped out by the square.
Acceptance
(Atheologians)

Rejection
(Neo-atheists)

Non-rejection
(Materialising
theology)

Non-acceptance
(Religionists)

An obvious advantage of the square is that it shows up the possible allegiances
along the different axes in way that a sequential narrative tends to obscure. So
atheology and materialising theology (for want of a better term) join forces in
what is technically called a lateral or deictic axis. Both seek to pursue a theology in which atheism has a perfectly valid place, although the way they go
about the task differs. While the other lateral axis, between the neo-atheists and
the religionists, shares the assumption that theology has no place in any serious
discussion, they also differ as to how one excludes theology. Yet there is also a
curious relation along the bottom axis, usually designated as the point of the
neutral term, one given over to negation and privation. Precisely what negation
means here is crucial: for the religionists it means that one banishes theology
from intellectual pursuit, but for a materialising theology negation is a much
more Hegelian term. It is an Aufhebung, designating both a negation but also
a drawing-up to a new level. Theology is thereby negated, preserved and transformed, rather than simply banished.
But what exactly is a materialising theology? The term is (inadequate) shorthand for a dual dialectical process that I mentioned briefly in the Introduction.
It is a theology that has run the gauntlet through historical materialism, not
shying away from the tough questions and challenges. More fully, it follows a
36. Jameson 1987.
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d ialectical approach reminiscent of Adorno, in which theology stays the course
until, sweating, filthy, worn out and hitting its wall, it arrives at its materialist
‘truth content’. Conversely, one might take historical materialism and push it
hard, untiringly and without mercy, until it too arrives at its theological truth
content. But these are not dirty secrets to be uncovered, corpses beneath the
floorboards whose stench has become unbearable, but theology transformed by
its thorough immersion in materialism. To be precise and complete, I should
speak of both ‘materialising theology’ and ‘theologising materialism’, except that
the second term is quite an ugly and clumsy one, so I will stick with the first. I do
so since the present participle stresses the process, rather than the finality of the
somewhat popular ‘materialist theology’ touted by Žižek and others. For Žižek
it is as much a desire to be as non-trendy as possible, but he does come close to
what I seek, taking Ernst Bloch’s axiom to heart: ‘only an atheist can be a good
Christian; only a Christian can be a good atheist’.37
Aufhebung
For the remainder of this chapter I shall outline some of the features of such a
materialising theology, features that seek to lay the groundwork for the chapters
that follow. To begin with, I pick up Aufhebung once again, that well-oiled and
smoothly running term from the Hegelian-Marxist heritage. As for Marx himself,
he may well have commented to Lasalle ‘so specific is my aversion [Widerwille]
to Christianity,’38 but he also argued that atheism is a distraction from the real
task of communist analysis and action.39 His most astute reason for taking such
37. Bloch 1972, p. 9; Bloch 1968, p. 15.
38. Marx 1862a, p. 377; Marx 1862b, p. 627.
39. Most of Marx’s discussions of religion appear in his earlier works, especially ‘The
Leading Article in No. 179 of the ‘Kölnische Zeitung’ (Marx 1842i; Marx 1842j), Debates on
Freedom of the Press and Publication of the Proceedings of the Assembly of the Estates’
(Marx 1842k; Marx 1842l), Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law (Marx
1843c; Marx 1843d), as well as the separate Introduction (Marx 1844c; Marx 1844d) and the
‘Theses on Feuerbach’ (Marx 1845b; Marx 1845c). Written during his early years of journalism and research, these are only the most substantial. Many of his other works contain comments and observations, but if I listed them here it would fill up the rest of the
book. Capital, for example, is peppered with comments, allusions and references (often
to Luther!). By contrast, Engels wrote a number of key texts on religion over his lifetime,
including ‘Letters from Wuppertal’ (Engels 1839a; Engels 1839b), observations on religious
life in Bremen while he was living there (Engels 1840a; Engels 1840b; Engels 1840c; Engels
1840d; Engels 1840e; Engels 1840f), three essays on Schelling’s lectures in Berlin (Engels
1841c; Engels 1841d; Engels 1842c; Engels 1842d; Engels 1842e; Engels 1842f), a delightful
satirical poem on the Bible (Engels 1842a; Engels 1842b), extended correspondence with
his friends the Graeber brothers on matters theological and biblical (Engels 1839c; Engels
1839d; Engels 1839e; Engels 1839f; Engels 1839g; Engels 1839h; Engels 1839i; Engels 1839j;
Engels 1839k; Engels 1839l; Engels 1839m; Engels 1839n; Engels 1839o; Engels 1839p; Engels
1839q; Engels 1839r; Engels 1839s; Engels 1839t; Engels 1839u; Engels 1839v; Engels 1839w;
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a position appears in The Holy Family from 1845, particularly in his response to
Bruno Bauer’s atheistic programme. Atheism, Marx writes, is ‘the last stage of
theism, the negative recognition of God’.40 In the larger context of the polemic
against Bauer, the vociferous espousal of atheism turns out to be another sign
that Bauer is still a theologian, for atheism is actually a theological position (the
neo-atheists take note). One cannot be an atheist without having a God to lockup, ignore, put to death or deny. Or, as Engels would put it much later (in 1884)
with his customary clarity: ‘. . . that atheism merely expresses a negation is an
argument we ourselves had already advanced against the philosophers 40 years
ago, only with the corollary that atheism, as the mere negation of, and referring
only to, religion, would itself be nothing without it and is thus itself another
religion’.41
However, Marx takes what is by now a common argument (it was not so
much then) a step further in a perceptive few comments in the Economic and
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. Here, he starts with the same point concerning
the theological nature of atheism, but then takes a huge stride forward to argue
that we need to move well beyond the opposition between theism and atheism: ‘Atheism . . . has no longer any meaning, for atheism is a negation of God
[Negation der Gottes], and postulates the existence of man through this negation;
but socialism as socialism no longer stands in need of such a mediation. . . . It is
man’s positive self-consciousness [Selbstbewußtsein], no longer mediated through
the abolition of religion [Aufhebung der Religion]’.42 Negation, Aufhebung, Selbstbewußtsein – these are the key terms that spell a deep immersion in Hegelian
thought (and, with Selbstbewußtsein, the residual influence of his one-time friend
and colleague, Bruno Bauer). The gulf that separates atheism and socialism is
that atheism is a mere negation while far on the other side stands socialism,
which turns out to be an Aufhebung, a sublation, a preservation and lifting of

Engels 1839x; Engels 1839y; Engels 1839z; Engels 1839–40a; Engels 1839–40b; Engels 1840a;
Engels 1841b; Engels 1840g; Engels 1841h) and then a series of major works: ‘The Peasant War in Germany’ (Engels 1850a; Engels 1850b), ‘Bruno Bauer and Early Christianity’
(Engels 1882a; Engels 1882b), ‘The Book of Revelation’ (Engels 1883a; Engels 1883b) and,
towards the end of his life, the influential ‘On the History of Early Christianity’ (Engels
1894–5c; Engels 1894–5d). Engels never lost the habit of alluding to or quoting a Bible
verse in the midst of his polemic to hammer home a point. They run into the hundreds
if not thousands in his works. Two other joint texts are also steeped in religious matters, namely The Holy Family (Marx and Engels 1845a; Marx and Engels 1845b) and The
German Ideology (Marx and Engels 1845–6a; Marx and Engels 1845–6b). Some, but by no
means all of these works, have been gathered in various collections over time (Marx and
Engels 1976; Marx 2002). For a detailed study of these texts, see Boer 2012.
40. Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 110; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 116.
41. Engels 1884a, p. 173; Engels 1884b, p. 186. See further Moroziuk 1974.
42. Marx 1844g, p. 306; Marx 1844h, p. 546; translation modified.
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religion to another level. Socialism does not kick away the ladder of religion, but
pulls it up and then uses the wood to construct something quite new.
Atheism, it seems, has been left behind somewhat, dropped off the back of the
field. It leads to the startling (it should not be, but for a variety of historical reasons it is) conclusion that atheism is not a prerequisite for socialism.43 But armed
with this opposition between negation and Aufhebung, I would like to read some
of the most well-known of Marx’s comments on religion from the ‘Introduction’
to his Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law (Kritik for short):
For Germany, the criticism of religion is in the main complete [im wesentlichen beendigt], and the criticism of religion is the premise of all criticism [die
Voraussetzung aller Kritik].44
The evident proof of the radicalism of German theory, and hence of its practical energy, is that it proceeds from a resolute positive sublation of religion [der
entschiedenen positiven Aufhebung der Religion]. The criticism of religion ends
[endet] with the teaching that man is the highest being for man, hence with the
categorical imperative to overthrow all relations [alle Verhältnisse umzuwerfen] in which man is a debased, enslaved, forsaken, despicable being.45

Let me exegete these passages for a few moments. Here, Marx dances rather
deftly with two basic senses: the criticism of religion is ‘complete’, he writes,
and it ‘ends’ – both verbs are variations on enden and beenden (beendigen), with
the senses of finishing, completing, coming to the end of the line, a termination
where it is ‘all out and all change’, as they would have it at my local railway station; but then he throws in a spoiler, writing now of the sublation or Aufhebung
of religion, with the sense, as we saw above, of transition, suggesting that it is now
time to move on, to change trains rather than come to the end of the journey.
But are these two terms opposed, facing each other across a gulf, like negation
and Aufhebung? We may well be tempted to opt for this conclusion, especially if
we note that the criticism of religion is itself complete [enden], coming to a halt
in the teaching that man is the highest being for man (Feuerbach had said as
much, but then at one level these texts may be read as affirmations of Feuerbach
criticism). By contrast, when it comes to the ‘radicalism of German theory’ we
slip into Aufhebung. And not any Aufhebung, for it is a resolute one, a positive
one. No negation here, for one moves well beyond religion through a process in
‘which denial and preservation, i.e., affirmation, are bound up together [worin
die Verneinung und die Aufbewahrung, die Bejahung verknüpft sind]’.46
43.
44.
45.
46.

See further the conclusion to Boer 2012.
Marx 1844c, p. 175; Marx 1844d, p. 378. See also Marx 1847.
Marx 1844c, p. 182; Marx 1844d, p. 385.
Marx 1844g, p. 340; Marx 1844h, p. 581.
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If only it were so simple, but Marx is not one for comfortable simplicities. Note
the crucial sentence: ‘For Germany the criticism of religion is in the main complete, and the criticism of religion is the prerequisite of all criticism’. Here the two
senses touch another: the criticism of religion is both ‘complete [beendigt]’ and
a ‘premise’ or ‘prerequisite [Voraussetzung]’. (I take Voraussetzung as another way
of expressing Aufhebung, particularly since a prerequisite looks forward to what
follows, is merely a first step, like a preliminary course of study in, say, Dutch or
Danish that one must take before being able to make the leap to reading and
writing in a new language.) So what Marx is really saying is that religion and its
criticism must come to a completion, but only so that they may be sublated –
negated, denied, preserved and affirmed – by a completely new stage.
Marx senses that this moment has arrived in his own time and indeed in his
own thought (he was not one for lack of confidence in the face of almost insuperable odds). Much of this perception has to do with the tumultuous context in
which he studied and lived in his youth: during his years in high school, university and as a journalist, essayist and radical critic, the dominant form of public
and political debate in Germany was in terms of theology and especially the New
Testament. In fact, Marx and Engels first honed their thought in response to a
situation analogous with today, for it was dominated by the public role of religion. For a number of historical reasons, the various German states dealt with a
whole range of modern issues through Christianity and the Bible.47 While France
had the radical atheistic criticism of Voltaire and company and while England
had the deists, in Germany the debate was restricted to the nature of the Bible.
Given the inseparable nature of religion and politics in the ‘Christian state’ (as
the Prussian king, Friedrich Wilhelm IV, called it), to attack the Bible or Christianity was to attack the political status quo. So we find that the most controversial works in the early part of the nineteenth century were David Strauss’s
Das Leben Jesu, where he argued that the accounts of Jesus in the gospels are
purely mythological,48 or the arguments of the atheistic biblical critic Bruno
Bauer against the oppressive particularism of religion and for a democratic selfconsciousness,49 or Ludwig Feuerbach’s argument that religion is actually the
projection of what is best in human beings, a projection that leads us to create
an entity called ‘God’,50 or Max Stirner’s rambling criticism of everything that
inhibits the individual ego.51 Through these theological and often biblical works
47. See especially Breckman 1999.
48. Strauss 1902; Strauss 1835.
49. Bauer 1838, 1840, 1841, 1842b.
50. Feuerbach 1989, 1924.
51. Stirner 2005; Stirner 1845. Strauss, Bauer and even Feuerbach may be described as
biblical, or at least theological writers, but Stirner? For that argument in full, see Boer
2012, pp. 109–25.
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all of the central questions were debated, such as democracy, individual rights,
freedom (of the press), reason, republicanism, parliamentary representation and
so on. I cannot stress enough that these debates took place above all on the
territory of the Bible and theology. So also Marx and Engels found themselves
responding to and criticising theology.
The hints of this situation are not difficult to find in Marx’s text – ‘in Germany’,
he writes. But Marx wants to say that he will not be held back by those debates
and struggles, at least in the form that they have taken up until that time. He
and those like him will use that situation and those theological debates as a
springboard, a crucible even, for his own agenda. They – Bauer, Strauss, Stirner,
Feuerbach, or perhaps the early comrades who touted a Christian communism
such as Wilhelm Weitling, Hermann Kriege, Karl Grün and Gottfried Kinkel –
may want to carry on the criticism of religion but Marx has other interests.
One last phrase I have not touched upon until now: ‘in the main [im wesentlichen]’, or perhaps ‘in essence’. I would like to read this phrase in two directions.
One is to leave a gap for a little more criticism of religion, since it is not complete just yet. Engels would, of course, open up the gap in his later work, offering
a series of influential if flawed assessments of the Peasants’ Revolution in the
sixteenth century, Bruno Bauer, the biblical Book of Revelation and early Christianity. And in many respects, my own project in The Criticism of Heaven and
Earth has both traced and elaborated upon that opening. But another possibility
may also be squeezed out of ‘in the main’ and that is in terms of the Aufhebung
I have been tracing. The criticism of religion, as it has been practised up until
now (Marx’s ‘now’), is passé, a thing of the past, as is the argument that atheism,
or at least atheism as a mere negation, a living of one’s life without the gods and
a more-or-less evangelical assertion of such, is not a prerequisite for socialism.
Instead, socialism means the sublation of religion – a very different type of atheism from that of negation. Perhaps we may distinguish between atheism-1 and
atheism-2, where the former is the banal assertion that God does not exist (and
is thereby still a theological position), while the latter involves the Aufhebung
of religion. Unlike a string of atheists who have peremptorily declared the gods
dead and religion now an interesting archaeological artefact, Marx is not quite
ready to join the chorus of good riddances at the graveside. Not because he harbours some secret affection for religion; far from it, but he is ready to move on
to what the Aufhebung of religion implies.
A little later in the same work (the ‘Introduction’ to the Kritik) he writes, ‘The
Aufhebung of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the demand for
their real happiness’.52 Or as he puts it, with a Kantian flourish at the close of the
52. Marx 1844c, p. 176; Marx 1844d, p. 379; translation modified.
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texts over which I have been obsessing, ‘the categorical imperative to overthrow
all relations [alle Verhältnisse umzuwerfen] in which man is a debased, enslaved,
forsaken, despicable being’.53 However, in order to see how that Aufhebung
works, we need to pass through Marx’s discussion of Feuerbach.
Feuerbach and beyond
The key, worn down with many uses, to that sublation of religion appears in
the fourth thesis on Feuerbach – arguably the most concise expression of what
Marx was thinking at the time concerning religion (and perhaps a summary
of that thought in the tantalising absence of the lost manuscript A Treatise on
Christian Art).54 Alongside Strauss’s Life of Jesus, Bruno Bauer’s biblical criticism
and Marx Stirner’s The Ego and His Own, Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity
was one of the most significant texts of that turbulent era55 – one we seem, for
some strange reason, to be reliving in our own day. Marx felt that the argument
that religion and the gods were projections of human beings was a huge breakthrough.56 Feuerbach argued for an inversion: previous thought about religion
began at the wrong point, namely somewhere vaguely in the middle; instead
Feuerbach argued that God was not a pre-existing being who determined human
existence, for human beings determine God’s existence. Yet Marx also wanted
to go beyond Feuerbach on two counts. First, since human beings project religion from within themselves, the place to begin analysis is not in the heavens,
but here on earth with breathing, pulsing, loving, fighting, struggling and dying
human beings. Second, the fact that people do make such projections is a signal
that something is terribly wrong here on earth – why wish for something better
from a super-human being if the life lived here is not out of joint? If we have
our treasure in heaven, there our hearts will be, too, but that also means we do
not have the treasure of life in the here and now. Thus, the presence of religion
becomes a sign of alienation, of economic and social oppression. That needs to
be fixed. As the fourth thesis puts it:

53. Marx 1844c, p. 182; Marx 1844d, p. 385.
54. See Chapter Five for a full discussion of the lost treatise.
55. Feuerbach 1989; Feuerbach 1924.
56. Bruno Bauer’s influence should not be discounted, especially his argument that
any religion suffers from a false particularism, claiming universal status on the basis of a
particular person or group of people. See Bauer 1838, 1840, 1841, 1842b, 1843, 1850–1, 1852.
The relationship between Bauer and Marx was extensive and complex, moving from
a teacher-student relation, through a close friendship and collaboration, to sustained
polemic. Yet many years later, Bauer and Marx met up again in London and renewed
their acquaintance.
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Feuerbach starts out from the fact of religious self-estrangement, of the duplication of the world into a religious world and a secular one. His work consists
in resolving the religious world into its secular basis. But that the secular basis
lifts off from itself and establishes itself as an independent realm in the clouds
can only be explained by the inner strife and intrinsic contradictoriness of this
secular basis. The latter must, therefore, itself be both understood in its contradiction and revolutionised in practice. Thus, for instance, once the earthly
family is discovered to be the secret of the holy family, the former must then
itself be destroyed in theory and in practice.57

Projections, hypostases, returns – these are all very well, but it is the social and
political reality of those people who make the projections in the first place that
interests Marx far more. The burning question is not the fantastic projection but
the person who makes such projections in the first place. For Marx, however,
that person is not merely an individual, but one who is situated within a state
and a society. What is it about such a society that generates such fantastic projections? Simply put, any society that needs and produces such religious projections is in a bad way.
So Feuerbach’s projection leaves off the story half way, before it becomes
really interesting; what counts is the need to consider social, economic and,
I would add, the psychological and behavioural reasons for religion and religious
belief. Yet with this conclusion most sociologists and historians of religion would
agree (a sign of the continued influence of Marx). Marx goes one step further
and argues that religion is in fact the sign of an alienated social and economic
reality – and to that we need to direct our attention. Or, as Marx would put it
in the famous and oft-read ‘Introduction’ to the Kritik, we live in an ‘inverted
world’, in a ‘vale of tears’ of which religion is the ‘halo’; it is, in short, a society
riven with ‘self-estrangement [Selbstentfremdung]’.58 In the enthusiastic rush of
his discovery, Marx does not tire of repeating the same call to action in slightly
different ways: sublate illusory happiness to find real happiness; give up illusions in order to give up the situation that requires illusions; shake off the chain
and its imaginary flowers in order to pluck the real flowers; religious disillusionment is a coming to one’s senses and the basis for reason; establish the truth of
this world once the world beyond has gone.59
One sentence succinctly sums up what I wish to draw from Marx, for it
goes further than the points I have been covering until now. It comes from the
57. Marx 1845b, pp. 4–5; Marx 1845c, pp. 6–7.
58. Marx 1844c, p. 176; Marx 1844d, p. 379.
59. These phrases are drawn from those legendary sentences in Marx 1844c, pp. 175–6;
Marx 1844d, pp. 378–9.
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E conomic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, indicating precisely what Marx
meant by the Aufhebung of religion: ‘Religious estrangement [Entfremdung] as
such occurs only in the realm of consciousness, of man’s inner life, but economic
estrangement [Entfremdung] is that of real life; its sublation [Aufhebung] therefore embraces both aspects’.60 Aufhebung – negation, preservation, affirmation –
of religion is not merely a passing-through religion with a whole new destination
in mind; no, Aufhebung actually involves both religious and economic alienation,
the one of consciousness, the other of the tough realities of life. Rather than passing from one to the other (here my train analogy breaks down), it ‘embraces both
aspects’. We have come a long way from the atheologians, neo-atheists or even
the religionists of my initial semiotic square. If this is atheism, then it is certainly
a very different type compared to the atheism with which we are accustomed.
I am by no means the first to trek through these texts, so I have travelled
lightly, not burdening myself with more than the bare necessities in order to
identify what Marx means by atheism and the Aufhebung of religion.61 By way
of transition to the remainder of the chapter, let me close with an example of
how that sublation works itself out in Marx’s texts.62 It comes from a barely
used trail in his writing; not so much because it lies hidden in an out-of-the-way
corner, drawing perhaps the occasional intrepid reader who is prepared to pull
away the cobwebs and dust off the treasure. I speak of the vitally important yet
dreadfully neglected third section of The German Ideology on Max Stirner. Here
both Marx and Engels offer a page-by-page and often sentence-by-sentence critique of Stirner’s effort to produce an entirely new world-historical narrative that
turns on the radical individual human ego.63 Patience has its own rewards, for
what strikes the persistent reader is that the long struggle with Stirner is very
much a theological struggle; one has only to look at the structure of Marx and
Engels’s criticism, moving through the major books of the Bible and quoting the
Bible ad nauseam, criticising Stirner’s prophetic role and theological dabbling,
to see that what is at stake is religion. The outcome: out of that intense struggle
with Stirner’s theological residue the first clear statement of historical materialism arose. Marx and Engels cut, plane, sandpaper and shape the key pieces of
what would become the comprehensive analytical tool of historical materialism,
replete with its treatments of class, modes of production, a schema for world
history and the lever of that history – the contradictions in class, economics
and modes of production. As it is now, that statement turns up in the second
and third sections of the first chapter on Feuerbach, where the most significant
60.
61.
62.
63.

Marx 1844g, p. 275; Marx 1844h, p. 515; translation modified.
For a much fuller discussion see Boer 2012, pp. 140–5.
I elaborate upon this example in the first part of Chapter Four.
Stirner 2005; Stirner 1845.
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replies to Stirner were gathered in the second draft of the text. But my point
is that it emerged through an effort not merely at countering, but through an
Aufhebung of Stirner’s theological and economic arguments, an Aufhebung, if
you will, of religious and economic alienation.
Freedom of conscience?
All of these theoretical concerns did not merely arise out of Marx’s head as he
worked his way through mountains of tobacco and bottomless pots of coffee, for
they were responses to immediate practical and tactical concerns. Two issues
demanded attention from these struggles, the one concerning the policies of
the First International and the other concerning freedom of conscience – the
two are not unrelated. But what were those very practical struggles? They were
part of Marx’s experience while editing of the Rheinische Zeitung and its tussles
with the conservative Protestant and Roman Catholic rags such as the Kölnische
Zeitung, the Rhein- und Mosel-Zeitung, the Münchener politische Blätter or the
Trier’sche Zeitung. Or they involved the heavily Christian nature of the early
communism that infiltrated the Prussian borders from France, especially with
leaders such as Wilhelm Weitling, Hermann Kriege, Karl Grün and Gottfried
Kinkel.64 Then again, there were intense struggles within the First International,
where, apart from these religiously-inspired socialists (Weitling turns up as a
signatory on the some of the early circulars from the executive), Marx and Engels
often fought against two tendencies. So we find that in that intense altercation
with Bakunin and the anarchists, the International steered clear of declaring an
explicitly atheistic position. The reason: the trigger-happy Bakunin and company
wanted to make atheism an article of political faith, dispense with all cults and
replace it all with science. In response to the proposal by Bakunin – ‘The Alliance
declares itself atheist; it wants abolition of cults, substitution of science for faith
and human justice for divine justice’ – Marx observes, ‘As if one could declare
by royal decree abolition of faith!’65
The tousle-haired Bakunin might have wanted the International to pin an
atheist label to all the coat pockets of members, but there were also former
comrades such as Jules Favre or Mazzini who accused the International of precisely such a position. It seems as though the International could not win: it was
either not atheist enough or it was too atheist. In response to the latter, Engels
64. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 484–530; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 473–520;
Marx and Engels 1852a; Marx and Engels 1852b; Marx and Engels 1850a, pp. 528–32; Marx
and Engels 1850b, pp. 459–63.
65. Marx 1868, p. 208. See further Marx 1872, p. 142; Engels 1872a, pp. 275–6; Engels
1872b, pp. 169–70; Engels 1870a; Engels 1870b; Marx and Engels 1873a, p. 460; Marx and
Engels 1873b, p. 335.
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observes: ‘As to the charges against the International, they are either untrue or
absurd, with regard to the first that it wants to make atheism compulsory, that
is untrue’.66 Add to all of this the accusations by frightened governments, their
grovelling agents and the press that the International was a vast and monstrous
conspiracy about to overthrow religion; or, as the interviewer from the Chicago
Tribune put it to Marx, ‘You and your followers, Dr. Marx, have been credited
with all sorts of incendiary speeches against religion’, so much so that ‘you would
like to see the whole system destroyed, root and branch’. To which Marx replies
with a pause and a smile: ‘We know . . . that violent measures against religion are
nonsense; but this is an opinion: as Socialism grows, religion will disappear’.67
Aufhebung for popular consumption perhaps, but the refusal of the International to promulgate a decree in favour of atheism has at least two reasons: first,
any campaign against religious belief is actually a diversion from communist
agitation, for it slips into the idealist assumption that the cause of all our ills is
religion, that it is evil number one against which we must engage in an almighty
battle of beliefs; second, the International actually took up a position that can
only be described as radical freedom of conscience. Freedom of conscience? Is
that not a central plank of liberalism, in which I can have my beliefs in this
corner and you can have yours over there (the need for a brick-veneer house,
double-car garage, mortgage, sex toys, 2.4 children and so on)? Does it not presume the primacy of the sacrosanct and private individual – you’re cool, I’m cool
and we’ll all sing Kumbayah? Let us see what Marx and then Rosa Luxemburg
have to say.
In a revealing interview with The World newspaper, Marx was asked what he
thought of religion. In reply, he distinguishes between the International and his
own position. So he begins by saying, ‘On that point I cannot speak in the name
of the society’. But then he clarifies: ‘I myself am an atheist. . . . It is startling,
no doubt, to hear such an avowal in England, but there is some comfort in the
thought that it need not be made in a whisper in either Germany or France’.68 Is
this a prosaic expression of freedom of conscience on matters of religious belief ?
I would suggest so, although Marx was ambivalent on the question of freedom
of conscience. For example, in an early essay, Comments on the Latest Prussian
Censorship Instruction, he makes the anti-censorship argument that religion is an
inviolable ‘subjective frame of mind [subjectiven Gesinnung]’.69 As an argument
against censorship, this position is perfectly understandable: at least some areas
must be defended against the encroachments of the censor, particularly when
66.
67.
68.
69.

Engels 1871a, p. 608; Engels 1871c, p. 28; Engels 1871b, p. 164.
Marx 1879, p. 576.
Marx 1871c, pp. 605–6.
Marx 1843a, p. 121; Marx 1843b, p. 109.
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the state is a conservative ‘Christian state’, with its deeply reactionary set of censorship laws (from the Federal Diet of 1835) that originally targeted revolutionary
ideas from France (especially Saint-Simonism after the Revolution of 1830) but
were soon extended to any criticism of the state or the church,70 as well as an
eager and snarling press pack ready to tear any dissenter to pieces. Indeed, the
censor – with whom Marx had more run-ins than he cared to remember – was
guilty of the worst hubris, shoving God off his pedestal and seeking to judge
people’s hearts in his place.
A hasty assessment of this argument by Marx would be to point out that he
wrote it in 1843, when he was still burdened with a few too many liberal (and even
Hegelian) assumptions. He did, after all, work for a newspaper, the Rheinische
Zeitung, backed by the liberal burghers of Cologne. But that would be too hasty.
Many years later (1875), when Marx came to write his Critique of the Gotha Programme, he attacked the platform of freedom of conscience [Gewissensfreiheit]
as an old liberal watchword. But now his comments become exceedingly interesting, for while he blasts the hypocrisy of liberalism, he also hints at a more radical freedom of conscience. As for hypocrisy: ‘bourgeois “freedom of conscience”
is nothing but the toleration of all possible kinds of unfreedom of conscience’.
Only some religions, or in fact the variations on one religion – Christianity – are
free to worship. Jews may be tolerated, but only just. God forbid that one should
want to choose Islam, or Hinduism or even atheism. The workers’ party should
have nothing to do with such a stance. But then, what it might want to do is
take the slogan literally, to the immense discomfort of liberals: ‘Everyone should
be able to attend to his religious as well as his bodily needs without the police
sticking their noses in’. And that includes the freedom to ‘liberate the conscience
from the witchery of religion’,71 should one so wish.
Pay close attention: Marx initially seems to dismiss the whole idea of freedom
of conscience as a useless item of liberal ideology, but then he takes another
step. A radical freedom of conscience is actually quite uncomfortable for bourgeois liberals, for it would thus entail being able to hold whatever religious, political or economic position one wished – which would thoroughly ‘transgress’ the
bourgeois position. The word Marx uses here – überschreiten – is actually quite
important. At the close of his comments he offers this sarcastic aside: ‘But one
chooses not to transgress the “bourgeois” level [Man beliebt aber das “bürgerliche”
Niveau nicht zu überschreiten]’.72 Now, überschreiten has the sense of crossing,
exceeding, coming close to the sense of Aufhebung that I have been tracing in
70. See Rose 1984, pp. 5–23.
71. All quotations are from Marx 1891a, p. 98; Marx 1891b, p. 31.
72. Ibid.
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this chapter. In other words, Marx is saying that a radical freedom of conscience
passes well beyond, transgresses even its limited liberal sense.73
In order to gain a sense of what that radical freedom of conscience might
mean, I draw on two elaborations, one from Žižek (with some significant help
from Lenin and Claude Lefort) and the other from Rosa Luxemburg. From Žižek
comes the distinction between actual freedom and formal freedom. Formal
freedom is an apparent freedom, one where the range of choices seems open
but they are in fact limited by the boundaries of a particular situation, of existing economic and political coordinates. In opposition to such limited freedom,
Lenin would always ask whose interest is served by ‘freedom’: ‘Freedom – yes,
but for whom? To do what?’74 And the purpose was to keep open the possibility
of actual freedom, especially in the difficult moment of revolution when it was
far too easy to back down and feel that one has gone far enough. Actual freedom,
then, is the ability to transcend or transgress the particular context in question.
It sees the various presuppositions and limits of a situation for what they are
and undermines their claim to constitute the absolute horizon of thought and
action. In other words, actual freedom is not the choice between two or more
options – say, between two types of cheese at the shop (usually made by the
same company) – within a limited situation, but the option of altering that situation. Žižek takes Lenin’s distinction and goes on to apply it to Badiou’s Being
(formal freedom) and event (actual freedom), and the Apostle Paul’s law and
grace – the ‘given coordinates’ of a situation (Being, law or formal freedom) must
be opposed by the effort to overthrow those coordinates (event, actual freedom
and grace). However, I would like to apply them to Marx’s comments on freedom
of conscience: the bourgeois version is obviously formal freedom, for it sets up
such freedom only within the limited possibilities of a capitalist situation. In
this light, freedom of religion will only ever mean certain types of acceptable
religions, or, for that matter, political options (existing political parties within
a given system). By contrast, a radical freedom of conscience transgresses such
a limited approach by asserting the full range of choices, above all the one that
changes the coordinates of the situation in which freedom of conscience was
initially promulgated.
The second elaboration comes from a far too neglected text by Rosa Luxemburg, Socialism and the Churches. Responding to the large number of recent
recruits to the German Social-Democratic Party and the rabid vilifications of it
at the hands of the clergy (nothing much has changed on that score), she writes:
‘And here is the answer to all the attacks of the clergy: social democracy in no way
73. For a further discussion of Marx’s idea of the communist ‘association of free individuals’, see Yu and Chu 2001.
74. See Žižek 2001b, p. 114; see also Lenin 1976, pp. 282–3.
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fights against religious beliefs. On the contrary, it demands complete freedom of
conscience for every individual and the widest possible toleration for every faith
and every opinion’.75 More is going on here than calming the consciences of
new members with strong religious commitments, for Luxemburg sees that ‘liberty of conscience’ is a radical position – ‘complete freedom of conscience’, she
writes, and ‘the widest possible toleration’. She realises full well that she cannot attack the brutal censorship of the Czarist régime, which persecuted Jews,
Roman Catholics, heretics and freethinkers in Russia and Russian-controlled
Poland, and she cannot challenge the church’s efforts to control people’s beliefs
by whatever means available, from state power to the Inquisition, and then argue
that the socialists should act in exactly the same way with their members. Unlike
all of them, she argues, we assert freedom of conscience.
However, there is a double paradox in freedom of conscience that shows up
in both Marx’s and Luxemburg’s texts. The first is that the slogan of ‘freedom
of conscience’ seems to produce the opposite in the limited form in which we
know it today. So, when Friedrich von Hayek or Milton Friedman76 argue for a
link between freedom and capitalism, or freedom of conscience and freedom of
speech with the so-called ‘free market’, it uncannily ends up being oppressive,
producing widespread exploitation, poverty and environmental destruction. Or,
in the hands of United States imperialism, ‘freedom’ becomes the ideological justification for invasion and occupation – without even seeing the contradiction,
or perhaps in utmost cynicism, they seek to impose ‘freedom’ on countries (most
recently Afghanistan and Iraq), with disastrous consequences.
There is, however, a second and far more interesting paradox – or rather, a
properly dialectical point. As a movement that operates primarily from a collective perspective, one would expect that freedom of conscience would be far
from such a programme – at least if one believes the critics of socialism such as
Hayek, for whom collective will is actually a cover for the imposition of a dictator’s will. By contrast, a fully collective programme is precisely one that does
not seek to impose the will of one over the other. It involves, rather, a complex
effort to allow each one in the collective to express his or her beliefs, foibles and
obsessions without the imposition of control and censorship. As for the dialectical point: rather than throwing out the baby of freedom of conscience with the
bathwater of liberal ideology, a fully collective programme will enable the full
realisation of freedom of conscience. Or, to put it in the terms that Marx first
suggested, a full freedom of conscience breaks through the confines of liberal
ideology to a much more radical position.
75. Luxemburg 1970, p. 152; Luxemburg 1982, p. 46; translation modified.
76. Hayek 1960; Friedman 2002.
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Anti-clericalism
Alongside freedom of conscience, another practical component of a materialising theology worth its salt is anti-clericalism, which must immediately be distinguished from atheism. A decent bout of anti-clericalism is always necessary
and exceedingly satisfying, if not pleasurable. For example, Engels could, given
his background and intimate knowledge of the church, produce some delightful observations. In bed with the ruling classes, whether the remnants of the
older nobility or the new bourgeoisie, priests often join a list of the corrupt:
‘Gendarmes, priests, lawyers, bureaucrats, lords of the manor in cheerful profusion and a total absence of any and every industry, so that one could barely
conceive what all these parasitic plants live on, were there no counterpart in
the wretchedness of the peasants’.77 And in one of his engaging pieces on the
military, Engels engages in a tally of available men for service, making the following delightful comment on the exemption of theologians from armed service
in Prussia:
Let us take this further. 1,638 men were deferred or exempted as theologians.
Why theologians should be too grand to serve is incomprehensible. On the
contrary, a year’s army service, living in the open air, and contact with the outside world can only benefit them. So without more ado we will recruit them;
1/3 of the total number for the current year, with 3/4 unfit, still leaves 139 men
to be included.78

Marx too could fire off a sharp remark, a skill he picked up when writing as a
journalist and editor for the Rheinische Zeitung in the early 1840s. For instance,
commenting on the Paris Commune and the clergy, he writes: ‘The priests were
sent back to the recesses of private life, there to feed upon the alms of the faithful in imitation of their predecessors, the Apostles’.79 Or when he found himself
on a train between Cologne and Frankfurt, he encountered a Roman Catholic
priest (by the name of Mutzelberger), who loosened his tongue after Marx gave
him a few swigs of his brandy bottle. At this point, ‘the Holy Ghost came to my
aid’, for Marx was able to get quite a bit from him.80
Unfortunately, I can offer only a few out of a myriad of such comments,
although one can find long hours of amusement reading them in the works of
Marx and Engels, along with Luther and Calvin, Spinoza and Voltaire and many
others. I long for a work that catalogues the best of them, especially since my
77. Engels 1856a, p. 49; Engels 1856b, p. 56.
78. Engels 1865a, p. 47; Engels 1865b, p. 47.
79. Marx 1871a, p. 332; Marx 1871b, p. 335.
80. Marx 1875a, pp. 84–5; Marx 1875b, pp. 8–9. See the full list of anti-clerical comments in the work of Marx and Engels in Boer 2012, pp. 37–9.
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own background (Reformed or Calvinist, albeit of a wayward type) made anticlericalism its bread and butter. And I know the church and its small-minded
bureaucrats only too well: the smarmy bishop who leans back, resplendent in his
purple, and smiles broadly while quietly inserting the knife; the petty power brokers, who make secular government look tame in their efforts, gain control over
church coffers; the clerical apologist for the church’s appropriation of the latest
style of employer tactics, claiming that it will produce better conditions for all
those who work for the church; the carer of souls who enacts endless emotional
and psychic torture, all in the name of God’s compassion. After all, the church
has had a good two millennia to refine its skills, focusing on one’s most sensitive
spot, turning it on the rack and extracting grovelling obedience. Or, as Marx put
it: ‘General exploitation of communal human nature, just as every imperfection
in man, is a bond with heaven – giving the priest access to his heart’.81
Yet, I should reiterate that anti-clericalism is not to be confused with atheism. Anti-clericalism is decidedly not the preserve of secular critics, especially
on the Left, for it should also be very much part of any theological reflection.
One should never tire of castigating, mocking and uncovering corrupt and
venal clergy. But now I can also offer a re-reading of the neo-atheists, in part at
least, for I read their works, despite the flaws and evangelical zeal, as the latest
round of Enlightenment anti-clericalism: where they elide the two, I distinguish
between attacks on religion in the name of atheism and criticisms of the clergy
of mosques, synagogues and churches. The latter is by far the most productive.
Yet, by reading these neo-atheists in this way I have tied them ever more closely
in the web of a theological debate they so desperately wish to escape.
Protest atheism and theism
One item remains on my preliminary list for a materialising theology: what may
be called protest atheism, which is where I would locate a viable role for atheism within any theology. In the face of all the abuses justified by theology, all
the oppression for which theology is the theory, all the reactionary forms that
system of thought has taken and all the craven bowing to power and wealth of
which theologians have been guilty, atheism becomes a protest. The church can
be a cruel institution, screwing up lives and perverting social relations, so much
so that its various branches seem to have a reactionary default. In this context,
atheism is a necessary protest. But I also suggest that such protest atheism is
indispensable for any theology that is honest with itself.
This protest atheism has a long and venerable pedigree, although the operative term is protest. On that score, for any protest atheism one may also find a
81. Marx 1844g, p. 307; Marx 1844h, p. 547.
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comparably protesting theism. As Marx observes in that oft-cited statement:
‘Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the expression of real suffering
but also the protest against real suffering [Das religiöse Elend ist in einem der
Ausdruck des wirklichen Elendes und in einem die Protestation gegen das wirkliche
Elend]’.82 And Engels, too, with his argument that Christianity was originally a
revolutionary movement that appealed to the poor, slaves and proletariat of the
Roman Empire,83 along with his efforts to claim Thomas Müntzer as a revolutionary precursor,84 fills out this protest dimension of Christianity, so much so
that he goes beyond Marx. Luxemburg (briefly) and Kautsky with his encyclopaedic predilections, would take Engels’s arguments much further and create a
militant tradition of religious protest,85 and now these arguments reappear in
our own time with the work of Alain Badiou and Slavoj Žižek.86
However, since I will have much more to say about these arguments in the
chapter on ambivalence, I prefer to focus on two of the most articulate proponents of protest atheism. The first is Ernst Bloch, especially with his ingenious
argument that Christianity has within it a tendency towards atheism.87 He is,
of course, fully aware of the anachronism – it would be like claiming that the
dream of a suburban, brick-veneer home was something that we inherited from
the Greeks – but Bloch takes the term in a distinctly political sense. Any protest against the oppressive deity of the Bible, the one who sanctions theocratic
tyrants such as Moses, Aaron, David, Solomon or Herod, is an implicitly atheistic
protest. In the various myths of the Bible, Bloch discerns an alternative tradition,
one that challenges, at times wins over the oppressors, but more often suffers the
punishment for rebellion or ‘sin’ – Eve in the garden, Cain, the builders of Babel,
the murmurings in the wilderness, the revolts of Korah and Miriam, Job’s cry for
some justice, the Nazirites and their ascetic vows, the apocalyptic words of Jesus
and the blood-curdling and lurid images of the apocalypse all give voice to an
element of protest against the rulers and the God who would protect them. For
Bloch this protest becomes a protest against a particular image of an all-powerful
God, one of the secret police and white guards, and so one with whom we could
well do without.
It seems to me that Horkheimer provides a step beyond Bloch, especially in
his essay ‘Theism and Atheism’.88 Horkheimer traces the way both theism and
82. Marx 1844c, p. 175; Marx 1844d, p. 378; translation modified.
83. Engels 1894–5c; Engels 1894–5d.
84. Engels 1850a; Engels 1850b.
85. Luxemburg 1970; Luxemburg 1982; Kautsky 2007; Kautsky 1977; Kautsky 1947b;
Kautsky 1947c; Kautsky and Lafargue 1977.
86. Badiou 2003b; Badiou 1997; Žižek 2000; Žižek 2001b; Žižek 2003.
87. Bloch 1972; Bloch 1968. See also Moltmann 2000a.
88. Horkheimer 1996, pp. 34–50; Horkheimer 1985g. See also Horkheimer 1989b;
Bracht, Brückner, Horkheimer, Mitscherlich and Oxenius 1989.
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atheism may form the substance of protest and the means of oppression. For
Horkheimer, an atheism that resists a compromised religion which has done a
deal with the devil of state power is a protest atheism: ‘Atheism was once a sign
of inner independence and incredible courage, and it continues to be one in
authoritarian and semi-authoritarian countries where it is regarded as a symptom of the hated liberal spirit’.89 What counts is resistance. Any political or social
structure that follows the well-oiled groove of oppression must be opposed: religion may do so in the name of allegiance to a totally other, but so also may atheism, especially in light of ponderous cathedrals, prayers for kings, queens and
tyrants, state services for the deaths of leaders, the all too common links between
property, priests and ruling classes, and indeed church-inspired nationalism.
Horkheimer is fully aware that modern atheism has arrived late on the
scene, struggling to gain imaginative traction.90 So the metaphysical atheism
of the Enlightenment or the replacement of God with nature did not get past
the circles of cigar-smoking and wine-bibbing radical intellectuals. However,
when the context changed, when nation-states came into being, scientific knowledge and technological know-how grew exponentially, populations exploded,
world wars took us to new lows of depravity, and, above all, multi-national capitalism spread its web, then was atheism able to produce a historical narrative
and gain the institutional power it needed. The catch is that when atheism did
achieve its long-sought-after status, it betrayed its oppositional stance in the very
same way that Christianity itself had done once it slipped into the seat of power.
Now atheism became a state ideology, was institutionalised and became fat with
the spoils of power. The manifestation of such a nightmarish outcome was for
Horkheimer – at least in his time – fascism, but the point is that atheism, like
theism, may easily become an authoritarian power.
The point of all this is that the line of opposition cuts not between atheism
and theism, but between betrayal and resistance, oppression and protest. Atheism and theism may, at various times, end up on one or other side of that line.
There is no doubt as to which side Horkheimer prefers: ‘The idea of a better
world has not only been given shape in theological treatises, but often just as
well in the so-called “nihilistic” works – the critique of political economy, the
theory of Marx and Engels, psychoanalysis – works which have been blacklisted,
whether in the east or in the west, and provoked the wrath of the mighty as the
inflammatory speeches of Christ did among his contemporaries’.91 Therefore,
89. Horkheimer 1996, p. 49; Horkheimer 1985g, p. 185.
90. See Horkheimer 1996, pp. 41–5; Horkheimer 1985g, pp. 178–82.
91. Horkheimer 1996, pp. 48–9; Horkheimer 1985g, p. 185. Further, ‘Those who professed themselves to be atheists at a time when religion was still in power tended to
identify themselves more deeply with the theistic commandment to love one’s neighbour
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we need to read the situation carefully: when a religion becomes the ideology of
a power structure, as we find in medieval states or in the long years of absolute
monarchy in Europe, and when it actively sets out to pursue, round up, condemn, expel and execute those who do not toe the line, then atheism becomes
an oppositional stand, along with those religions which have been proscribed.
But if atheism succeeds in ousting all religion and becomes in its own turn the
dominant ideology of a repressive state apparatus, then religion itself becomes a
position of opposition to such a situation.
Perhaps the most significant ramification of Horkheimer’s argument is that
theism and atheism – as he tends to call the pair – may form what I have elsewhere called a politics of alliance.92 While Horkheimer directs his comments at
the historical alliance between atheism and the Left (at least from the time following Marx and Engels), my argument is directed at both the secular Left and
the religious Left. Both may indeed find common ground in the struggle against
forms of coercion and tyranny – as we find in the common struggle of some
of the Christian churches and the Communist Party in South Africa during the
apartheid era, or as we find today in the links between Christian, Muslim and
Left groups in the Palestinian resistance against Israeli state oppression, or as we
encounter in the anti-globalisation movement, where religiously-inspired radicals join with the coalition of the Left in opposing the depredations of capitalism
and enacting the possibility of another world.93

Conclusion
I will keep this brief: out of the various possibilities for atheism and theology, the
most promise lies in a materialising theology, in which theology, without shying
away and becoming defensive, is taken all the way through historical materialism. This process provides us with what Marx called the Aufhebung of religion,
the sublation of not only religion, but of both religious and economic alienation.
And that led me to a reassessment of freedom of conscience, a call for the necessary role of anti-clericalism, as well as the realisation that the crucial opposition is not between atheism and theism, but between resistance and oppression,
between protest and doing deals in the boardroom. Both theism and atheism
have been and continue to appear on both sides, but I for one side with protest
theism and atheism.
and indeed all created things than most adherents and fellow-travellers of the various
denominations’ (Horkheimer 1996, pp. 49–50; Horkheimer 1985g, pp. 185–6).
92. Boer 2007b, pp. 33–49.
93. See also Horkheimer’s comments on the common ground of Marxism and Christianity in Horkheimer 1985m, p. 299; Horkheimer 1985o, pp. 312–13.
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I close on a different note, one which uncannily illustrates my last point. In
the first years of the early church, Christians were dubbed by the Romans atheioi,
atheists. They were, in the eyes of the majority, suspicious characters, rumoured
to engage in human sacrifice, anti-social activities, disrespect for civil order and
insurrection. Above all, they did not believe in the gods, offer them sacrifices or
show them any respect. Apart from the point that monotheism is closer to atheism than one might at first suspect (at one remove, in fact), what catches my
attention with this polemic against the early Christians is a grain of truth: they
were rabble-rousers, threats to good social order; in short, there is an element of
resistance and protest that the Romans picked up. And that possibility may be
found in either theism or atheism.

Chapter Two
Myth

The question here is not of the death-of-fantasy
as such, but of the destruction and deliverance of
myth in a single dialectical moment . . .1

After the opening discussion of theism, atheism and
theology, the next three chapters form a unit. I begin
with the question of myth, especially what I call political myth, and then move on to political ambivalence,
both of which are central features of the difficult affair
of Marxism and Christianity. However, I am interested not merely in the workings of myth and political ambivalence, which I explore at some length in
this and the following chapter, but also in the simple
question of why? Why is Christianity given to political
myths and why is that religious tradition torn so often
between reactionary and revolutionary tendencies? In
order to answer those questions, I turn in the fourth
chapter to consider the question of history.
As for myth, it is not restricted to a religion like
Christianity, for Marxism too has its share of political
myths, although I have come across a good number
of Marxists who react quite negatively to the suggestion. Indeed, myth is not an obvious topic for those
accustomed to the firm ground of reason and rational
political agents, the banishing of shadows with the
Enlightenment or the staunch secularism of the Left.
Nevertheless, as will become clear in this chapter, I do
not argue a minimal position, namely that myth has a
1. Bloch 1972, p. 37; Bloch 1968, p. 67. Translation modified.
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knack of appearing when theology and Marxism rub together, for I prefer the
stronger position that myth is inescapable and even sorely needed within both.
The subject matter of this chapter falls into three main sections: the political
nature of myth, with a warning from Adorno and a bringing into relief of Bloch’s
discernment of myth for the sake of identifying the cunning of myth; a comprehensive strengthening of the anticipatory and utopian function of myth by
means of a motley collection of arguments that runs all the way from Georges
Sorel, through Althusser, Badiou, Deleuze and Guattari, to the analogical argument for God’s existence; and then three examples, drawn from Barthes, Jameson
and Christian communism, of the utopian drive of political myth.
This rather long argument requires a prolegomenon, largely because the
chapter represents a significant development of an earlier argument concerning political myth.2 In order to set the scene, I offer a brief sketch of that earlier
argument, as well as situate what I call poligonic (or political) myth within the
traditional designations of myth in terms of theogony, cosmogony and anthropogony. The final part of the prolegomenon draws upon the work of Bruce Lincoln, who identifies a deep ambivalence in the opposition between mythos and
logos in the Greek heritage of those terms. In doing so, I engage in some subversive etymology in order to dig out alternative possibilities, an act that also
undermines the classicist assumptions of such etymologies (as I mentioned in
the Introduction).
Before I go any further, a brief word is needed on the relation between ideology and myth, between ideology critique and myth criticism. Is myth analysis
really another version of the well-honed critique of ideology? At one level, it
could be argued that myth is a subset of ideology, especially if we take Lincoln’s
definition of myth as ‘ideology in narrative form’. Thus, myth in its various shapes
takes its place alongside the other subsets of ideology such as literature, philosophy, religion, custom, and so on. Further, we could apply to myth the well-oiled
distinction I mentioned in the Introduction, between ‘critical’ and ‘descriptive’
approaches, between the critique of ideology as false consciousness (which then
needs correction) and the understanding of ideology as an inescapable feature
of human existence. If so, then all we need do is apply to myth the various categories of ideological analysis – Marx, Lenin, Gramsci, Althusser, at least to begin
with – and leave it at that. At this point theological suspicion, which I discussed
at some length in the Introduction, comes into play: myth criticism is one form
that such a suspicion may take. The upshot is that myth criticism has the same
relation to ideology critique as theological suspicion, namely as a subset with
its own particular identity. In other words, Mythologiekritik should occupy a
2. Boer 2009d, pp. 9–35. This chapter also draws and elaborates on scattered elements
of Boer 2007a, Boer 2009b, and Boer 2010a.
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separate seat from Ideologiekritik, even if they are within earshot of one another.
Once given some space, myth criticism may pursue its own path, characterised
in my own discussion by an astute cunning, by its nature as the powerful fiction
of a completed truth and by the virtual power of its reverse causality. In what
follows I explore these terms in much more depth to show how they work in
developing the idea of political myth.

Prolegomenon
When it comes to definitions of myth, I prefer the shortest: myth is an important
story. Sacrifice brevity and we enter the manifold and criss-crossing paths of
valiant but desperate efforts to produce a catch-all definition.3 But I do need to
reflect on two common understandings of myth, one that myths are by definition false and simultaneously speak of a deeper truth and the other that myths
are (usually) ancient stories that concern origins. I will have more to say on
the fiction/deeper-truth dichotomy when I come to discuss the tension between
mythos and logos.
Poligony
As far as ancient founding or origin myths are concerned, it is customary to distinguish between theogonic, cosmogonic and anthropogonic myths: stories concerning the origins of the gods, the cosmos and the human beings. The ancient
Babylonian myth, Enuma Elish, contains all three in glorious detail, beginning
with the generation of the gods, the conflict between them (especially Marduk’s
vanquishing of his mother Tiamat) and then moving on to tell how the world
and then, as an afterthought, how human beings were created.4 Or, to use an
example with which I am extremely familiar (as a sometime biblical scholar),
the creation myths of the Hebrew Bible forgo the theogonic element (although

3. Northrop Frye offers a refreshingly concise definition with which I can agree: ‘myth
is a form of imaginative and creative thinking’ (Frye 1982, p. 35), which is slightly better
than Lincoln’s ‘ideology in narrative form’ (Lincoln 2000, p. 207). But then, a few years
later, Frye succumbed to the temptation to be more encyclopaedic: myth tells a society
‘the important things for that society to know about their gods, their traditional history, the origins of their custom and class structure’ (Frye 1990, p. 30). Here Frye falls
in with the crowd, which includes those dreadful followers of Mircea Eliade and the
Chicago School of History of Religions, who seek an all-embracing definition that tries to
cover narrative, subject matter, cultural status (myths as true for a distinct community)
and social functions (ideology). See further Flood 2002, pp. 2–6.
4. Pritchard (ed.) 1955, pp. 60–72. See further Boer 2006c.
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there are still echoes in the stories of Genesis and the poetic material of Job),5
but the other two are present, famously in the two accounts of creation in
Genesis 1 and 2.
What, then, of the poligonic? If we stay with the example of the Hebrew Bible,
then, in order to see how a political tone enters the accounts of creation in the
Bible, we need to move beyond the common assumption (at least for many biblical scholars) that myth is restricted to the first eleven chapters of Genesis. Instead,
I suggest that the whole account from Genesis to Joshua, from creation through
exile, exodus and on to the Promised Land, is a complex political myth.6 At this
level, the text resembles the political myth of Enuma Elish, the final concern of
which is to indicate that Babylon has been established as the city of the gods
and that the kingship flows in a direct line from the warrior god, Marduk. And
when we consider the whole stretch of text from Genesis to Joshua, two features
of the narrative become obvious. Firstly, the anthropogonic element of this myth
ceases to be restricted to the male and female pair (a focus that smacks more of
foreign heterosexual sensibilities and the bourgeois nuclear family) and becomes
decidedly collective. Here, we find seemingly endless genealogies, the first beginning in Genesis and the last finishing in Joshua after passing through a book that
is by and large devoted to genealogies, namely Numbers. Even the genealogies,
overwhelming as they are in a way that often sends one off to sleep, are but one
element in a far larger collective anthropogony. Once we have moved on from
the descendants of Abraham, Sarah and Hagar in Genesis and open the pages of
Exodus, the text deals not with individuals but a people, the children of Israel.
And just when we think we have finally, after interminable delay, arrived at the
point of the birth of the people, we are in for a much longer wait as this people
gradually becomes a state.
By now we are in the midst of what I have called the poligonic. Cosmogony
and anthropogony are also very much the concern of poligony and my efforts to
separate the threads only show how closely they are wound together. Of course,
5. What seems to have happened is that the genealogies of the gods have become the
genealogies of men (and I use the term quite deliberately): thus the phrase ‘these are
the genealogies of the heavens and the earth when they were created’ at the beginning
of the second creation narrative in Genesis 2:4 finds its echo in ‘This is the book of the
genealogies of Adam’ (Genesis 5:1) that then winds its way through the narrative until
Terah, the father of Abram in Genesis 11:24–6. Again and again we find ‘these are the
genealogies of . . .’ in a way that purports to be about human beings and yet is saturated
with the theogonic.
6. In this respect I follow Brenner, who describes it as an ‘inauguration myth’ or
a ‘liberation-cum-inauguration myth’ (Brenner 1994, p. 11), and Lemche, for whom
it is, along with the story of the Exile to Babylon, a ‘foundation myth’ (Lemche 1998,
pp. 86–132). Even Dever can write, ‘No scholar, revisionist or otherwise, thinks these
materials anything other than “myth” ’ (Dever 2001, p. 98, n. 1).
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the narrative of the birth of a people and then of a state is poligonic – this is
stating the obvious. But let me outline the main themes of such a poligonic narrative. The first is the perpetually delayed double-promise to Abraham: in an
increasingly frenetic tempo, God promises Abraham, the ‘father of many’, that
a great people will issue from his loins and that they will have a land of their
own. The first may, with much procrastination, appear with the arrival in Egypt
(when they are without a land) and the second is realised only with the conquest of Canaan in the Book of Joshua. The other three themes are the escape
from Egypt, wandering in the wilderness and conquest of the land. Fundamental
themes of so many political myths that draw upon these texts, the escape from
Egypt marks firstly the constitution of a people, with its own leadership, ritual
and religious identity. The wilderness then brings about the birth of a state, landless, in exile, but a state nonetheless: here we have the law from Mount Sinai, of
which most of the instructions (Exodus 23–7) concern the construction of the
Tabernacle, priestly roles and vestments, the establishment of a judiciary (the
70 elders of Exodus 18), a body of religious professionals and an army. All of
which puts them in a somewhat ready state for the third and final theme – the
conquest of the land under Joshua. As many biblical critics have pointed out, the
Promised Land permeates the text that precedes its narrative arrival, for many of
the 613 laws make little sense except for a settled people involved in the annual
cycles of agriculture.
The poligonic is, then, an inescapable feature of the long and multi-faceted
myth in the Bible that runs from Genesis to Joshua; indeed, the poligonic permeates that text in a way that makes the theogonic, cosmogonic and anthropogonic
subsidiary. And so it has been with the political myths that have drawn their
inspiration from these texts, whether they were the myths of absolute monarchy in Europe, or the emerging nation-states after the French Revolution, or
the underlying narratives of conquest and state formation from the Americas
to Africa.
Yet, all of this merely situates my argument for political myth within the conventional understandings of myth as ancient and not-so-ancient tales of origin.
In my Political Myth, I sought to go beyond such terms and develop, at least in
preliminary fashion, a theory of political myth which might then be applied,
critically, to situations in our own day, such as Australian and US foreign policy
and the struggles over climate change. I do not wish to re-enter those debates
here, save to summarise the theoretical argument, which acts a backdrop to the
further developments of this chapter. In that argument, I sought to develop a dialectical theory of myth that is indebted to Marxist, feminist and psychoanalytic
currents. Above all, I made extensive use of what may be called the constitutive
exception, which owes significant debts to the psychoanalysis that comes to us
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through Lacan and has been mediated by Žižek, especially when he was more
strictly Lacanian. I sought to give this constitutive exception a dialectical twist
via Ernst Bloch, especially through what may be called the cunning of myth, in
which subversive elements within myths have a knack of emerging out from
beneath the hot blanket of repression. And so, as I engaged with both myths of
reaction and revolution, I focused on two key phrases, facing the beast and the
cunning of myth. By grasping the beast from one’s shoulder and staring it in the
face, I argued that the Left should call the bluff on political myths of reaction by
forcing the constitutive exception, the unnamed and feared underside of such
myths, to be revealed, which really means that the Left should ask what those
myths might look like should they be realised. These myths of the Right always
have an underside, so one task of the Left is to bring that repressed dimension
to the surface, to tell the whole myth. So I pursued three closely related questions: what if we tell the full story? What if the Right should realise its political
myth? What might be our response? In answering these questions, I brought the
cunning of myth into play, arguing that however much the forces of political
reaction may seek to impose their stamp on myth, there is always a subversive
element that escapes such a stamp. Or rather, such reactionary myths produce
subversion in the very act of mythmaking – hence the cunning of myth.
The outcome was a definition of political myth that went as follows: political
myth involves the construction of labyrinthine eschatological worlds characterised by a dialectic of reaction and subversion. While reaction potently produces
the opposition which it perpetually closes down, while reaction constructs fantasies that carefully conceal a horror that it has constructed, myth has a cunning
knack of twisting out of such a stranglehold to hold out the possibility that myth
is also the powerful fiction of a completed truth. In its various permutations, I
traced the shape of such myth through the first six books of the Bible (Genesis to
Joshua) and then criticised the way that such myths have been reappropriated,
twisted and turned to new uses in our own day.
It will soon become clear that some elements of this approach to political
myth may be found in the argument of the remainder of this chapter, particularly a dialectical reading of myth in light of that myth’s cunning. However, as I
worked at the previous volumes of The Criticism of Heaven and Earth, it became
clear that my earlier foray into political myth fell short in a number of respects.
So as I began developing the argument for this chapter, I left some of the psychoanalytic scaffolding behind and focused more resolutely on the Marxist permutations of political myth. So I return to Bloch and Adorno in order to offer
a more extended reflection on political myth. But I also draw upon Althusser,
Badiou and Deleuze and Guattari in that elaboration, before picking up some
disparate examples from Roland Barthes, Fredric Jameson and the myth of Christian communism.
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Mythos and logos
The final section of this prolegomenon constitutes one of a series of etymological
forays, which function to undermine such an exercise in the very act of resorting
to the ancient Greeks. It draws upon the ambivalence of the terms mythos and
logos, especially in light the infamous ‘Greek miracle’ in which logos is supposed
to have risen from the depths, clung onto a piece of dry earth and eventually
ousted mythos from its throne. The catch here is that we assume we know what
these terms mean: mythos is the fabled and fabling speech of poets and storytellers, speaking of the gods and earth and men, of theogony, cosmogony and
anthropogony, particularly in those texts of Hesiod and Homer from the ‘heroic’
age of Greek history; logos, by contrast is rational speech, the word of the philosophers such as Plato against the poets and dreamers. Not so, it seems, for
mythos itself has always been a contested term, and logos has not always held
the ground of straight, rational speech.
As Lincoln has persuasively argued,7 contrary to what might be expected,
mythos in the work of Hesiod and Homer is not the realm of fiction and fantasy,
nor does it designate stories of the capricious gods, and it is far from the sense of
a symbolic or sacred story, one with a deeper meaning than everyday language.
Mythos is actually strong speech, muscular, forthright and brave. It is uttered by
heroes and warriors, leaders among the ruling, propertied elite. Powerful males,
arrogant and brutal, speak mythoi in the heat of battle or in struggles over opinion in the assembly. By contrast, logos is often laden with some telling adjectives and companions: seductive [haimulios], evil [kakos], falsehoods [pseudea]
and disputes [amphilogia]. Logos turns out to be the weapon of the weak. Wily,
deceitful, seductive and quarrelsome, it is the mode preferred by those without
power, such as women, slaves, peasants, children and outcasts. Unable to match
the brute force of powerful men, those who deploy logoi do so in order to win
by other means. Needless to say, in the works of Hesiod and Homer logos does
not have a good press, for in logoi the strong do not speak.
How then did Plato (and indeed Heraclitus) manage to sweep the field and
bring about a complete revaluing of these terms? Lincoln traces in detail how
the two terms were discursively contested over the centuries from Homer to
Plato, how the supreme position of poetry in an oral culture held its place long in
Greek history, and how mythos maintained its place as the weapon of the strong
until quite late. But eventually, with the shift from an oral to a written culture,
from an archaic economy to a slave-based one, from isolated city-states to modest empires, the mythoi of the poets came to be seen as deceitful, their words
weaving spells rather than speaking the truth, and logos took its familiar place
7. Lincoln 2000, pp. 3–43.
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(at least to us): the straight speech of truth, the voice of reason and thought, the
preferred mode of speech of that new breed who called themselves philosophers.
The first signs appear with Presocratics such as Heraclitus and Democritus, who
favour logos and simply neglect mythos, but it is Plato who enables the significant if contested victory of logos. However, the fact that Plato had to banish
poets and playwrights from his Republic, that Socrates (even if he was a construct
of Plato’s writing) was condemned for corrupting young wealthy men with his
logoi, indicates that the terrain remained deeply contested.
Three points emerge that are important for my analysis of myth. As for the
first point, let me put it this way: inevitably, in discussions over myth, one interlocutor will knowingly speak up and say that ‘we’ know that myth does not mean
a fictional fairy tale, unlike the common folk. Instead, myth really designates a
way of speaking about a deeper truth – usually these knowledgeable types are
theologians. But that very objection actually narrates a historical progression in
the understanding of myth, passing from the ‘common’ understanding of myth
as fictional tale to one that has a deeper meaning, which is precisely the way
myth was recovered in the eighteenth century. Not only is such an argument
truncated, but it also misses a crucial ambivalence in myth, for it is not a case
of either fiction or deeper truth, but very much both/and. When I come to the
matter of Christian communism, I deploy this ambivalence to the advantage of
such a political myth.
Second, mythos and logos are deeply political terms, not only in their usage in
the texts, but in the struggles over the dominance of one over the other in the
context of changing political and economic circumstances. This deeply political sense imbues my own reading of myth. Third, by the time the word was
bequeathed to us, preserved in Plato’s texts, it had a history that left it with an
ambivalent, if not multivalent sense: language of both the strong and the deceitful, of both the brutal and the spinners of tales, of the forthright and the deceptive. I would suggest that what happened with the transition between the time
of Homer and Hesiod and that of Plato is that we have not only a contested
shift in the fortunes of mythos and logos, where they seem to exchange places
and then mutate again, but also a mutual absorption of their contrasting senses
within one another. Myth can be both truthful speech and wily tale, club of the
strong and hidden weapon of the weak. My interest is in that wily, deceptive and
subversive element of myth, either the logos of the archaic Greeks or the mythos
of the arrogant Plato.
One last point: myth was finally recovered and Plato’s championing of logos
contested only towards the end of the eighteenth century in the wake of the
Renaissance. In the intervening period, myths (Latin: fabulae) were treated
as amusing, if somewhat childish stories, folktales of a dim and distant past,
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contrasted with both philosophy and the authoritative story of Christ. But the
rediscovery of classical Greek and Roman texts produced some unexpected outcomes, one of which was the reshaping of the sense of myth as a valuable story
of one’s own past, none more so than that of Northern Europe. Now it becomes
a symbolic and sacred story, one with deep import, expressing a truth as no
other can. As economic and political power gradually shifted northward and as
the shackles of the Mediterranean were thrown off, myth became tied up with
the issue of the Volk, asserting an ancient superiority and power that eventually
became the Aryan and then Indo-European hypothesis. Civilisation, argued the
new narrative, began neither in the Mediterranean, nor in the ancient Near East,
but further north or perhaps further east, anywhere from India to the Caucasus to
the Arctic Circle (favoured by the Nazis). And a string of often venerable names
are attached to this recovery: Herder, Grimm, Max Müller, Nietzsche, Edward
Jones (the founder of modern linguistics and the Indo-European hypothesis) and
Georges Dumézil.
I have recounted this brief tale of the changing fortunes of myth in order to
situate the following discussion. It thus becomes easier to see why such a panoply of significant Marxists were and are suspicious of myth, including Adorno,
Benjamin, Louis Marin8 and Alain Badiou today. They respond to the baleful
recovery of myth and its racist ties with the Volk, especially the appropriation
by the Nazis and the outing of its deeply anti-semitic nature. Perfectly understandable is such an approach to myth, although it does stand in the tradition
of Plato’s valorisation of logos over against mythos. By contrast, Bloch offers a
reading of myth that is fully aware of the ambivalence within myth, especially if
we keep in mind the way mythos and logos swapped places and in the process
mingled their meanings, being both the language of the repressively strong and
wily weak, the preferred speech both of poets and mythologues and of calm
rationality. Bloch opts, as we shall see, for a dialectical reading of myth that is
fully cognisant of both senses within myth, albeit in a distinctly political register.
But Bloch also challenges the recovered sense of myth that I have traced briefly
above. All-too aware of its recent (in his time) baleful pedigree, it is as though
Bloch has recovered the ambivalent and contested status of myth, with an eye
out for its cunning, for the modes by which the weak challenge the rulers and
even win through now and then.

8. Marin 1984. For Marin, myth and utopia are thoroughly incompatible, for myth
blocks the way to utopia while utopia drops myth far behind.
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Political myth
Now I turn to elaborate on the theory of political myth, doing so with a distinctly Marxist bent, seeking to go beyond my earlier study and keeping in mind
the ambivalences within myth that emerged from those Eastern Europeans, the
ancient Greeks. My closest conversation partners are Adorno and Bloch, the one
profoundly suspicious of myth, the other a great champion of the political and
utopian functions of myth. Beware of myth, Adorno warns us, for it provides
one dreadfully gloomy narrative after another of domination, discrimination and
repressive social order. Myth marks the moment when the tyrant bolts the gate,
cracks his knuckles and sets to work, a sadistic smile on his face. Bloch, however,
is not so sure that Adorno’s account tells the whole story, for myth is too cunning
to allow the tyrant to have the last word.
Adorno’s wariness
Two charges may be laid at the feet of myth, at least according to Adorno: it is a
narrative of oppression and it has left any subversive possibility well behind, perhaps in the realms of pre-mythical magic. In other words, Adorno is profoundly
suspicious of myth, particularly in terms of the famed dialectic of myth and
enlightenment. Nevertheless, it is worth listening to Adorno’s reasons, in case
we should be too bright and cheery about the subversive possibilities of myth. I
begin with his most well-known argument, which appears in the discussion with
Max Horkheimer that became the first two sections of Dialectic of Enlightenment,
namely ‘The Concept of Enlightenment’ and especially ‘Odysseus or Myth and
Enlightenment’.9 Here, Odysseus becomes the prototypical bourgeois, the prime
instance of the way enlightenment – which Adorno and Horkheimer trace back
to the Greeks – inevitably brings myth back in the very process of banishing it as
so much superstition. Or, to put it in terms of the classic Adornoesque dialectic,
if we push enlightenment far enough, dragging it to those murky places where it
definitely does not wish to go, then myth turns up, blurting out the dirty secret
that it is inseparable from the programme of enlightenment itself.
That myth Adorno finds unremittingly baleful.10 It is synonymous with deception, false clarity, fixation, domination, exploitation (not least of women, but also
9. Horkheimer and Adorno 2002; Horkheimer and Adorno 2003. See also his suspicions of Wagner’s wholesale and deadly recovery of a very political myth in Adorno
1981, pp. 114–24; Adorno 2003e, pp. 109–22; Adorno 2002a, pp. 589–90; Adorno 2003o,
pp. 549–50.
10. Although he does, perhaps under the influence of theologians such as Paul Tillich
and Rudolf Bultmann, consider what myth that has been thoroughly demythologised
might look like. See Adorno and Benjamin 1999, pp. 127–8; Adorno and Benjamin 1994,
pp. 168–9.
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of nature) and the repression necessary for individual subjectivity to emerge.
Myth must be uncovered and countered in whatever way possible; thus, to argue
that myth is already enlightenment and that enlightenment generates ever more
virulent forms of myth is a critique of enlightenment itself and not a retrieval
of myth. Given the context in which Adorno did much of his work – the Nazi
appropriation of myth in terms of the blond beast and of blood and soil – we
can well understand the ideological suspicion that a Marxist of Jewish background would direct at myth, especially in light of the way the recovery of myth
in nineteenth-century scholarship was connected so closely with the new-found
nationalism and the Aryan/Indo-European hypothesis.11 In this respect, Adorno
shares the deeper wariness of myth that we find among Benjamin, Barthes and
Badiou.
Is there any glimmer of insurrection? Not in myth, suggests Adorno, although
we may find it in some pre-mythic moment. Let us see how his argument develops, particularly in the reading of the Sirens in Homer’s Odyssey.12 Here, Odysseus
blocks the ears of his rowers with wax so they will not be tempted and seduced
by the Sirens’ song, but Odysseus himself orders the rowers to tie him, as tightly
as they can, to the ship’s mast so that he can hear the song but do nothing about
it. Of course, Odysseus begs and cries out to his men to release him when he
hears the song, but they calmly keep rowing, oblivious to their master’s cries.
For Adorno and Horkheimer, this is a prime instance of the dialectic of myth
and enlightenment: here we find the simultaneous separation and subjection to
one another of those who labour and those who do not (Odysseus bound to the
mast and the men to the oars); the rationalisation and ordering of labour, which
is now done under compulsion and without pleasure, becoming part of the
machine while being unable to communicate; the parting of the ways between
enjoyment of art and manual labour (while Odysseus can hear and contemplate
the beauty of the song, the rowers do not hear it at all); the separation of intellect and sensuous experience in order to unify the former and subjugate the latter. In short, it is Hegel’s master-slave dialectic avant la lettre – the proletarians
who can no longer hear about their situation over against the immobile master
trapped in the immaturity of domination. Odysseus is the proto-typical burgher.
However, the last point overlaps with the remarkably sympathetic reading of
Polyphemous, the Cyclops.13 Apart from the tension of subjectivity – Odysseus
plays on his own name, responding to the Cyclops’s question by saying that Udeis,

11. See especially Lincoln 2000, pp. 47–137.
12. Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, pp. 25–9; Horkheimer and Adorno 2003, pp. 55–60.
13. Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, pp. 50–4; Horkheimer and Adorno 2003, pp. 88–95.
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Nobody, is there – that enables Odysseus’s escape, Adorno and Horkheimer point
out that the source of the remarkable power of the Cyclops is that they are older
than the gods. That is, they come from before the law and social organisation,
so whereas they seem to lack the laws of civilisation – they eat human beings
and fend for themselves – they show compassion to their animals and to one
another, a compassion lacking in Odysseus. For law and organisation are the
objectifications of domination and what we find in myth is the exploration and
establishment of law and organisation of society, as well as the patterns of the
subjugation of women.14
I do not wish to dismiss Adorno’s points lightly, for all-too often the great
myths of formation of the state – poligonic myths, as I have called them15 – spend
a huge amount of narrative time on the suppression of rebellion, the delivery of
the law, the emergence of a state, conquest of a land, the organisation of society
and of the relations between the sexes. Any reading of, for example, the narrative
from Genesis to Joshua in the Bible, or Enuma Elish from Babylon, will make this
abundantly clear. In the Odyssey, the narrative shift that takes Odysseus from
Circe (who tries in vain to get him to stay) to Penelope marks the transition
from matriarchy to marriage: woman becomes both courtesan and wife.16 Here,
we find an assumed but never developed schema in which the first term marks
something lost in myth: matriarchy to marriage, savagery to barbarism (Lewis
Henry Morgan peeks over the page at this point),17 animal to human individuation and subjectivity, magic to myth. The catch is that Adorno and Horkheimer
refuse to explore what magic, matriarchy, human animality and savagery might
actually entail.
Is it possible, in Adorno’s account, to speak of a dialectic, not of myth and
enlightenment, but of revolution and reaction in myth? Only if we widen our
scope to include the pre-mythic or magical phase and myth itself; but even then
it is less of a dialectic than a melancholy narrative of closure and oppression.
Soon enough, I will turn to Bloch for a sense of that dialectic within myth, but
14. At this point Adorno shares an assumption concerning myth with Lévi-Strauss, particularly as we find it in his The Raw and the Cooked (Lévi-Strauss 1994). In an extraordinary tour de force, Lévi-Strauss relates 187 myths from South-American indigenous tribes
to one fundamental structure, namely the passage from barbarism to society through the
motif of food. The preparation of food, a process of moving from what is raw to what
is cooked, marks the moment of social formation and ordering, in short, to culture. In
contrast to the passage from raw to cooked, the other passage is from fresh to rotten, the
mark of the lack of culture, of society and organisation. The difference from Adorno is
that Lévi-Strauss’s narrative is somewhat more benign, a necessary process rather than
the imposition of an oppressive régime.
15. Boer 2005–6.
16. Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, pp. 54–9; Horkheimer and Adorno 2003,
pp. 88–94.
17. Morgan 1877.
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I am loath to dismiss too quickly the point that myth embodies rationalisation,
social organisation, codifications of class, establishment of the law and so on. But
what happens when myth does begin to look slightly less bleak? Is the inevitable
recurrence of myth always such a bad turn of events? If not, then the eternal
return of myth need not be a moment weighed down with foreboding. The dark
alleyways and mythic slums of enlightenment become not so much the zones
of barbarism into which enlightenment slips all too readily; instead, they may
become possible zones of insurrection, the source of barricades and resistance.
I would suggest, to begin with, that such a possibility emerges from within the
dialectic of enlightenment itself. Initially, Adorno and Horkheimer operate with
the assumption that enlightenment in its various historical moments is the realm
of logos and reason, but that it always carries within it an oppressive mythos, not
merely as an undermining feature of logos, but as constitutive of it. However, as
the dialectic proceeds, they effectively absorb mythos and logos into one another
in a way that I have sought to do earlier in my etymological foray into the shifts
and ambivalences in the ancient Greek senses of the term. Once paired in this
way, the terms and their senses begin to shift, exchanging positions and taking
on one another’s identities.18
Most importantly, I would suggest that myth does not merely justify repressive
measures and thereby lock them into place; it explores the tensions and contradictions that make these problems in the first place.19 To be sure, myth so often
closes down the contradictions in the end, but not before it has given considerable space to them, and they are precisely those contradictions that would render
a social and economic order unviable. Myth enables the airing of such contradictions because they cannot be entertained within certain social organisations. But
I have run ahead of myself, for the possibility of reading myth in a slightly better
light, of employing a dialectic that is not merely negative, requires Ernst Bloch
to make an appearance.
Discernment
By this time, it has probably become obvious that I have a soft spot for the stern
and prophetic Ernst Bloch. On this occasion, I wish to draw two insights from
him concerning myth: the need for discernment and the anticipatory function
18. Or, to take an example from Adorno’s formidable book on Kierkegaard, the tendency for Kierkegaard’s efforts to avoid myth – through inwardness, history, the search
for a mythless Christianity – to slip back into myth is not necessarily detrimental. See
Adorno 1989; Adorno 2003a. See also Boer 2007a, pp. 395–421.
19. In this respect, Burton Mack is mistaken when he argues that such excesses in
myths are the result of both compression and exaggeration, the concentration of the
social roles and forces that structure a society as a whole. See Mack 2008, p. 79.
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of myth. While Badiou, Adorno, Negri and even Benjamin, along with many others on the Left, are suspicious of anything that smells ever so slightly of myth,
mysticism or theology, Bloch is one of the greatest proponents of myth for the
Left. Rather than give myth a wide berth, casting distasteful looks in its direction,
Bloch warns us against the knee-jerk mistrust of myth, for it can be revolutionary
as well as reactionary. He understands all-too well the reasons why we should
be ‘wary of the mythical sphere in its entirety’,20 especially after the experience
of fascist myths of blood and soil; yet he points out that the ‘myths’ so unceremoniously dumped by hard-nosed historical materialists also contain stories
of murmuring, subversion and rebellion. Bloch is wary of proposing a wholesale
recovery of myth, for this would open him up to charges of primitivism and
obscurantism, of being a woolly-headed romantic who had thrown out all that
was good about the Enlightenment. (Bloch was touchy about these matters, for
he was often regarded with suspicion by fellow communists for precisely such
leanings.) Yet if we ban myth, he argues, then ‘the primitive, uncultured specters
are thrown out, but the directives and announcements from on high remain to
haunt as they always did’.21
The solution to this tension between discarding and preservation is the discernment of myth, which is really a dialectical reading of myth that neither
throws myth out wholesale nor takes myth uncritically as a positive dimension
of human culture. For Bloch, myth is neither pure false consciousness that needs
to be unmasked, nor is it a positive force without qualification.22 No matter how
repressive, all myths have an emancipatory-utopian dimension about them that
cannot be separated so easily from deception and illusion. In the very process
of manipulation and domination, one finds a utopian residue that has not been
entirely incinerated in the white heat of reaction, an element that opens up other
possibilities at the very point of failure. Bloch is particularly interested in biblical
myth, for the subversive elements in the myths that interest him are enabled by
the repressive ideologies that show through again and again. If the Bible is not
always folly to the rich, it is also the Church’s bad conscience.
Bloch develops his position in debate, not so much with other Marxists
(although they were certainly in his sights) but with an unexpected interlocutor: the great and very Lutheran New Testament scholar Rudolf Bultmann,23
who proposed a programme of demythologisation of the Bible and theology. For
Bultmann, the Bible contains the forms of thought, language and belief of the
20. Bloch 1998, p. 296; Bloch 1985c, p. 339.
21. Bloch 1972, p. 34; Bloch 1968, p. 64.
22. As may be seen in one of the best books I have ever read, the extraordinary but
neglected work, Atheism in Christianity (Bloch 1972; Bloch 1968).
23. Bultmann 1984; Bultmann 1951; Bultmann 1952; Bultmann 1948. See also my
extended discussion of this debate in Boer 2013c.
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time in which its various parts were composed. In short, the dominant mode of
expression was myth. However, for the kerygma, the message of the gospel, to
be meaningful in the very different economic and culture situation of the early
twentieth century, this mythological structure ought to be retired after many
years of sterling service. Bultmann did not have in mind the accretions that had
gathered over time – priests, pomp and hocus pocus – but the central features
of Christianity that were drawn from the New Testament. So he proposed that
the three-tiered cosmos with heaven above and hell below, the idea that Jesus
descends from heaven to become a child and then a man, the virgin birth, the
miracles of Jesus, especially the empty tomb, resurrection and ascension to
heaven, the coming of the Holy Spirit and the return of Christ on the clouds at
the end of history, should all be discarded as part of an outmoded mythic framework. But Bultmann did not stop there, for the demythologising was merely the
first step; next came what might be called a re-mythologisation and he sought to
accomplish this in terms of the existentialism that had swept through European
philosophy. Yet, good Lutheran that he was, Bultmann argued that existentialism
might be able to describe our status in sin, but that the ultimate word of salvation, addressed to us directly by God, could be found only the New Testament.
I sense some slight mischief in Bloch’s engagement with Bultmann, for the
surprise of this debate is that Bloch does not charge Bultmann with being too
theological or too mystifying. No, Bultmann, the New Testament theologian, goes
too far in the other direction. He has given in to the temptations of the age, conformed himself a little too much with the world (a charge that Horkheimer also
would level at liberal theologians such as Paul Tillich)24 and has all-too hastily
hurled all biblical myth over the side. Instead, Bloch seeks discernment of myth,
which involves differentiation in terms of the type of myth and its purpose (or
message), which then leads him to a dialectical reading in which the cunning of
myth comes to the fore. I take each one – type, purpose and cunning – in turn.
I am less taken with his effort to distinguish between different types or genres
such as fairy tale, legend, saga and myth, and thereby in the argument that myth
24. Horkheimer 1978, pp. 219–20, 222–3; Horkheimer 1991a, pp. 389–90, 392–3;
Horkheimer 1996, pp. 46–7; Horkheimer 1985g, pp. 183–4; Horkheimer 1996, pp. 154–6;
Horkheimer 1985h, pp. 276–7; Horkheimer 1985q; Horkheimer 1985p, pp. 392–3. See
further Boer 2010a. The complex and close relationship between Tillich, Horkheimer and
Adorno still needs to be examined. Tillich supervised and accepted Adorno’s second
habilitation thesis on Kierkegaard, employed him as a research assistant during that
time, invited him to give visiting lectures at Union Theological Seminary where Tillich
had settled after fleeing Germany, and kept in contact with the Frankfurt School upon
its return to Germany. In many respects, Tillich may be regarded as the theological member of the school. See, for example, the discussion in Adorno, Blum, Brunner, Dibelius,
Frick, Horkheimer, Mannheim, Mennicke, Pollock, Rietzler, Schafft, Von Soden, Tillich
and Zarncke 1987. See also Tillich 1951–63; Tillich 1952.
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proper favours despotism and domination whereas fairy tale takes on a subversive nature.25 However, the underlying reason for doing so is far more interesting, for Bloch is after the elements within myth that give voice to subversion
and rebellion, against tyrants, despots and the odd repressive deity. And so we
come to the more important matter of purpose, which focuses directly on the
subversive elements within myths. Do they offer a repressive or a transformative
story, one of oppression or liberation? Even if they seem to be overwhelmingly
repressive, is there a moment of rebellion, however brief? Does someone trick
the overlords even for a moment? Does a cunning hero win against the odds
through a ruse? The story of Prometheus in Greek mythology, or the serpent in
paradise in the Bible gives voice to this rebellious element in myth, even if they
are punished in the end – the moment of insurrection has been preserved.
By now, we have already slipped into the cunning of myth: no matter how
tight the security forces may be, how perverse the tyrant, how devastating the
punishment, in some way the moment of rebellion slips through. Prometheus,
Eve, murmuring in the wilderness, trick, devious hero – all these and more are
signals of the cunning of myth. But – and here Bloch’s dialectical approach to
myth comes to the surface – it also operates at the far deeper level of the preservation of moments of rebellion in the first place. The very fact that so many
myths deal with rebellion, even if they seek to close it down again and again, is
the strongest mark of myth’s cunning. That is to say, it is not merely the content of myth that reveals cunning, but the way that myths themselves preserve
rebellion despite themselves. Thus, the exercise of discerning the subversive content and purpose of myth is also a recognition that the enabling conditions for
subversive myths are precisely those myths that are not so, that through and
because of the myths of dominance and despotism those moments of cunning
and non-conformism can be there, too. Of course, by now we are in the midst
of Bloch’s dialectical approach to myth – ‘destroying and saving the myth in a
single dialectical process’.26 The outcome is that often we need to keep both
the oppressive and liberating elements of myth, since the utter banishment of
myth discards that germ of a ‘joyful message’, of the ‘deepest utopian theme’27
within myth.
In sum, myth requires a decent dose of discernment, not so much to sort the
wheat out from the thorns, but to identify the cunning process by which even
myths of repression preserve a moment of rebellion. In that process, the politically emancipatory function of myth emerges.
25. See also the Bloch-inspired work of Jack Zipes (Zipes 1979, 1988).
26. Bloch 1972, p. 37; Bloch 1968, p. 67.
27. Bloch 1998, p. 300; Bloch 1985c, p. 343.
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Anticipation, or utopia
Bloch’s other major contribution, often regarded as his trademark, is the anticipatory, utopian function of myth. Both the seditious moments of myths themselves and the sheer cunning by which those moments are preserved in myths
of oppression and white-guard terror are actually elements of the utopian drive.
Eve’s independent decision, the wily wisdom of the serpent, the surprising blessing which Cain extracts in the midst of his curse, the continual grumbling of the
Israelites against Moses, Aaron and even Yahweh, the rebellion of Korah and
company, the protests of Job, the uncompromising message of Jesus – all these
and more are glimpses within biblical myths of an irrepressible desire for and
anticipation of a better world. Bloch is, however, careful not to valorise myths
of a past golden age, for these are reactionary utopias, constructed dreams of a
world that never was, in order to justify the most repressive of measures today.
Instead, he snatches these myths from the conservatives and reclaims them as
expressions of hope for a future in which tyrants and the sundry despots – of
capital as much as of the ancient world – have been deposed and banished. The
vital point, then, is that myth is not necessarily a reactive genre, spinning its
stories after the fact or in reaction to the world as it is; nor is it a reflective exercise, casting its eyes back in longing or relief to a bygone age.28 For Bloch, myth
anticipates, sometimes patiently and at other moments far more impatiently,
what is to come.
For Bloch, myth is one of the great repositories of utopia, which really functions as code for socialism. To some extent, I want to follow his line in what follows, albeit with a twist: myths, including those of the Bible, are not merely huge
storehouses of utopian themes, for myths, especially political myths, are active
28. This is in contrast to Lévi-Strauss, whose widely influential theory of myth
assumes a reactive agenda – myth is a response to a social contradiction. As Csapo puts
it, Lévi-Strauss understands myth as a ‘cultural trouble-shooter’ (Csapo 2005, p. 226).
Lévi-Strauss’s problem was that myth seems to run roughshod over the laws of logic
and experience, following what he called a ‘pensée sauvage’ or ‘thought gone wild’ in
which all possibilities are open, and yet myths with the same patterns appear throughout
the world (see Lévi-Strauss 1966; Lévi-Strauss 1968, pp. 206–31). His solution is not some
recourse to a deep mythic consciousness or collection of archetypes, but the point that
myth shares the common feature of a solution to a cultural contradiction. He would
take this conclusion well beyond the study of myth – into art, the spatial arrangement
of settlements, and so on – but the point is that the effort to solve the contradiction
showed that myth is not so much a solution as a displacement. In other words, a social
contradiction would show up as a formal contradiction in art and myth, as his example
of Caduveo (a Brazilian tribe) facial art shows so well. In its formal tension between two
axes in face painting, one along the natural lines of the face and another at an oblique
angle, with no other means of dealing with social tensions within the tribe, the Caduveo used facial decoration to ameliorate and repress such tensions (Lévi-Strauss 1989,
pp. 229–56; Lévi-Strauss 1968, pp. 245–68).
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producers of utopian ideas and stories. Let me put it this way: if wily myths
create possible worlds that impinge on our world, then they bend inexorably
towards utopia. Myth and utopia, in other words, are the closest of comrades.
One of the best examples of Bloch’s reclamation work appears with his
treatment of Eden. All-too often, a regressive myth of some lost golden age,
in Bloch’s hands it becomes a basic motif that constantly reshapes itself and
thereby ‘comprehensively embraces the other outlined utopias’.29 It may appear
as the Promised Land or indeed the new Jerusalem, when Eden will be restored
at the end, but above all Eden resiliently retains its physical, geographical and
spatial configurations. The gate to the garden may remain locked, but that did
not prevent generation after generation from searching for it and seeking to live
in its proximity, seeking perhaps a utopian radiance from the blessed garden.
Over time, Eden undertakes some remarkable travels, linking itself to other legends on the way. Bloch sees it in Jerusalem, which may itself now be in the
antipodes (Dante), in India (which is often a moniker for Europe’s persistent
perception that the centre of the world lay ‘east’), Prester John’s mythical Indian
kingdom, the voyage of St Brendan and St Brendan’s Isle, in the Atlantic (which
was again taken to be India), in what drove Columbus, who believed that close
to his newly found ‘India’ was paradise, in the south land, Terra Australis, in
the icy north of the kingdom of Thule, and then off Earth in the stars, or in the
centre of the Earth.
Adorno once again
Once again, I must be wary of getting too enthused about the anticipatory, utopian possibilities of political myth, and once again the warning comes from
Adorno, who is always useful to have around should the party get too wild. His
scepticism regarding myth is as severe as that regarding utopia. So he adheres
to ‘the commandment not to “depict” utopia or the commandment not to
conceive certain utopias in detail’.30 The reason: the risk of idolatry, of setting up false hopes which will only come crashing down in disarray and with
bloody consequences. Apart from Adorno’s well-known pessimism concerning
revolution (so much so that he consistently argued with the militant students
in his classes of the 1960s),31 the theoretical reason comes from his appropriation and extension of the first and second commandments in Exodus 20 and
Deuteronomy 5 (see my fuller discussion in Chapter Five). In his hands, the ban on
29. Bloch 1995, p. 793; Bloch 1985a, p. 929. See the whole discussion in Bloch 1995,
pp. 758–94; Bloch 1985a, pp. 887–929.
30. Bloch and Adorno 1988, pp. 10–11; Bloch and Adorno 1975, p. 69.
31. See, for example, Adorno 2008, pp. 47–54; Adorno 2007, pp. 73–84.
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other gods blends into the prohibition on making any graven images in order
to become the Bilderverbot. This extraordinarily fertile idea would make its way
into Adorno’s thought – as the Hegelian determinate negation – on philosophy
(as non-conceptual and non-systematic), aesthetics, utopia, music and even theology itself. And so it becomes ‘the prohibition on invoking falsity as God, the
finite as the infinite, the lie as truth’.32 In what is probably the most rigorous
exercise in classic Marxist demystification, Adorno also puts a ‘no road’ sign over
the track to utopia.
It would be too easy to say that Adorno is wrong, wheel out Bloch or indeed
an Adorno-inspired Jameson to show why, and leave it at that. Instead, I prefer
to work through Adorno himself, for he had a knack of allowing momentary
glimpses – passing comments, turns of phrase, the ambiguity of a word, a convoluted dialectical sentence – of precisely those images he was so keen to block.
The examples are scattered throughout his work, such as his effort to recover the
old philosophical term, restitutio in integrum, ‘of making whole once again the
pieces into which it has been smashed’,33 but especially the comments on his
music teacher, Alban Berg, whom Adorno described as ‘the foreign minister of
the land of his dreams [Außenminister seines Traumlands]’,34 and for whom the
‘greatest works of art do not exclude the lower depths, but kindle the flame of
utopia on the smoking ruins of the past’.35
But let me give two more extended examples, the first drawn from the early
book on Kierkegaard, where Adorno unwittingly allows for the possibility that
theology may have a genuine form, one that is allowed to take a very different
path from the perpetual turn to myth in Kierkegaard’s hands. We come across
sentences such as these: Kierkegaard ‘transforms [wandelt] the Christian doctrine of reconciliation into the mythical’; ‘Thus the story is mythically reduced
[schrumpft] to a sacrifice’; ‘A border-guard mentality, unchallengeable discipline,
the power of fascination – these the deluded Kierkegaard owes not, as he claims,
to the purity of his Christian doctrine, but to its mythical reinterpretation [mythischer Umdeutung] in the paradox’. These terms – transform [abwandeln], reduce
[schrumpfen], reinterpretation [Umdeutung] – suggest that there is perhaps a
32. Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, p. 17; Horkheimer and Adorno 2003, p. 40
33. Adorno 2008, p. 191; Adorno 2007, p. 237. See also Adorno 2008, pp. 113, 245; Adorno
2007, pp. 163, 315–16.
34. Adorno 1991, p. 33; Adorno 2003l, p. 366.
35. Adorno 1999, p. 79; Adorno 2003f, p. 96. See also the comments on Berg in Adorno
1991, pp. 8, 46; Adorno 2003l, pp. 334, 382; and on Mahler in Adorno 1992, pp. 17, 39, 145;
Adorno 2003g, pp. 165–6, 189, 287. Note also: ‘Is it not the case that in the final analysis
Mahler has extended the Jewish prohibition on making graven images so as to include
hope. The fact that the last two works which he completed have no closure, but remain
open, translated the uncertain outcome between destruction and its alternative into
music’ (Adorno 1998b, p. 110; Adorno 2003i, p. 350).
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more genuine theology, untransformed, not reduced or thoroughly reinterpreted,
but only so that theology may be submitted to a dialectical search for ‘truthcontent’. Characteristically, this truth content may be attained only through theology and not by means of some import, all of which requires a deep engagement
with theology in which one works through theology’s contradictions.36
The second example appears in an essay, ‘Sacred Fragment: Schoenberg’s
Moses und Aron’.37 How can sacred art, he asks, possibly be made when such
art is no longer possible? The only option is through the ban on images itself,
through which the religious tradition, from which the ban originates, embodies
the ban in its own artistic production. However, in a few key sentences Adorno
offers the smallest possibility that myth itself, usually caught up in order, oppression and nature, may open up to something very different.38 He observes that
the ban on images is the central issue for both the text and the music in this
(appropriately) unfinished fragment. As is his wont, in order to make this point
he offers a thumbnail sketch of the history of music itself: music was originally
the ‘imageless art [bilderlose Kunst]’ and, therefore, exempt from the ban on
images. Gradually, especially in Europe, music became interwoven with the
pictorial arts through rationalisation (a constant motif in Adorno’s work) and
the mastery of its materials. The outcome: music becomes part of that mythic
sphere initially condemned by the ban. The catch is that the process of rationalisation enables the melding of music and pictorial art and condemns the
process at the same time. Music is caught: the rationalisation of music generates
the underside simultaneously condemned by rationalisation, namely myth (the
dialectic of myth and enlightenment once again). How does one respond? One
may either raise a protective zone around this mythic sphere or – Schoenberg’s
option – try to provide an ‘image of the non-image [Bild des Bilderlosen]’. Schoenberg attempts this task through the tension between Moses and Aaron. The
former, who is himself the bearer of the ban on images, does not sing but speaks,
matter-of-factly, thereby undermining the binding status of the ban. And Aaron,
the man of the image, the one who enables the construction of the golden calf,
the man with the silver tongue, the priest in all his fine clothes – Aaron sings,
but uses only language without images. In other words, Schoenberg attempts to
embody the ban on images in a complex dialectic that recognises the entwining
of both image and its ban; neither one without the other. But if image is inescapable, then so too is myth, the zone where music and image coalesce: it may
36. In order: Adorno 1989, pp. 110, 111, 119; Adorno 2003a, pp. 156, 158, 170. See further
Boer 2007a, pp. 439–43.
37. Adorno 1998b, pp. 225–48; Adorno 2003i, pp. 454–75.
38. Adorno 1998b, p. 230; Adorno 2003i, p. 548. The remaining quotations in this paragraph are all drawn from this page.
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be condemned again and again, but the mode in which it is condemned ensures
that it is created and preserved. It is, to borrow a term from Bloch, an extraordinary example of the cunning of myth.
Are these moments when Adorno drops his guard, thereby requiring a more
rigorous commentator to plug the gaps?39 Not at all, for there is a logic to
Adorno’s own dialectical practice that enables precisely these glimpses. At least
two relevant elements of his dialectic suggest that these openings are not mere
slips, breaks in concentration in the difficult task of maintaining his negative
dialectics. One approach is to see these utopian glimpses as the result of a classic
Aufhebung (remember that we are staying within Adorno’s own logic) in which
the negative is both negated in turn and drawn up to a higher level – witness
Adorno’s own effort to produce an aesthetic theory and his troubled valorisation
of avant-garde art, especially the ‘new music’, that escapes, however fleetingly,
the pervasive effects of capitalism and reification – but this form of the dialectic
is inextricably tied up with what it seeks to overcome. However, Adorno gave the
dialectic his own characteristic twist, in which he immerses himself in the minutiae of a topic, an immanent micro-analysis that tracks down the contradictions
until at last, panting and exhausted, they hand over their truth-content. That
truth-content may be the complex connections with a class or social formation
(as in Kierkegaard’s status as a bourgeois rentier who tries to resist the inroads
of commercialisation while embodying the deeper ideology of the private individual), or it may be the underside of a programme like enlightenment (in which
myth turns up again and again), or it may be the glimpse of utopia in the midst
of dystopia (especially in music). So also, I would suggest, with myth: here too,
at the end of the run, panting, sweat-stained and ragged, it will finally need to
pull a few utopian scraps out of it pockets.
Fragments: from motivation to analogy
So I would like to gather some theoretical scraps, the odds and ends of the utopian possibilities of myth that may be gathered, sorted, rearranged and reassembled. In doing so, I also seek to strengthen Bloch’s somewhat vague anticipatory
function of myth (what he tended to call hope). I have gathered six oddly shaped
pieces of this utopian function of myth and assembled them into a picture of
sorts, an argument, in other words, that seeks to go well beyond Bloch. Four
come from erstwhile Marxist philosophers and two from theology itself (given
that this book is a rubbing together of those two ways of thinking): Georges
Sorel on the irrefutable motivational power of myth; Althusser (yes, even him)
on the anticipated totality; Badiou on the future perfect; Deleuze and Guattari
39. So Wellmer 1997; Wellmer 1990, pp. 41–2.
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on reverse causality; and nothing less than the ontological and analogical arguments for God’s existence, which I will translate into utopia.
Sorel: irrefutable motivation
Georges Sorel was perhaps the first to argue for the importance of political myths
for the Left, especially the myth of the general strike. The power of such a myth
was to be found in its collective, irrefutable and motivational nature. It was to be
a myth for the working class as a collective entity, providing the basis of belief
for that class, or indeed the revolutionary group(s) in question. As a myth, however, it was not to rely on the empirical evidence of failure, of which there were
many moments in the working-class agitations of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Instead, this political myth held its own in the face of disappointment,
urging faithful militants to try yet again in spite of defeat after defeat. Finally,
the purpose of the myth of the general strike was motivational: drawing on various images and metaphors of the efficacy of the strike, with its heroes and martyrs, the myth would encourage those who laboured to bring capitalism to its
knees. In short, the myth of the general strike encapsulates the whole of socialism, which Sorel describes as ‘a body of images capable of evoking instinctively
all the sentiments which correspond to the different manifestations of the war
undertaken by Socialism against modern society’.40
Althusser: a totality which has not yet achieved its concept
Anticipation, irrefutable motivation – still we are in the realm of hopes, dreams
and stories. Is there something more that may be said about myth? Althusser
provides one possibility, although not from the well-known scientific Marxism of
the later writings, but the Hegelian and theological thinker of the early texts – a
less than familiar Althusser, perhaps, but one who is there nevertheless. In an
extraordinary long footnote in his Master’s thesis, replete with the terminology
and concepts of Hegel, the early Marx and theology itself, Althusser offers a reading of Genesis 1–3 – his only moment of direct biblical exegesis.41 Above all, I am
40. Sorel 1961, p. 127.
41. Althusser 1997, p. 168, n. 252; Althusser 1994, pp. 244–5, n. 252. One footnote
deserves another, so here is the full text of Althusser’s footnote: ‘The plunge of the product into Nature, which occurs as soon as the product escapes the producer’s control and
is no longer posited as being identical with him, gives us a better grasp of the creation
myth. On the purest conception, God is the circularity of Love; he is sufficient unto himself and has no outside. The creation is literally a rupture in this circularity: God does
not need the creation, so that it is, by definition, different from him. This non-identity of
the Creator and his creature is the emergence of Nature. The product of the God-whoworks escapes his control (because it is superfluous for him). This fall is Nature, or God’s
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interested in the last sentence: ‘This deficiency explains why it is still necessary
to revert to myth in order to conceive a totality which has not yet attained its concept; it is in the story of creation, on this view, that men contemplate the reprise
of natural alienation’.42 The second side of the semi-colon, with its ambiguous
French word reprise, captures the dialectic of myth we have already found with
Bloch, for it includes within its semantic cluster the senses of resumption, return,
repair and then mending. In other words, myth involves the resumption or return
(as from a journey) and mending (as of a bicycle) of natural alienation. Reprise
enacts a dialectic within itself, for we find both recurrence and repair, perpetuation and overcoming, or (as I prefer) return and mending; myth may give itself
out to narratives of the oppressive crushing of rebellion or to release from that
oppression. Indeed, in Bloch’s terms, myth cannot be understood without both
elements in operation at the same time. But then, we may read it in Adorno’s
outside. In the creation, then, men unwittingly repress the essence of work. But they
do still more: they try to eliminate the very origins of work, which, in its daily exercise,
appears to them as a natural necessity (one has to work in order to live, work is a natural
law entailed by the fall – as appears in the myth of Eve: “you will earn your bread by
the sweat of your brow”). Moreover, work is inherently conditioned by nature, since the
worker transforms a nature that is given. In the creation myth, this natural character of
work disappears, because the Creator is not subject to any law, and creates the world ex
nihilo. In God the Creator, men not only think the birth of nature, but attempt to overcome the natural character of this birth by demonstrating that the creation has no origin
(since God creates without obligation or need); that the fall has no nature; and that the
very nature which seems to dominate work is, fundamentally, only as necessary as the
(produced) nature which results from work.
‘Developing and deepening this myth would perhaps enable us to anticipate what
Marx means by “the identity of man and nature in work”. Approached in this way, that
identity would have two aspects. On the one hand, men are identical with nature in
that they are identical with what they produce; their products become nature for them
(this immediate identity through labour re-emerges in revolutionary action; one may
therefore say that this alienation is already overcome in thought – men no longer need
a myth to represent it, since it has become the object of economic science). On the other
hand, men would also be identical with the nature that forces them to work, and which
they transform through work; this second identity would be clarified through reflection
of the first. Here, however, we would have only an embryonic anticipation, for, in the
obvious, elementary sense, identity is still beyond men’s grasp. Men see clearly enough
that the natural world is given to them, and that they themselves exist because they
exercise a measure of control over it, thanks to their knowledge and industry; however,
they have not completely overcome natural alienation: they are subject to the elements,
illness, and old age, and obliged to work in order to live. Moreover, if the work of scientific knowledge and of the transformation of the world is itself a recurrence of, and
recovery from [reprise], natural alienation, the recovery is not complete: circularity is
not re-established, and human circularity will no doubt be established before natural
circularity (in a socialist world, say the Marxists, one will still have to overcome natural
alienation). This deficiency explains why it is still necessary to revert to myth in order to
conceive a totality which has not yet attained its concept; it is in the story of creation,
on this view, that men contemplate the reprise of natural alienation’.
42. Ibid. First emphasis added.
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fashion, pushing one term to its extreme so that it finally opens out to the other
term: the possibility for repair or mending relies on the recurrence of alienation;
only through the return of natural alienation is the repairing function of myth
possible.
Even more weighty is the phrase that serves rather well as an alternative definition of political myth: ‘a totality which has not yet achieved its concept [une
totalité qui n’est pas encore parvenue au concept]’.43 I read this phrase concerning the not-yet conceived totality of myth not so much as the description of the
pre-scientific function of myth, in which we await the full concept with modern
scientific thought, but as the utopian promise contained within myth. The realisation of the full concept of totality can take place only in utopia, so all we can
do until that moment is deal in the language of myth. Indeed, as a genre of
thinking and imagination that plunges into the labyrinth of language, that finds
its foothold slipping at the edge of language (as Badiou would have it), I would
suggest that myth offers a way to speak about an unutterable future.
Ontology
Those with ears to hear will have picked up a theological resonance in Althusser’s
comment concerning a certain totality that has not yet achieved its concept.
Here, Althusser touches on the ontological proof for God’s existence, which is
by now impatiently waiting to have its say. But is Althusser’s proposal for myth
a secularised theological argument, an argument ruled out by the strategy of
theological suspicion I outlined in my Introduction? No: we should see this argument, as well as the analogical argument that I will deploy a little later, not as
primarily theological arguments that have been retooled for other uses; instead,
their claims to be absolute and original need to be resolutely relativised. They
are not inherently theological but have been used theologically in a phase that is
impermanent and passing. That is, their theological use is but one use that may
be made of arguments that are by no means necessarily theological.
The beauty of the ontological argument is its simplicity: that than which nothing greater can be conceived. The resonance with Althusser’s totality which has
not yet achieved its concept is not difficult to see. ‘We have’, as Adorno put it
in a slightly different context, ‘come strangely close to the ontological proof of
God’.44 But let us for a moment pick up the discussion in which that comment
arises, a fascinating discussion between Adorno and Bloch on the contradictions
of utopian longing. And I do so in order to show how the ontological argument
might be reworked to strengthen the anticipatory function of myth. Adorno’s
43. Althusser 1997, p. 168, n. 252; Althusser 1994, p. 245, n. 252.
44. Bloch and Adorno 1988, p. 16; Bloch and Adorno 1975, p. 74.
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comment – that we have drawn nigh unto the ontological argument – is actually a response to Bloch’s use of Brecht’s idea of ‘something’s missing’, from the
play Mahagonny, to speak of utopia – ‘one should not be allowed to eliminate
it as if it really did not exist’.45 This is an extraordinarily insightful comment by
Adorno: utopia is, to gloss a phrase from Anselm’s formulation in Fides Quaerens
Intellectum, that than which nothing greater can be conceived. Indeed, all of
Bloch’s many categories, such as the ‘not-yet consciousness’, the ‘life-force’, the
yearning for a better life, the criticism of imperfection and incompleteness that
presupposes a possible perfection and so on, become various dimensions of that
same ontological argument for utopia. Bloch will go so far as to characterise God
as ‘the problem of the radically new, absolutely redemptive, as the phenomenal
of our freedom, of our true meaning’.46
Let me put it this way: Anselm’s ‘that than which nothing greater can be conceived’ applies just as well, if not far better, to utopia, since it is an effort to deal
with the connection between our world and utopia. It seeks, in other words, a
bridge, a way of climbing or passing over, or indeed a way of transgressing the
boundary between this world (the one of capitalism, for instance) and one that
is beyond it. For in the effort to prove God’s existence through rational thought,
and not revelation, the ontological argument attempts to link reason and what is
beyond reason. However, rather than the troubled notion of ‘God’, to which the
ontological argument seems rather ill-fitted, it works rather well for the utopian
function of myth. For in the image-ridden and metaphor-laden language of myth,
often contradictory and ready to shift as the need arises, a recognition lurks that
this language is inadequate for the task at hand. The ontological argument, at
least in the way in which I have appropriated it, enables us to flush out that recognition: utopia is in some senses beyond thought, beyond the modes of discourse
with which we are familiar. So what better way to speak of it than through myth?
Badiou: forcing a mythic truth
Yet we can still do better than Sorel, Althusser and the ontological argument, for
I suspect that Alain Badiou’s idea of ‘forcing’, or more completely, the forcing of a
truth, may strengthen the anticipatory role of political myth. The idea of forcing
comes out of Badiou’s favoured zone of mathematics, specifically Paul Cohen,
although I wish to apply it directly to myth. But – the close reader of Badiou
may argue – Badiou deals with event and truth, with procedures of that truth
(love, politics, science and art) and not those of myth and religion. The objection
is fair, at least on the surface, for Badiou is, as he points out, an atheist by both
45. Bloch and Adorno 1988, p. 15; Bloch and Adorno 1975, p. 74.
46. Bloch 2000, p. 201; Bloch 1985b, p. 254.
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heredity and conviction. He has little time for fiction, religion, God (whose death
is synonymous with the end of the One at the hands of the set theory begun by
Cantor and then perfected by Zermelo, Fraenkel, von Neumann and Gödel). So,
in order to set up the possibility that Badiou’s appropriation of forcing applies
exceedingly well to myth, I need to take a small detour in order to show how his
theory of truth cannot avoid the question of the fable.
Simply put, many of Badiou’s arguments concerning truth also apply to myth,
for myth is inextricably bound up with truth. A heretical reading of Badiou, to
be sure, perhaps a conscious misreading to which he would object, but one that
emerges from his own texts. However, since I have outlined that argument in
detail elsewhere, here I offer a brief summary.47 To begin with, in Badiou’s perpetually recycled dealings with the four procedures of truth (science, politics,
art and love) the ghostly presence of a fifth procedure appears from time to
time. It may hover for a while in the background of his discussions of Pascal
or Kierkegaard, or in occasional examples of truths and their events in which
Badiou evokes the early church, but the ghost begins to firm in our gaze when
we turn to Badiou’s much-discussed book on Paul.
In the opening pages of this little book, Saint Paul, Badiou makes a telling
observation that has drawn me back on more than one occasion. He writes:
‘so far as we are concerned, what we are dealing with here is precisely a fable
[il s’agit pour nous, très exactement, d’une fable]’.48 What is a fable? For Badiou it
is not merely the apparatus of the Christian faith, but above all the resurrection
of Christ. This is a point fabuleux, a point de fable, he repeats with some force.
The word ‘fable’ marks a deep and productive contradiction: it means both a fiction and the centre of Paul’s message.
Badiou does not shy away from this contradiction, asserting the formal
importance of the fable of the resurrection for Paul, indeed as an exemplar par
excellence of the truth-event, and yet making it clear that he takes the event
proclaimed by Paul as a fiction. Let us explore this contradiction further, for it
opens up the possibility that Badiou has a contribution to make to the theory
of myth I am developing here. For Badiou, Paul provides a paradigmatic case of
the procedure of truth: he names an event, the resurrection of Christ, gathers a
group of militants about him, a group characterised by fidelity, love and hope.
For them, everything in the world has changed, so they live and act in accordance with that breakthrough. In other words, Paul’s proclamation is an instance
of the universal, not as a singular and absolute universal, but as one that is contingent, particular and available to all.
47. See, especially for detailed references, Boer 2009b, pp. 155–79.
48. Badiou 2003b, p. 4; Badiou 1997, p. 5.
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It is not difficult to see how Badiou is caught: on the one hand, Paul presents
an extraordinarily good model for the truthful identification of an event; on the
other hand, the event in question is a fable. Badiou tries to get around the problem by arguing that religion belongs to the structure of fiction; for that reason,
the event is fabulous and cannot be regarded as fact, unlike other events such
as May ’68, the Russian Revolution or the mathematical discoveries of Cohen
or Gödel.49 So, even though the resurrection is central to Paul’s proclamation, even though the New Testament obsesses about this extraordinary claim,
and even though, in Badiouese, Paul names it as an event, exhibiting all the procedures of truth including those who act in fidelity to the event, that event must
be fiction. But that argument assumes some mode of verifying that an event
has actually happened. Are there witnesses? Can it be registered in an objective
fashion? Does one have incontrovertible evidence? Not so for the resurrection,
it would seem.
The problem with this response is that it actually runs against Badiou’s own
stipulations concerning the nature of an event. For the event cannot be apprehended directly; its only ‘proof ’ is that it has been declared and named by a
subject who is constituted in the process of that declaration. All that we have
is a witness who comes after the event. Had he or she not named it as such,
altered the coordinates of his or her existence, and gathered a militant group
faithful to that event, nothing would have happened as a result of the event. The
reason: the event is supernumerary, unexpected, and inexplicable in terms of any
known coordinates. Obviously, this approach to the event rules out any objective
verification of an event, for that would be to use what is known – from the ‘there
is’ – and thereby render the event numerary, expected and explicable.
Is there any way out of this dilemma? There is, but via the fable. It seems to
me that Badiou has stumbled across a truth concerning the role of fable and
thereby myth. In short, I would like to make the weakness in his argument a
strength. Paul’s fabulous event, named by him as the resurrection of Jesus, is not
an embarrassing exception;50 rather, it expresses the truth of the event itself.
Any account of the event, any identification and naming cannot but be fabulous.
Thus, the very strength of Paul’s central claim that Jesus has been resurrected it
that it is a pure fable. As Badiou points out, an event is not tied to any historical
conditions or causes, is not falsifiable or verifiable in terms of the order of fact,
49. This is the gist of the response Badiou himself gave to a similar argument I made
at the ‘Singularity and Multiplicity’ conference, held at Duke University on 26 March
2005.
50. Badiou has opined in retrospect that it would have been better if the book on
Paul had not appeared so early in English, one of the first that introduced his system
of thought to an English readership, for it has raised more problems for him than it has
solved (personal communication from Ward Blanton at the University of Kent).
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according to any of the canons of scientific or historical enquiry. How else to
speak of an event that comes out of the blue except by fable or myth?
The same observation may be made about the other events that run through
Badiou’s texts – the poetry of Mallarmé, the statement ‘I love you’, the mathematical discoveries of set theory, the breakthroughs in science, or major revolutionary moments such as the communist revolutions of the twentieth century,
both those that succeeded and failed. But it also applies to those other more
theological examples, such as Pascal’s miracle or Kierkegaard’s leap.51 One way,
an exemplary way in fact, of speaking about such events at all is through the
language of myth, especially when such an event is beyond the canons of science and history.
Two final observations on Badiou: I wrote above that my reading goes against
Badiou in some respects. Yet, at times he makes observations that run alongside my own argument, whispering encouragement on the way. The first comes
with his assertion that he is not interested in the content of Paul’s fable, but in
its form, for the form of Paul’s truth claim – or, I would add, those of Pascal or
Kierkegaard – exhibits a paradigmatic case of the procedures of truth.52 Now
truth itself, which is really the narrative concerning the event, takes on an even
greater resemblance to fable. Paul speaks a truth concerning a fabulous event,
but that truth can be described only in the terms of fable and myth. Formally,
then, truth and myth begin to share the same space.
The second moment when Badiou comes close to admitting the inextricable
presence of fable in the midst of the event and its truth is in the following: ‘I have
always conceived truth as a random course or as a kind of escapade, posterior to
the event and free of any external law, such that the resources of narration are
required simultaneously with those of mathematization for its comprehension.
There is a constant circulation from fiction to argument, from image to formula,
from poem to matheme – as indeed the work of Borges strikingly illustrates’.53
Note what has happened: narration and mathematisation, fiction and argument,
image and formula, poem and matheme begin to run into one another. So also
with myth and truth, as indeed happens with Badiou’s favoured philosopher

51. Badiou 2006a, pp. 212–22; Badiou 1988, pp. 235–45; Badiou 2003b, pp. 47–50;
Badiou 1997, pp. 50–3; Badiou 2009, pp. 425–35; Badiou 2006b, pp. 447–57.
52. Badiou 2003b, p. 6; Badiou 1997, p. 6.
53. Badiou 2000, p. 57. See also his observation on Lacan: ‘Far from opposing, as
Heidegger did, the Pre-Socratic poem to Plato’s matheme, Lacan has the powerful idea
that poetry was the closest thing to mathematization available to the Pre-Socratics.
Poetic form is the innocence of the grandiose. For Lacan, it even goes beyond the explicit
content of statements, because it anticipates the regularity of the matheme’ (Badiou
2006d).
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Plato, who was not averse to reverting to myth when needed.54 As is increasingly recognised, Badiou seeks to bridge and rework two linguistic registers, that
of mathematics, especially formal language, and poetry. Central to his thought
is the effort to link narration, fiction, image, poem and fable – all are necessary for dealing with the truth of an event, as much as argument, formula and
matheme.
We should expect nothing else for what breaks into our mundane lives. The
event is, after all, entirely extraneous, unexpected and undeserved – or to use
terms that Badiou uses of the event, excessive, unassignable, unpredictable,
indiscernible, and errant. For this reason, it operates at the edge of language. It
should come as no surprise that Badiou has written poetry, plays and fiction –
not only as a writer, but also in speaking of the event. As Badiou points out, the
possibility of speaking about the event takes place when ‘language loses its grip’,55
which is much like poetry, for it marks the moment when language begins to
slip at the ‘limits of language’.56 At these moments, we begin to enter the realm
of fable and myth.
Strikingly, Badiou himself comes close to making a very similar argument in
a lecture, ‘Politics: A Non-Expressive Dialectics’, given at Birkbeck College, London, in November 2005. Towards the end of the lecture, Badiou considers the
questions of politics and fiction. He begins by making a distinction between ideology and fiction, stressing the positive possibilities of the latter and then enlisting fiction on the side of truth with reference to Lacan’s statement: ‘truth itself
is in a structure of fiction’. From here, he initiates a search for what he calls a
new fiction, for the ‘process of truth is also the process of a new fiction’.57 In this
case, I read ‘new fiction’, one without a ‘proper name’ and thereby generic, as a
code for myth, especially a political myth as the source for renewed courage and
hope. In Badiou’s words: ‘And in fact, when the world is dull and confusing, as it
is today, we have to sustain our final belief by a magnificent fiction. . . . And the
great fiction of communism, finally, the great fiction which goes from masses
to proper names by contradiction of classes, is really a composition, a spatial
composition of the political field, is the classical revolutionary composition of
the political field’.58
54. For example, Badiou refers to Plato’s myth of Er the Pamphylian at the end of the
Republic. Badiou 2000, p. 57.
55. Badiou 2004, p. 109.
56. Badiou 2005a, p. 22.
57. Badiou 2005b, p. 12.
58. Badiou 2005b, pp. 12–13. This lecture was delivered a few months after I had first
presented an earlier form of the argument of the preceding few paragraphs. At that gathering, a small conference called ‘Singularity and Multiplicity’, held at Duke University in
March 2005, and which was devoted to Badiou’s work, Badiou had been keen to resist
my argument for the necessary role of a fictional, fabulous myth in the realm of truth.

98 • Chapter Two

My brief excursus has come to an end, although it has been necessary to show
how and why Badiou’s idea of forcing may apply to the anticipatory function
of myth. Needless to say, forcing is deployed by Badiou to speak of truth, but
since myth perpetually shadows these deliberations on truth, I will take the comments on forcing as applying to myth. What interests me is Badiou’s suggestion
that the form of speech proper to truth is the future perfect. Here is Badiou:
‘Forcing is the point at which a truth, although incomplete, authorizes anticipations of knowledge concerning not what is but what will have been if truth attains
completion’.59 In short, truth now depends on a truth to come. In longer form,
only in anticipation of its full realisation at some future point is it possible to
speak of a truth now.
In order to see how that logic works, let me exegete this sentence from Badiou
a little further. The last part is a conditional clause, which I can recast as follows:
if truth attains its completion, it will have been. We may read the phrase ‘it will
have been’ as either ‘truth will have been’ or ‘it will have been true’. But there is
a stronger sense to that phrase if we read it as it is, namely, with the intransitive
form of the verb ‘to be’: it will have been. Now it becomes a statement concerning being, or rather, an ontological statement. For Badiou, the resolute Platonist
and one-time Maoist, ontology is of course the domain of mathematics – one of
his favourite intellectual and political places. But rather than charging ontology,
or indeed Plato, with irretrievable idealism, for Badiou ontology is political.
What about the first part of our conditional clause? ‘If truth attains completion’,
writes Badiou. There is no guarantee that truth will attain such a completion –
hence the ‘if ’. No march of history here, no predestination, no history on our
side. Such a truth may or may not attain completion, for it is thoroughly contingent, operating ‘on the condition that that truth will have been’.60 Further, what
does it mean for us to say that truth may attain completion? We might understand Badiou’s sentence as follows: truth has begun now, however partially and
however dimly perceived, but at some future moment we will see it in its full
light. Badiou’s use of the pair incompletion-completion certainly lends itself to
this sense – a partial truth in the present that will be completed at some moment
in the future. If that is all Badiou can say, then it is not particularly stunning.

He replied that religion belongs to the realm of fiction, not fact, and was therefore not in
the same zone as truth. By November of that year, in the lecture I have discussed briefly,
he seems to have changed his tune somewhat.
59. Badiou 2004, p. 127; Badiou 2008, p. 138. This essay, ‘Truth: Forcing and the
Unnameable’, appears in both Theoretical Writings and Conditions in slightly different
translations. For all the technical detail, see Badiou 2006a, pp. 410–30; Badiou 1988,
pp. 449–70.
60. Badiou 2004, p. 127; Badiou 2008, p. 138.
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After all, Paul also wrote, ‘For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to
face’ (1 Corinthians 13:12).
But there is a crucial twist in his schema. It is not so much a process of completing what is incomplete, of fulfilling what is promised; rather, the possibility
of identifying and naming a truth now depends upon some future truth in all its
fullness. In other words, the movement is from that future truth back to the present, and not the other way around. That truth yet to come generates the validity
of the truth now, however partial it might be. The catch is that this truth of the
future is contingent and not guaranteed. It remains unknown and uncertain and
multiple, and so one has to wait and act in the belief that the future truth does
indeed exist.
Or rather, it will have existed. This is where the future perfect comes into its
own. The very possibility of saying anything about a truth relies on the fact that
at some moment that truth will have been realised, will have been true. Thus, it is
not that one awaits a truth in its completeness and in the fullness of time; rather,
one anticipates a moment in history after that future truth, when one can look
back and state that a truth has been. The future perfect anticipates (the future
part) a moment when that truth is in the past and when we live with the effects
of that completed truth (which is, after all, the function of the perfect).
This is the sense in which I would like to understand Badiou’s idea of ‘forcing
a truth’. As I mentioned earlier, the idea of forcing comes from mathematics,
specifically the work of Paul Cohen. The context is set theory, and the specific
issue is the impossibility of naming a generic subset, which is both infinite (and
therefore incomplete) and unidentifiable, since any description of any item in
the subset is inadequate (or ‘subtracted’ from any predicate, in Badiou’s terminology). What are we to do then?
The crucial point, which Paul Cohen settled in the realm of ontology, i.e. of
mathematics, is the following: you certainly cannot straightforwardly name
the elements of a generic subset, since the latter is at once incomplete in its
infinite composition and subtracted from every predicate which would directly
identify it in the language. But you can maintain that if such and such an
element will have been in the supposedly complete generic subset, then such
and such a statement, rationally connectable to the element in question, is, or
rather will have been, correct. Cohen describes this method – a method constraining the correctness of statements according to an anticipatory condition
bearing on the composition of an infinite generic subset – as that of forcing.61

So also with the question of truth: strictly speaking, it is not possible to identify
a truth, and yet through the idea of forcing a truth it does become possible.
61. Badiou 2004, pp. 127–8; Badiou 2008, p. 138. See also Hallward 2003, pp. 135–9.
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One draws on the potential truth that may appear at some future point in order
to ‘force’ that truth to make an appearance before its time. The very possibility of
saying anything about a truth relies on the fact that at some moment that truth
will have been realised, will have been true. So also with myth, I would suggest,
especially since myth is inescapably part of the event and its truth. Myth offers
an anticipation of worlds that will have been true, will have been realised. Or in
a more prosaic sense, as the paint-store owner, Dan Fusco (Sam Coppola), says
to Tony Manero (John Travolta) in Saturday Night Fever, ‘you can’t fuck with the
future . . . for the future fucks with you’.
Deleuze and Guattari: reverse causality
I have sought to bolster Bloch’s utopian function of myth, turning it away from
quiet dreaming on the front porch in the afternoon sun, or perhaps from the ramblings of the bore at the bar who has moved into her garrulously generous zone
in which the world looks rosy for a while. Hope, irrefutable motivation, forcing
of the world to come – to these I add reverse causality. An idea vital to Deleuze
and Guattari, reverse causality is an argument that has been put to use fruitfully
in physics, biology and economics.62 For reverse causality, an event in the future
can act on the present, or indeed the present may act on the past. More preferably, reverse causation challenges the linear perception of causality, in which
an act now – say, my lighting a cigarette – becomes the cause of an event to
come – relaxation, concentration, and then eventually lung cancer or any of the
other myriad results of smoking. By contrast, reverse causality initially appears
counter-intuitive. Let me give a few examples, the first drawn from mathematics
and Henri Poincaré’s recurrence theorem.63 For Poincaré, any isolated dynamic
system whose total energy is unchanged will over time return arbitrarily to one
of its initial sets of molecular positions and velocities. In other words, no process
is irreversible, no-one can tie a knot that cannot be untied. Thus, given an adequate (conceivably a long) time, the beer spilled on the table top will eventually
return to the glass that held it, and the beer thus returned will eventually return
to its components of barley, sugar, malt and hops. Not convinced? Let me take
the example of ‘swine flu’ (or flu virus H1N1) in human beings in 2009: it produced
a series of frenetic responses: quarantining of cases, slaughter of pigs, warnings
of a pandemic, the rush to a vaccine and daily reporting on the news media.
Nevertheless, swine flu turned out to be no worse than any other serious influenza virus that makes the rounds from time to time. However, what happened
62. See Surin 2009, pp. 274–6, whom I follow closely here. For a treatment of causality
in Deleuze, see DeLanda 2002, pp. 117–22.
63. Poincaré 1892.
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with swine flu was more than a simple pattern of prevention, for it fell into the
logic of reverse causality: an anticipated threat that had not materialised as yet
produces a string of responses as though the threat had materialised. One could
go a step further and argue that swine flu brought about its own amelioration: by
existing as a potential reality it brought about a number of actions that mitigated
that reality. Even more, the example of swine flu structured reality – extensive
health checks on arrival in countries such as China,64 quarantines, a spike in
doctors’ visits, the employment of medical specialists in the rush for a vaccine,
suspicions over sniffles – in response to an anticipated pandemic in a way that
made the pandemic real.
One more example, now from the Bible: in Genesis 2–3, the so-called narrative
of the fall, we have a comparable example of reverse causality, or at least the text
may very well be read this way. The command from God not to eat from the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil, indeed the very placing of such a tree in the
garden, may be seen as an effort to prevent the dissolution of the moment in
the garden itself (and ‘garden’ has here its myriad utopian associations). So the
possibility of toil and sweat, of failing bodies and painful death, of antagonism
and hatred between the man and woman, of constant war between man and
beast – all these appear as threats to be thwarted. The command not to eat from
the tree then functions as the effort to forestall such a reality. Yet by having the
tree in the garden, the narrative makes that threat real. The flaw in the crystal
becomes the reality it was supposed to prevent.65
Deleuze and Guattari invoke reverse causality in their argument concerning the (primitive communist) pre-signifying régime in relation to the despotic
state. This régime is ‘animated by a keen presentiment [lourd pressentiment] of
what is to come’,66 a mode of resistance built into the system itself. So, through
the régime’s plural and segmentary nature it effectively blocks all that would
64. Indeed, that was my experience upon arrival in Shanghai in June 2009. Sterile
white body suits, swimming goggles, face-masks, heavy boots and rubber gloves – six
figures dressed as though they were entering a spacecraft or perhaps a laboratory with a
highly contagious disease. They came on board after we had landed and passed through
the plane in pairs. One zapped my forehead and, since doubt persisted, the other gently
placed a thermometer in my mouth. I was cleared. But not so a grey-haired woman on
the other side of the plane from where I was sitting; she gave a high reading. Immediately
the white-suited disease troops sprang into action. Two rows on all sides of her were
handed facemasks (three rows in Hong Kong). We had to wait half an hour for an official
to come along; forms were filled out and signed and the infected party was marched off
for quarantine.
65. I leave aside many other possibilities of interpretation, such as the argument for
the narrative necessity of disobedience (what a boring text the Bible would be without
it), or that the story is one of coming to maturity, or that the serpent is the only one who
speaks the truth.
66. Deleuze and Guattari 1988, p. 118; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, p. 148.
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abolish it – despotism, priesthood, the state apparatus, or, in the terms beloved
by Deleuze and Guattari, the dominance of the signifier and a vicious circle of
signs that have lost touch with their expressive contexts. In other words, the
apparently barbaric ignorance of the pre-signifying régime is actually a mobilisation to resist the despotic state by anticipating what that state might be. But
now the catch with the argument for reverse causality emerges. If we stay within
the same logic, the very act of blocking such a possibility actually recognises its
virtual existence in the here and now. The despot is coming; in a fashion comparable to the narrative of Genesis 2–3 with its trees, fruit and disobedience, the
pre-signifying system gives birth to the signifying régime.
Yet reverse causality may apply equally well in reverse: the despotic régime,
too, may be structured to prevent the disintegrating threat of the pre-signifying
régime. Another example, drawn from the threat of the dissolution of capitalism, if not of communist revolution, illustrates my point rather well. In order
to prevent such an event taking place, the various economic and state arms of
capitalism are in a position of perpetual mobilisation: global summits to deal
with economic crises (as with the rolling crisis that began with a credit crunch
and stock market collapse in 2008, toppled a few major banks and made countries like Iceland and Greece bankrupt, and continues to cause havoc as I write);
global controlling bodies such as the International Monetary Fund and the
World Bank; the redefinition of ‘terrorism’ to include activists on the Left such as
greens, anarchists and good old socialists; extensive surveillance of such groups
by ‘intelligence’ organisations; and the perpetual ideological battle to discredit
communism. An earlier instance of this effort to ward off communism comes
from the 1960s and 1970s in Australia, when the liberal-conservative government
(liberal in economic policy, conservative in social policy) sought to counteract
a communist revolution, even though the Communist Party of Australia had
perhaps at most a few thousand members who posed no apparent threat. Yet
the government of the day (under Prime Minister Robert Menzies) operated
an Australian version of American McCarthyism. ASIO, the Australian Security
Intelligence Organisation, kept massive files on all members of the Communist
Party, the government railed against the communist threat, and even attempted
to have the massively threatening Communist Party banned (they failed). One
might be forgiven for thinking that communism has been and still is a vibrant
force, on the verge of taking over the world if it has not done so already. The
point is by now obvious: an anticipated threat has a causal effect on the present
in a way that makes that threat virtually present.
The implications for myth are not so difficult to see: with uncanny regularity
myths tell stories of futile rebellion, usually for the ostensible purpose of showing why such rebellion is pointless. Think of Eve and the serpent, the murmuring
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of the Israelites in the desert against Moses and Yahweh, the insurrections of
Miriam or Korah, the punishment of Prometheus, the narrative of the totalitarian evils of communism . . . Earlier, I argued that the preservation of these rebellious stories may be understood as the cunning of myth – a preservation through
their reactionary closing down. But now I suggest that such mythic accounts
might also operate in terms of reverse causality: they do not merely tell us why
insurrection is futile, but in constructing these accounts in the first place they
bring rebellion and an alternative world to life. In the very effort to block these
possibilities, in shaping the status quo as one that must resist the threat, that
threat becomes real. It is, if you like, a mythic example of Negri’s operaismo, a
constituent resistance to which power must constantly adapt and prevent from
coming to be.
Analogy
As with Althusser’s little gem of an insight, so also do Badiou’s forcing and Deleuze
and Guattari’s reverse causality touch on a theological argument – the argument
from analogy. They may well be slightly horrified at such a suggestion, muttering about my perversity to propose that they are in such company, although I
would hope not. The reason: up until Althusser and the ontological argument,
everyone remained true to Adorno’s commandment not to depict utopia itself.
But with Badiou and Deleuze and Guattari a switch began to take place. Instead
of straining to catch a glimpse of utopia over the horizon or beyond the wall,
instead of imagining ways to leap over the fence to the greener grass on the
other side, instead of being content to wait and see what it might be like when
we get there, instead of obeying the commandment not to speak of or depict
utopia, we began to hear another question: what if utopia leaps over the wall
and comes to us? Indeed, what if it already has arrived, affecting our world in so
many ways that this world could not be imagined without such a utopia already
amongst us? My terminology evokes the argument for reverse causality: it is not
that we have suddenly made radio contact with utopia and can thereby corner
the futurist market; rather, it is a shift in perspective that allows us to approach
the whole problem anew.
Such a shift is the genius of the analogical argument for God’s existence, but
it also lies at the heart of the arguments for forcing and reverse causality. This
argument for God’s existence comes from the much-maligned Thomist tradition,
refined as it was by Austin Farrer.67 In its theological form, the analogical argument begins with the usual position that in order to understand God we project
67. Farrer 1979.
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certain human traits, somewhat imperfectly, onto God. Thus, if we say that God
is eternal, or that God is a loving, all-powerful and all-knowing being, we use
these terms by analogy with human experience of these things. However, as a
qualitatively different being, God’s love is not human love; God’s knowledge is
not human knowledge, and so on. Yet these terms assist us in understanding
God, albeit partially.
For the analogical argument, this is merely the first step, since it points out
that this initial understanding of analogy has the whole relationship inverted.
The true situation is that we can know what love, justice, power and knowledge might be only because they originate with God. As incomplete, contingent
creatures we can know and experience these things only imperfectly, but their
source is with God and only through God are they possible in the first place. The
genius of the analogical argument is not that it discards the move from world
to God, but that it uses that analogical move to open up the other possibility,
namely that the analogical relationship moves from God to world.
This argument is, of course, dependent in some respects on the Platonic
doctrine of the forms, and in that light it is clearly an idealist argument. And
the analogical argument entails in its Thomist form an analogia entis which is
problematically hierarchical.68 Yet, to my mind, it is a highly intelligent form of
idealism, to gloss Lenin, and the hierarchy is by no means necessary in my own
reshaping of the argument from analogy. In fact, it dissipates when we move
from an ontological form of the argument to a temporal one, for it is surprisingly
easy to shift the argument from analogy onto a utopian register. Let me put it
this way: it is not so much that the various terms from the present may be used
in their imperfect way to give us a fleeting glimpse of that qualitatively different
other world that goes by the name of utopia; rather, utopia provides the terms
with which we might understand our present, although those terms are very
imperfect derivatives of what that utopia contains. In other words, rather than
taking terms from our present and projecting them into the future, we should,
according to the analogical argument for utopia, work in reverse: the terms
and concepts of an unknown future, no matter how degraded and partial they
might be in our present perception and use of them, provide the way to think
about utopia now. It is as though utopia has loaned them to us, however badly
we might use that loan. Or, to return once again to myth, it is not that it uses
another means, an alternative genre, to speak about a desired world (in itself,
this is enough of a challenge to theories of myth that reiterate the crude designation of myth as circular and therefore locked into unchanging repetition), but
that myth itself is an imperfect genre of thinking that derives its terms and very
68. See Surin 2005, p. 258, and Surin 2009, pp. 230–1, in his criticism of the effort to
reclaim the analogia entis by the radical-orthodox school of theology.
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mode of operating from that future, reaching across to grasp in a loose and slippery grip that yet-to-be-achieved totality.
The end of this long meditation on the anticipatory function of myth is at
hand. As a result, political myth has gained some impressive credentials: binoculars turned to the future and armed with Bloch’s discernment of myth, it
has taken firm shape. Let me sum up the argument this far: the ‘particularly
sober and discerning mind’69 identifies the repressive and subversive possibilities within the mythic labyrinth of language. All-too often, myth closes down
moments of rebellion, trying to show how and why these options are not viable.
Yet in doing so, myth both preserves such resistance and exhibits its own cunning. That is the task of discernment: espying the cunning of myth, anticipating
the moment when the worlds that it creates impinge on the present. But myth
is also deeply anticipatory and utopian; or rather, to give vague terms such as
hope some much-needed muscle, political myth becomes a totality that has yet
to achieve its concept, looking forward to that than which nothing greater can
be thought, uttering a fabulous truth that will have been true, indeed, drawing
terms from and speaking of worlds that directly affect the contours of our own
in terms of reverse causality.

For example . . .
Enough, perhaps more than enough theory; it is time for some examples of utopian political myths that embody the theory at work, except that the linear progression of an argument on a page is unable to represent the fact that it was in
interaction with examples such as these that I developed the theory in the first
place. There are three, gathered from some likely and more unlikely corners.
The first comes from Roland Barthes and his search for a realm of pure denotation. As a way to escape the clatter and clutter of signs and the pervasiveness of
bourgeois myths, Barthes seeks the impossible – a world of pure denotation. The
catch is that at the moment he finds that denotative utopia, he produces a striking myth or two of his own. The second example is drawn from Fredric Jameson,
particularly his cautious comments on religious apocalyptic. Here, too, we find
that a dialectical reading of myth rises to the surface. Each of these examples
climbs in height and size: Barthes is the briefest and Jameson more extensive. The
last example – Christian communism – is a fully built, hulking account, largely
because I work my way through Friedrich Engels, Rosa Luxemburg and Karl
Kautsky in order to outline the contours of a political myth central to Christianity.

69. Bloch 1972, p. 37; Bloch 1968, p. 67.
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Barthes’s denotation
Barthes? Is he not the smooth purveyor of semiology, the harbinger of poststructuralism before his untimely death, the aesthete interested in fashion, theatre
and women’s magazines? Of course, but he is also well known for the early collection of intuitive insights called Mythologies in which myth comes in for a sustained criticism as the parasite and distorter of language, the criminal figure who
is familiar with alibis, changing identity and responsible for the dominance of
bourgeois ideology.70 No aspect of popular culture is free from myth’s corrosive
grasp, from steak and chips to the Tour de France, from washing powder to the
Eiffel Tower. It hardly needs saying that Barthes had little time for myth when
he wrote this work in the 1950s.
The catch, for Barthes, is that the moment he tries to break out of myth, he
constructs his own myths with a distinct utopian tint. Let me backtrack for a
moment: in his initial argument in Mythologies, especially in the essay that closes
the collection, ‘Myth Today’, Barthes argues that myth is a second-order sign system, building upon (and distorting) the primary, denotative system (the apparently basic sense of a word, such as ‘pig’, which refers to an animal of whatever
shape or size, in comparison to its secondary senses of glutton, pig-headedness
and so on). Later, he would distinguish between two types of secondary
systems – connotation and metalanguage – before going on to elaborate more
and more levels. Later still, he would become suspicious of the claim to authenticity assumed by denotation – so much so that in S/Z denotation becomes as
problematic as connotation, the last in a series of connotations which appears
to present a simple truth, deceptively presenting itself as the first and primitive form of language. Indeed, Barthes now speaks of denotation as operating
primarily as an archaic myth of the natural origin of language, as that ‘old deity,
watchful, cunning, theatrical, foreordained to represent the collective innocence
of language’.71
At this point, a dialectic emerges in Barthes’s thought, one not unlike that
found in Bloch’s thought on myth (although the tracks to the dialectic are
quite different). Denotation may be a slippery beast, putting on an innocent
appearance as the primal moment of language, but it may also take on a utopian function, presenting the possibility of the world of language that is beyond

70. Barthes 1993; Barthes 2002a. The original French edition contains more essays
than those included in the English translation of Mythologies. The remainder, plus a
gaggle of other essays, may be found in The Eiffel Tower and Other Essays (Barthes 1997);
for the extra essays not in the original French version of Mythologies, see Barthes 2002b;
Barthes 2002c; Barthes 2002d; Barthes 2002e; Barthes 2002f.
71. Barthes 1990, p. 9; Barthes 2002k, p. 126.
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our own capabilities.72 These hints at a denotative utopia bring to mind what
is perhaps Barthes’s most extraordinary book, Empire of Signs.73 Here, Barthes
constructs a semi-imaginary ‘Japan’ where the articulation of signs is so delicate that no meaning remains, where the fit between signifier and signified is
so tight that nothing is left for any connotative system to gain a foothold. At all
points where bourgeois myth does its most pernicious work – in language, food,
games, cities, street signs, railway stations, faces, writing, the individual subject,
theatre, poetry, bodies, and space – Barthes imagines a world where there is no
meaning, where there is no reference to an ultimate signified. No soul, no God,
no ego, no metaphysics, and so no myth. Pure denotation; is it not a complete
absence of signs, a thorough ‘semioclasm’ of which Barthes dreamed in Mythologies? I would argue that Barthes goes beyond denotation, for his mythical Japan
refuses even the initial connection between signifier and signified that produces
the sign.
Here, Barthes has become his most dialectical. He admits that this type of
project is thoroughly utopian,74 indeed that it involves the application of semioclasm to the idea of the sign itself in a way that should resist myth75 – at least as
he understood such semioclasm in Mythologies. Is this what happens in Empire
of Signs? Not at all, for Barthes has produced one of his most enticing myths –
precisely at the moment that he constructs a utopia free of signs.
Jameson’s apocalyptic
Now we can turn to Jameson, whose comments on apocalyptic I read – turning
Jameson’s own method loose on his work (somewhat like my reading of
Barthes) – in a way that yields its mythic and utopian function. Jameson is, of
course, one of the most important theorists on the Left today writing on utopia
(which he insists on printing as ‘Utopia’). I would suggest that Jameson, who has
influenced my own thought in so many ways,76 is the heir to Ernst Bloch on matters utopian, Jameson’s Archaeologies of the Future being the unique successor to
Bloch’s The Principle of Hope.77 But what has all this to do with myth, especially
72. Barthes 1983, p. 30, see also pp. 281–6; Barthes 2002g, p. 931, see also pp. 1179–84.
See further Barthes 1985, p. 83; Barthes 2002l, p. 667; Barthes 1989, p. 77; Barthes 2002m,
p. 801.
73. Barthes 1982; Barthes 2002h. See also his comments on the utopian form of musica
practica where nothing is left over – Barthes 1991, pp. 265–6; Barthes 2002j, p. 450.
74. Barthes 1985, p. 97; Barthes 2002i, p. 678.
75. Barthes 1985, p. 85; Barthes 2002j, p. 669.
76. See especially Boer 1996.
77. Jameson 2005; Bloch 1995; Bloch 1985a. Although it has had less impact, at least
as I write these lines, than some of Jameson’s earlier works, Archaeologies is to my mind
one of his most fascinating books.
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political myth? Let us go back a little to an earlier piece of writing, a brief section at the close of The Political Unconscious called ‘The Dialectic of Utopia and
Ideology’.78 I propose to read this dialectic – quite wilfully – as the dialectic of
utopia and myth.
Any reader of these final pages in The Political Unconscious soon picks up on
the fact that Jameson’s dialectic is a reworking of Paul Ricœur’s theologically
inspired hermeneutics of suspicion and recovery.79 Working his way through
Ricœur’s early Freud and Philosophy,80 Jameson seeks to turn this double hermeneutics into a distinctly Marxist one, that is, in terms of ideological and utopian
hermeneutics. In fact, Jameson argues that the equivalent to Ricœur’s hermeneutics of recovery may be found within the Marxist tradition, for apart from Bloch’s
‘principle of hope’, there is Bakhtin’s notion of the dialogical and the carnival
and then the Frankfurt School’s concept of promesse du bonheur. I would add
to this collection Adorno’s appropriation of the term restitutio in integrum, a
term now restricted to medicine and referring to full recovery after illness or
surgery, but originally used much more widely in philosophical and theological
circles to refer to the restoration of the world after some cataclysm or other.81 As
for Ricœur, the key with such a hermeneutics is not to dispense with the long
moment of suspicion once it has done its work but to identify within suspicion
the seed of what is positive in order to move onto recovery.82 A comparable
move applies in Jameson’s reworking: utopian interpretation searches long and
hard to locate the utopian dimensions of even the most corrupted and reactionary material, identifying where the wish for something vastly new and better
shows through. In Jameson’s words, ‘all class consciousness – or in other words,
78. Jameson 1981, pp. 281–99.
79. Jameson 1981, pp. 282–6. Jameson has been drawn to Ricœur for most of his intellectual life, although he admits to never having met Ricœur. For Jameson, who gave a
course on Ricœur’s Time and Narrative at Duke University in 2004 (which I had the good
fortune to attend), Ricœur is a conservative old fogey, but a very polite and intelligent
one. Indeed, Jameson opined in his usual way, the only way one knows that Ricœur has
inserted the knife is when the blood begins to flow.
80. Ricœur 1970.
81. Adorno 2008, pp. 113, 191, 245; Adorno 2007, pp. 163, 237, 315–16.
82. Ricœur frames his discussion in psychoanalytic terms – the initial, negative
moment unmasks the repressive surface and the subsequent moment releases the
fantasy – yet Jameson is all too aware that theology is never far from Ricœur’s thought
(see also Badiou 2006c). Despite Jameson’s admission that he is little interested in religion,
he has in fact engaged with it on a number of occasions. These include the background of
medieval biblical allegory and Northrop Frye for his own three-level method of Marxist
interpretation, which he explores in The Political Unconscious (Jameson 1981, pp. 69–74;
see my discussion in Boer 1996, pp. 3–41, and Boer 2005a), the engagement with Walter
Benjamin in terms of the same allegorical schema in Marxism and Form (Jameson 1971,
pp. 60–83), the historicising of religion as the ideology or ‘cultural dominant’ of that
imprecise period known as ‘precapitalist formations’ in Jameson 1986 (see also Boer 1996,
pp. 58–68), and a study of Augustine and heretical sects in Jameson 1996.
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all ideology in the strongest sense, including the most exclusive forms of rulingclass consciousness just as much as that of oppositional or oppressed classes – is
in its very nature Utopian’.83
A dialectic worthy of Bloch at his best, although it has brought Jameson his
fair share of criticism, particularly when he suggests that even fascism, sexism,
or racism have their utopian moments. Now myth takes its seat in my discussion, for Jameson’s primary concern is with form rather than content: the act, so
often collective, of presenting an ideal – or at least a ‘better’ (in the eyes of its
proponents) – future that has not yet been achieved is in itself a utopian gesture. This point actually applies to any myth, whether of the Right or the Left, or
anywhere in between. We may find some content more appealing that others,
but that does not diminish the formal point. Even the most retrograde myth –
of Nazism, say, or slavery or sexual oppression or a theocracy as we find in the
biblical text of Chronicles84 – still presents an image of what the desired, ideal
or better society might look like. In other words, it becomes possible to interpret
myth in light of his hermeneutics of ideology and utopia, to locate the utopian
possibilities of myth from within the negative, ideological moment. In this sense
I re-read Jameson’s directive: ‘a Marxist negative hermeneutic, a Marxist practice
of ideological analysis proper, must in the practical work of reading and interpretation be exercised simultaneously with a Marxist positive hermeneutic, or a
decipherment of the Utopian impulses of these same still ideological texts’.85
Out of a number of possible examples – such as the utopian possibilities of
medieval theology, the revolutionary novum of the Reformation and its rediscovery of Hebrew, and the suggestion that heretical groups during Augustine’s
era are analogous to far-left groups today86 – I restrict myself to one telling
83. Jameson 1981, p. 289. This approach to religion and myth stands in some tension
with Jameson’s other approach in which religion is relegated to a bygone era or reduced
to a code for other issues, whether cultural, political or social. This approach is best
encapsulated in his observation that ‘religion is a figural form whereby utopian issues
are fought out’ (Jameson 1996, p. 161).
84. See Boer 2006b, pp. 136–68; Schweitzer 2007.
85. Jameson 1981, p. 296.
86. A few words on each instance: Jameson showers unexpected praise on medieval theology – ‘unique conceptual resources’, he writes, ‘remarkably sophisticated’,
‘an extraordinarily elaborated and articulated system of thought’, and a ‘remarkable
language experiment’ (Jameson 2005, p. 61). As for Thomas More’s monastic asceticism
and enthusiasm for the Reformation (Jameson 2005, pp. 25–33), Jameson observes that
asceticism becomes a utopian expression – in form at least – of a collective life, the
face-to-face community and its inherent egalitarianism (here Jameson follows unwittingly in Kautsky’s footsteps). For its part, Protestantism gives voice to the revolutionary
excitement of the novum, most notably in the rediscovery of the Hebrew of the Old Testament (I must admit that this is the first time I have ever come across classical Hebrew
described as a utopian motif – all the better!). Finally, in his study of Augustine – which
is really a tough encounter with Foucault, who comes off the worse for it – Jameson
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example of this hermeneutic, applying it to Jameson’s own troubled effort to
deal with religious apocalyptic in Archaeologies of the Future. Let us take it as a
given that apocalyptic, with all its fevered speculation and anticipation of God
and his chariots coming to vanquish one’s opponents, is saturated with the language of myth, and that apocalyptic refers both to the narrative of catastrophecum-renewal and the ideology of a collective for whom that narrative is vital.
But is it utopian? Initially Jameson is not quite sure about apocalyptic, offering a
passing comment with the hope that it will be enough: ‘The stars in the night sky
are just such an apparition suspended in time, a multiplicity stretched immobile
across space, whose other face is that firmament as the scroll of which the Apocalypse tells us that it will be rolled up in the last days’.87 Soon enough, Jameson
realises that he will not get off so lightly, particularly with Ernst Bloch peering over his shoulder (Bloch was quite enamoured with apocalyptic firebrands
such as Joachim de Fiore and Thomas Müntzer). So Jameson seeks to distinguish
between apocalyptic today – ‘the increasingly popular visions of total destruction and of the extinction of life on Earth’88 – and the ‘original Apocalypse’:
‘Yet this new term oddly enough brings us around to our starting point again,
inasmuch as the original Apocalypse includes both catastrophe and fulfilment,
the end of the world and the inauguration of the reign of Christ on earth, Utopia
and the extinction of the human race all at once. Yet if the Apocalypse is neither
dialectical (in the sense of including its Utopian “opposite”) nor some mere psychological projection, to be deciphered in historical or ideological terms, then it
is probably to be grasped as metaphysical or religious, in which case its secret
Utopian vocation consists in assembling a new community of readers and believers around itself ’.89
Instead of making the most of the two extremes of this original Apocalypse
(the Revelation of John) – between complete obliteration and inauguration of
a new age – Jameson, at least in this quotation, attempts to shift the dialectic
to another level: instead of concerning himself with the cataclysm and renewal
afterwards, he argues that the utopian import lies not in the content but in the
new community that takes shape around the apocalyptic vision (this image has
more than a passing likeness to Badiou’s militant band acting in fidelity to the
mythical event). Now, although this alternative dialectical move is a good example of Jameson’s hermeneutics of ideology and utopia, replete with his usual ability to look awry and find an alternative utopian reading, I wonder why he needs
argues that the early Christian sects may be read as the equivalent of far-left groups for
whom Augustine is then the social democrat who seeks to negate and annihilate them
(Jameson 1996). For a more detailed treatment, see Boer 2009b, pp. 53–8.
87. Jameson 2005, p. 94.
88. Jameson 2005, p. 199
89. Ibid.
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to do so. I am perfectly happy to grant the collective point, but why not also
engage directly with the tension between catastrophe and renewal, the end of
history and the new age, or, in terms Jameson likes to use, between anti-utopia
and utopia? Indeed, why not include the new community of readers, both agents
and the faithful within this dialectic?
Yet when we turn to the long and somewhat rambling footnote that is attached
to this afterthought on apocalyptic, Jameson attempts precisely the dialectic in
which I am interested.90 He speculates that ‘the end of the world may simply
be the cover for a very different and more properly utopian wish-fulfilment: as
when (in John Wyndam’s novels, for example) the protagonist and a small band
of other survivors of the catastrophe go on to found some smaller and more liveable collectivity after the end of modernity and capitalism’.91 Here is the collective, which now operates within the apocalyptic novel as the mark of a new age
and is thereby a signal for the function of such literature itself, namely, to gather
and foster a community for whom the literature itself is vital. Apart from John
Wyndham, I would suggest that Philip K. Dick might want to make an appearance (for some reason that is beyond me, he does not do so at this moment,
although he certainly does so elsewhere),92 for Dick is certainly one who made
extensive use of the narrative of catastrophe-cum-renewal, even if the grim life
on the other side of the catastrophe is hardly one to write home about. Surely
Thomas More should make an appearance here, too, for his founding text of the
modern genre of utopia may be read as a sustained and largely successful effort
to secularise the genre of apocalyptic and free it from the weight of its religious
associations.
Despite my misgivings concerning apocalyptic, with its history of deluded
crackpots leading bands of equally deluded followers to grisly ends, we cannot
deny that it is a mythic genre of the first order. The basic feature of apocalyptic –
the dialectical play between catastrophe and renewal – has all the hallmarks of
fable or myth. In the effort to speak of new utopian reality, myth offers a vast
collection of images, metaphors and ways of speaking. Yet apocalyptic indicates
that myth is far more than language and narrative: in the same way that apocalyptic is simultaneously a genre of literature, an ideology of politico-religious
90. I have argued that the structure of this paragraph on apocalyptic and its heavy
footnote is symptomatic of the side-stepping of questions of religion that runs through
Jameson’s discussions of utopia. See Boer 2009b, pp. 31–58.
91. Jameson 2005, p. 199. Its historical conditions, he suggests, may give voice to ‘the
expression of the melancholy and trauma of the historical experience of defeat’, which
is how he suggests we ‘interpret the immense eschatological jouissance of the greatest
of modern apocalyptic writers, J.G. Ballard (1930–), as the expression of his experience
of the end of the British Empire in the Second World War’ (ibid.).
92. Jameson 2005, pp. 57, 64, 69–70, 80–3, 96, 99, 263, 287, 288, 312, 343, 345–8, 363–83.
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movements (or ‘worldview’ as the more timid might describe it), and an active
force in forming and sustaining a collective experience, so also is myth.
Early Christian communism
Barthes and Jameson: two writers, two examples of the utopian impulse in distinctly political myths. Yet, my final example is perhaps the best of all, namely
Christian communism. And who better to introduce it than Jameson, who
observes that what was felt to be the rediscovery of the spirit of early Christianity
during the Renaissance and Reformation was nothing less than a cultural revolution. A utopian excitement runs through this rediscovery, a ‘new intellectual
enthusiasm’ that was deeply utopian and even revolutionary.93 I would suggest
that this impulse comes from what I call the political myth of early Christian
communism, a remarkably resilient, if often marginalised, political myth that
makes a reappearance from time to time, reshaped and reclaimed by yet another
group seeking to shake the cultural and social foundations of the time.
Stemming from a couple of crucial verses in the biblical book of the Acts of
the Apostles, Christian communism remains a classic political myth. Acts 2:44–5
reads: ‘And all who believed were together and had all things in common; and
they sold their possessions and goods and distributed them to all, as any had
need’. Or more fully in 4:32–5:
Now the company of all those who believed were of one heart and soul,
and no one said that any of the things which he possessed was his own, but
instead they had everything in common. And with great power the apostles
gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace
was upon them all. There was not a needy person among them, for as many
as were possessors of lands or houses sold them, and brought the proceeds of
what was sold and laid it at the apostles’ feet; and distribution was made to
each as any had need.

More than one reader has detected in these verses a loud echo of the famous
slogan, ‘from each according to his abilities, to each according to his need!’94 Add
to this the practices of having meals in common and the abolition of family life,
as well as the story of the rich young man from the gospels, where Jesus tells him,
‘You lack one thing; go, sell what you have, and give to the poor, and you will
have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me’,95 and a theme emerges that has
become a powerful current in Christian political thought and practice.
93. Jameson 2005, p. 24.
94. Marx 1891a, p. 87; Marx 1891b, p. 21.
95. Mark 10:21; see Matthew 19:21 and Luke 18:22.
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Before I draw upon four of the major exponents of this political myth – Engels,
Luxemburg, Kautsky and Kristeva – let me state at the outset why it is important
for my argument. To begin with, the core of this myth is collective. The very construction and retelling of the myth may have a collective impact, but this effect is
redoubled by the fact that the content is itself collective. Further, this myth has
an enabling and virtual historical power; in other words, the myth of Christian
communism may initially be an image, using figurative and metaphorical language that expresses a hope concerning communal living, but once it becomes
an authoritative story, appropriated into the material lives of communities, it
gains a historical power of its own with historical consequences. Finally, this
argument relies on the position that the story is by and large fictional (playing
on the inevitable double sense of myth), for no biblical scholar worth a damn
will argue that the Acts of the Apostles is at all reliable in regard to historical
reconstruction. In what follows, I provide the groundwork for these positions.
Engels sowed the seeds for this extraordinarily fertile theme in ‘On the History
of Early Christianity’.96 Throughout his life he was quite ambivalent about Christianity; having been devoutly committed to the Reformed tradition in his youth,
from his early twenties he could voice both the strongest condemnations of religion and an awareness that Christianity has a revolutionary strain.97 The latter
theme comes to the fore in a series of studies in which Engels gradually came to
terms with Christianity – ‘The Peasant War in Germany, Bruno Bauer and Early
Christianity, The Book of Revelation’, and ‘On the History of Early Christianity’.98
I will have more to say on these texts in the next chapter, but the relevant points
here are that Christianity was for Engels originally a revolutionary movement,
that it drew its initial members from the lower levels of society in the Roman
Empire, and that there are numerous parallels with the communist movement
in Engels’s own day.
Relying on the biblical research of Bruno Bauer, which Engels had come to
appreciate after the earlier polemic of The Holy Family and The German Ideology,
he pushes the point that earliest Christianity appealed mostly to slaves and
poor free men and women. Bauer had argued that Christianity’s appeal lay in
its overturning of Hellenistic assumptions, stressing poverty against wealth and
weakness against power; Engels took the argument further, suggesting that Christianity was actually made up of the poor and weak, or, to draw on terms I will
explore in my sixth chapter, from the ill-born, ugly, unjust and evil, in short, the
96. Engels 1894–5c; Engels 1894–5d.
97. See Engels 1844a, p. 462; Engels 1844b, p. 544; Engels 1843a, p. 380; Engels 1843b,
pp. 451–2.
98. Engels 1850a; Engels 1850b; Engels 1882a; Engels 1882b; Engels 1883a; Engels 1883b;
Engels 1894–5c; Engels 1894–5d.
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scum of society. Or in Engels’s words, ‘Christianity was originally a movement
of oppressed people: it first appeared as the religion of slaves and freedmen, of
poor people deprived of all rights, of peoples subjugated or dispersed by Rome’.99
How does he know? He suggests that Roman imperialism crushed older social
structures of clan and polis, imposed a new juridical system, exacted punishing
tribute, and exacerbated the hopeless state of the vast majority of slaves, impoverished peasants and desperate urban freemen. To this situation, Christianity
offered a radical response. However, since there is little evidence apart from the
notoriously unreliable texts of the New Testament, Engels bolsters his reconstruction by making parallels with the communists he knew. Both early Christianity and communism appeal to the oppressed classes, both are afflicted by
sectarian squabbles and endless splits, have countless false prophets who arise
and lead people astray, suffer from a tension between ascetic self-denial and
libertinage, endure persecution and ostracism, and they both hope for a better
world, a hope that keeps them struggling despite numerous setbacks.100
From Engels, then, we have the appeal to the poorer classes, the revolutionary origins and the endless comparisons with communism of his own day. He
does not, however, cite the Book of Acts concerning the nature of those early
communities – for a very good reason. Engels followed the scepticism of biblical
scholars such as Bauer and David Strauss (of Das Leben Jesu101 fame) concerning
the sheer unreliability of the New Testament for any historical reconstruction.
Acts in particular, with its glorious march of the gospel from Jerusalem to Rome
under the guidance of a ghostly Holy Spirit, full of magic, raisings from the dead,
impossible rescues from prison and snakebite, is a wonderful and entertaining
piece of literature, but it is not history.102 I will return to this vital point concerning Acts when Luxemburg and Kautsky join the discussion.
99. Engels 1894–5c, p. 447; Engels 1894–5d, p. 449. Engels is actually the source of
this idea in New Testament studies and church history. For more than half a century it
became the consensus view among biblical scholars (see, for instance, Deissman 1978,
1929) and sociologists such as Troeltsch (Troeltsch 1992), until challenged by more conservative scholars who reclaimed and refined an older argument that preceded Engels,
namely that Christianity as an urban movement attracted members from the middle and
upper strata of Roman society (for a survey, see Stark 1996, pp. 29–48). Needless to say,
the evidence is decidedly slim.
100. In fact, the likenesses between schisms and petty squabbles in both Christianity
and the communist movement were often noted by both Marx and Engels. See the full
collection of what is a multitude of references in Boer 2012, pp. 44–6, 279–81, 297–305.
101. Strauss 1902; Strauss 1835.
102. Another reason for Engels’s studied avoidance of the Acts of the Apostles must
be his and Marx’s long-standing opposition to the first socialists, especially those from
France who provided the initial inspiration for the German socialism of Moses Hess,
Wilhelm Weitling and others. For instance, in his discussion of Étienne Cabet, Engels
notes that French communists tended to be Christian, in contrast to the English socialists. Cabet’s slogan was, after all, le christianisme c’est le communisme, and he explicitly
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The next step in the political myth of Christian communism comes barely
ten years after Engels published his ‘On the History of Early Christianity’. In 1905
Rosa Luxemburg produced her long essay, Socialism and the Churches,103 forcefully arguing that the first Christian communities were communist, even though
it was a communism of consumption rather than production. Three years later,
Karl Kautsky published the much more substantial Foundations of Christianity.104
Both works make largely the same points, so I take them as a pair, although for
some reason that is beyond me these one-time collaborators do not refer to each
other. Luxemburg’s and Kautsky’s arguments may be seen as a confluence of
two streams. One obviously comes from Engels, for they pick up his suggestions
that the early Christians came from the slaves and impoverished free men – the
proletarians – of the Roman world and that there are many parallels with the
workers’ movement of their own day. Kautsky strengthened the former point
by arguing that Christianity was a militant proletarian response to Roman rule,
an urban movement that mediated between the militancy of the anarchistic
and disorganised Zealot liberation movement and the communist escapism of
the Essenes who retreated to the countryside.105 For her part, Luxemburg ingeniously turned the latter point – the parallels with her own day – to the workers’
advantage, arguing that genuine Christianity was at one with the aspirations of
those who were joining the Social Democrats.
The other stream actually comes from the first socialist movements in France
and then Germany, precisely those ‘utopian socialists’ whom Marx and Engels
castigated time and again. Filtering over the border from France, these early
socialists were of a distinctly Christian stripe, arguing that the original Christian communities were communist and attempting to convert the teachings of
Christianity into a code of ethics minus the supernatural rubbish. Like Engels –
indeed like so many movements for reform within Christianity – they felt that
they had rediscovered the original form of Christianity, a form that had been
distorted by the later church, whether Roman Catholic or Protestant (forgetting
of course Orthodox Christianity). It hardly needs to be said that this search for
origins was really a way of playing out political struggles of the time. Yet what
strikes any student of the period is how these struggles took place on the terrain of the Bible, particularly the New Testament. So Saint-Simon’s criticism
of capitalism was meshed with his argument that early Christianity was actually a religion of brotherly love and not a dualistic one with Heaven above and
drew upon the image of Christian communism in the book of Acts of the Apostles as a
model for his own ‘Icarian’ communities. See Engels 1843a, pp. 399, 403; Engels 1843b,
pp. 471, 475; Engels 1888a, pp. 234–5; Engels 1888b, pp. 117–18.
103. Luxemburg 1970; Luxemburg 1982.
104. Kautsky 2007; Kautsky 1977.
105. Kautsky 2007, pp. 167–9; Kautsky 1977, pp. 338–43.
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Earth below. The faithful communities which formed after Saint-Simon’s death
constituted themselves as ‘churches’, throwing in a priesthood for good measure
and declaring that Saint-Simon was the messiah. Despite their best efforts at
self-destruction – schisms in the movement, defections to Fourier’s phalansteries, an embarrassing venture to the Middle East to find a female messiah – this
type of socialism spilled over the border to Germany and inspired a number
of German radicals. Heinrich Heine, August von Cieskowski and Moses Hess,
an early collaborator with Marx and Engels, were swept up by the moral vision
and fervent anticipation that human society was moving forward to an era of
brotherly love.106 More significantly for my argument, leading figures in the early
German communist movement were also deeply influenced – Wilhelm Weitling
(whom we will meet again in the next chapter), Hermann Kriege, Karl Grün
and Gottfried Kinkel. Marx and Engels worked until they dropped to excise this
rather Christian element from within communism.107 Marx was often at his most
scathing when dealing with these erstwhile comrades: Hermann Kriege is the
‘apostle of love [Liebesapostel]’;108 Gottfried Kinkel, leader among the German
refugees in London, is the ‘theologising belletristic Kinkel’;109 French socialism
‘sentimentally bewails the sufferings of mankind, or in Christian spirit prophesies the millennium and universal brotherly love, or in humanistic style drivels
on about mind, education and freedom’.110
Yet, despite all the hard work of Marx and Engels, this stream of Christian
communism – which has a long, long history that precedes them111 – would not
exit the scene, tail between its legs. Instead, I would suggest that it shows up
in Luxemburg’s argument in Socialism and the Churches, profoundly modified
and reshaped in light of Engels’s reconstruction of the revolutionary origins of
Christianity. As I mentioned earlier, Luxemburg and Kautsky (like these early
socialists) took the description of the early Christian communities in the Acts of
the Apostles as historical reports of real communal practice.112 I will not dwell
here on their efforts to reconstruct the economic and social situation of the first
106. See especially Breckman 1999, pp. 131–76.
107. Marx and Engels 1846a, p. 46; Marx and Engels 1846b, p. 12; Marx and Engels
1845–6a, pp. 484–530; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, pp. 473–520; Marx and Engels 1852a;
Marx and Engels 1852b.
108. Marx and Engels 1846a, p. 50; Marx and Engels 1846b, p. 17.
109. Marx 1851a; Marx 1851b.
110. Marx 1852a, p. 142; Marx 1852b, p. 153. In the widely read Socialism: Utopian and
Scientific Engels argued that this Christian-inspired socialism was a necessary but preliminary, and therefore crude, stage on the way to full socialism. See Engels 1880a, especially
pp. 285–97; Engels 1880b, especially pp. 189–201.
111. See the extensive survey by Kautsky 1947b, 1947c; Kautsky and Lafargue 1977, as
well as the excellent recent studies by John Roberts (Roberts 2008a, 2008b).
112. In this respect Luxemburg merely follows a long tradition within Christian
thought. She cites some of the ‘Church Fathers’, Saint Basil and John Chrysostom in the
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Christians within the Roman Empire, which is an effort to build on Engels’s
brief comments. They also expand on his attempt at parallels by arguing that
the economic situation of the early Church is analogous to the situation in which
they write.
But what of that early communism? Here, both Luxemburg and Kautsky agree
on the basic details. Driven by dire poverty and atrocious economic conditions,
a basic stipulation of the early community was a communistic structure and
organisation. As Kautsky puts it, the first Christian community ‘had been permeated by an energetic though vague communism, an aversion to all private property, a drive toward a new and better social order, in which all class differences
should be smoothed out by division of possessions’.113 In fact, this ‘communistic
mutual aid society’114 was the secret of its success beyond the untimely death of
its founder.
Nonetheless, there is a problem, since early Christianity operated according
to a communism of consumption, not production. For Kautsky, the key issue
was the urban nature of Christianity and its lack of an agricultural base; it had
no internal means to sustain itself. It is all very well for people to aspire – based
on the stories in Acts – to sell all they have and give what they gain from such
a massive garage sale to the community of which they are a part. But that does
nothing to change the way such things are produced. What happens when the
goods run out? Do people go back to their various jobs and professions in order
to produce or buy more goods so that they can sell them again or share them
once more? Indeed, for Kautsky a communism of consumption needs the larger
economic system to continue, for the commune’s members would need to keep
on generating some income in order to distribute it to each other.115 Or, as
Luxemburg puts it:
But this communism was based on the consumption of finished products and
not on the communism of work, and proved itself incapable of reforming society, of putting an end to the inequality between people and throwing down the
barrier which separated rich from poor. . . . Suppose, for example, that the rich
proprietors, influenced by the Christian doctrine, offered to share up between
the people all their money and other riches which they possessed in the form
of cereals, fruit, clothing, animals, etc. What would the result be? Poverty
would disappear for several weeks and during this time the people would be
able to feed and clothe themselves. But the finished products are quickly used
fourth century and then Gregory the Great from the sixth century, as well as the church
historian Vogel from 1780.
113. Kautsky 2007, p. 217; Kautsky 1977, p. 433.
114. Kautsky 2007, p. 196; Kautsky 1977, p. 403.
115. Kautsky 2007, p. 221; Kautsky 1977, p. 442.
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up. After a short lapse of time, the people, having consumed the distributed
riches, would once again have empty hands.116

Apart from the Christian communities themselves, nothing has in fact changed
within the economic structures as a whole. So we find that early Christianity
had no effect on the economic system based on slavery. In fact, it would rely on
the rich producing more, by means of their slaves, so that they could once again
share their wealth with the Christian community. Should they also sell their
means of production, then the Christian communities would quickly starve.
Already within early Christian communism, the logic of giving alms to the poor
arose, for such a system could be maintained only if the rich kept making surpluses and kept on giving them to the poor.
Now Kautsky and Luxemburg diverge. Kautsky picks up the point concerning
alms-giving by the rich and traces the way in which this initial Christian communism dissipates. The commune becomes a community that is increasingly
attractive to the rich; the common meal (a real vestige of primitive communism)
was divided into the symbolic Eucharist and a meal for the poor members who
receive alms; as the community grows it develops its own administrative hierarchy of bishop, apostle and prophet. So great was the change that by the time
Christianity was adopted by Constantine and became the religion of the Roman
Empire, it had become yet another mechanism for exploitation. Yet Kautsky suggests – in line with his search for a tradition of pre-Marxist socialism – that
the communist drive could not be eradicated entirely, so it was shunted off
into monasticism. Here, we find an obverse of the urban-based communism of
consumption, for the rural basis of the monasteries lent themselves to a communism of agricultural production rather than one of consumption. For all the
expansions of the monasteries, their latifundia and concentrations of wealth, for
all the exploitation of slaves and unpaid workers, they maintained ‘uncommon
resistance and capacity for development’.117 All of which was to lead into the
Middle Ages and its religiously-driven communist movements.118
By contrast, Luxemburg presses the point that modern-day socialists differ from
early Christian communism, for socialists demand a more fundamental change in
the means of production. While the Christian communists ‘did not demand that
the land, the workshops and the instruments of work should become collective
property, but only that everything should be divided up among them, houses,
clothing, food and finished products most necessary to life’, the socialists seek
to make into common property the actual ‘instruments of work, the means of
116. Luxemburg 1970, pp. 137–8; Luxemburg 1982, pp. 26–7; translation modified.
117. Kautsky 2007, p. 241; Kautsky 1977, p. 488.
118. Kautsky 1947b.
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production, in order that all humanity may work and live in harmonious unity’.119
In other words, socialism will complete what Christian communism began.
The latter’s intention may have been in the right place – an ardent belief in
communism – but it needs to go a step further: not only do the products of an
economy need to be held in common, but so also do the means of production.
Her rather arresting conclusion is then that socialism is the logical outcome of
Christianity: ‘What the Christian Apostles could not accomplish by their fiery
preaching against the egoism of the rich, the modern proletarians . . . can start
working in the near future, by the conquest of political power in all countries by
tearing the factories, the land, and all the means of production from the capitalists to make them the communal property of the workers’.120
It is almost time to stand back and ask what we can do with these arguments.
Before I do, however, let me bring in one further contribution to this tradition
of Christian communism – apart from your garden-variety resuscitations of the
assertion that Jesus of Nazareth was in some senses a revolutionary. It comes
from Julia Kristeva in one of her more Marxist moments, or rather, when Marx
emerges from the dark corner in which she hides him all-too often.121 Kristeva is
of course enamoured with psychoanalysis, being one of the more faithful daughters of the father, Freud, but every now and then she breaks from this commitment to offer a profoundly collective point, moments when she becomes for
a day or so a Marxist feminist. One of those moments is her suggestion that
the new collective, the ekklesia proposed and established by the Apostle Paul,
offers a new way to deal with psychic distress and psychosis (schizophrenia and
paranoia).122 To be sure, this is not the early communism of the Book of Acts,
but it provides another angle on that ideal image.
This move contrasts with the tendency of Kristeva to focus on the private
individual, even in her treatments of Paul,123 let alone the Protestant tendency to
emphasise the introspective and individualist Paul, or indeed the great polemic
of the Enlightenment in which the private individual is the point from which
one must consider any group or society. No, Kristeva sides firmly with the collective, with the ekklesia. It is ‘une communauté des étrangers’, ‘a community of
foreigners’, an ‘ideal community’, ‘an original entity’, a ‘messianism that includes
all of humankind’.124 The language may be a little over the top, filled with too
119. Luxemburg 1970, p. 136; Luxemburg 1982, p. 24
120. Luxemburg 1970, p. 148; Luxemburg 1982, p. 40; translation modified.
121. See further Boer 2009b, pp. 121–54.
122. Kristeva 1991, pp. 77–83; Kristeva 1988, pp. 113–22. Ekklesia is conventionally translated as ‘church’, but Kristeva stays with the Greek term in order to wrest it away from
the mutations that ‘church’ implies. In Greek, of course, it means simply a gathering.
123. Kristeva 1987, pp. 139–50; Kristeva 1983, pp. 135–47.
124. Kristeva 1991, p. 80; Kristeva 1988, pp. 117–18.
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much prophetic fervour, but Kristeva sees in the ekklesia the foreshadowing of
a transformed society.
The key to this new community – largely due to the political and ‘psychological intuition of its founder’125 – is that it answers psychic distress. Or rather, the
ekklesia provides a context and a narrative for overcoming psychosis. How does
it do so? Not only is the ekklesia a foreign collective, a commune of people split
between two or more identities, it also answers the schizophrenic split of the
foreigner. Yet Paul does not try to fit foreigners within an existing social body,
with all manner of programmes for ‘integration’ and ‘assimilation’ – language
courses, skills training, strict visa requirements and so on. Instead, the ekklesia
embodies psychosis within itself. So Paul recognises the split within the foreigner
between two countries (as any child of immigrants like myself will recognise
only too readily) and provides a narrative and experience for passing between
two psychic domains – between flesh and spirit, old self and new self, sin and
forgiveness, death and life, crucifixion and resurrection in a ‘body’ which is simultaneously that of the group and Christ’s body.126 That is to say, what appears to
be an external split becomes internal – to both the individual psyche and the
very construction of the collective. Paul’s ekklesia is, then, the way of soothing
psychosis, offering the experience of the split as ‘a transition toward a spiritual
liberation starting from and within a concrete body’.127
I do find Kristeva’s reading a little too enthusiastic, bordering on the celebrations of the church as a breakthrough egalitarian community, a collection of
happy former psychotics, or indeed masochists or narcissists or whatever. By
contrast, I would suggest that that collective is quite unstable and fragile, perhaps offering a glimpse of the new; the transition from one side to the other was
not quite as successful as Kristeva might imagine. The problem is that Paul’s
ekklesia replicates too many of the structures of the Hellenistic society from
which it arose – in terms of gender, hierarchy, relations of production (slaves
and masters) and so on.128 It is not entirely clear how new this ekklesia really is,
for Paul draws upon the same language as the imperial cult. In doing so, the new
community threatens to replicate precisely those structures. Further, the history
of the church is not as uplifting as might be expected in light of its supposed
origins, for it has too often been intolerant of foreigners, hierarchical, repressive
of sexual and gender difference, denigrating the libidinal and expelling heretics.
And then the passage from one state to another, from sin to forgiveness, from
125.
126.
127.
128.

Kristeva 1991, p. 82; Kristeva 1988, p. 120.
See Romans 12:4–5.
Kristeva 1991, p. 82; Kristeva 1988, p. 121.
See Kittredge 2000; Økland 2005.
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flesh to spirit, from law to grace, from death to life is not always so clear. For
Paul also distinguishes between Jew and Greek, barbarian and Greek, male and
female, slave and free, sin and law, grace and law, the law of God and the law of
sin in a way that does not always offer a clear transition.
A collective it may be, but it is a very unstable one – different yet similar to
the politico-religious bodies on which it was modelled, wavering between egalitarian, segregated and hierarchical structures, providing an answer for and yet
perpetuating pathologies. As I will spell out in more detail in the fourth chapter, the reason for this instability in the texts may be located in the troubled
social formation in which the early Christians found themselves. They were in
the midst of a tumultuous and violent transition from one social formation to
another, from a sacred economy to a slave system. The writers of these works –
whether the Acts of the Apostles or Paul’s letters – could not help evincing traces
of this brutal context in their texts. We might put the question as follows: what is
the question to which Paul’s letters or the Book of Acts provides an answer? We
have the answer, but not the question. Yet the traces of the question leave their
marks all over the answer, especially in the effort to describe those early Christian communities. They tried as much as they could to provide a picture, desperately idealised, of a community that responded to the brutal changes everywhere
apparent in economic and political forms.
And that brings me back at last to the question of political myth. It would be
too easy to argue that the images of Christian communism in the Book of Acts –
upon which Luxemburg and Kautsky build their arguments – are not based on
any historically verifiable fact. Equally, the image of the ekklesia in Paul’s letters fails to distinguish itself clearly from other collective structures from which
he drew his ideas and terminology. But I wish to take a different tack, suggesting that Luxemburg, Kautsky and Kristeva have embellished and enhanced a
profound political myth of early Christian communism. In fact, I want to insist
on the historical unreliability of this image in Acts and the idealisation of the
ekklesia in Paul’s letters. Rather than their effort to fix such a moment historically (in this respect they merely share a desire with so many New Testament
scholars), I prefer to argue that these images function far better as a ‘founding
myth’. Here we face a delightful contradiction: the less historically reliable such
a story is, the more powerful it is as a political myth. Indeed, as long as the belief
holds that Acts or Paul presents what was once a real, lived experience, then we
will find efforts to restore such an original moment. However, if we insist that
the communal life of the early church is myth, that it projects a wish as to what
might be, that it gives us a powerful image of what may still be achieved, only
then are we able to overcome the reactionary desire to return to the early church
in the Book of Acts. It might then be possible to reclaim it as a radical rather
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than a reactionary myth. In this light we may understand the continued influence of this political myth of early Christian communism throughout history: the
Franciscan order within the Roman Catholic Church; the communist efforts of
Gerrard Winstanley and the Diggers in seventeenth-century England;129 the Icarian communes of Étienne Cabet (1788–1856) in the USA; the various Christian
communes that exist today.

Conclusion
I have skirted a continent or three in this argument for political myth. Myth,
I argued, requires Bloch’s discernment not only to identify the subversive
moments in the midst of the depressing commonality of jack-booted terror, but
also to appreciate myth’s cunning in slipping away from the police actions and
thereby preserving those invaluable insurrections. From there, I sought to toughen
up the anticipatory and utopian elements of myth with the help of a grab-bag of
proposals: Sorel’s irrefutable motivation, Althusser’s suggestion that myth may
well be a totality that has yet to attain its concept, the ontological argument’s
‘that than which nothing greater can be conceived’, Badiou’s forcing of a truth,
Deleuze and Guattari’s reverse causality, and the analogical argument’s effort
to change perspectives so that the utopia is the privileged perspective. Myth,
then, pushes to the edge of language and thought, speaking in other modes that
attempt to switch perspective so that the utopian moment will have been true,
so that its impending reality impinges on the contours of, and thereby reshapes,
our situation. Finally, I traced the way utopia turns up in three very different
myths, that of Barthes’s dreamed-of pure denotation, Jameson’s wary engagement with apocalyptic and Christian communism.
Let me close with what was my deepest engagement – the long history of
the political myth of Christian communism – by bringing to bear the theoretical elaboration in which I plundered Bloch and company. In each case, the key
terms I scavenged fit remarkably well, with a little sawing, hammering and
sanding, into a larger whole: as an anticipatory myth, Christian communism is
a ‘totality which has not yet achieved its concept’ (Althusser); ‘that than which
nothing greater can be conceived’ (the ontological argument); a situation that
will have been true at some future point (Badiou, who has his own version of
129. In Winstanley’s own words: ‘And when the Son of man, was gone from the Apostles, his Spirit descended upon the Apostles and Brethren, as they were waiting at Jerusalem; and Rich men sold their Possessions, and gave part to the Poor; and no man said,
That ought that he possessed was his own, for they had all things Common, Act. 4.32’.
Winstanley, Everard, Goodgroome, Palmer, Starre, South, Hoggrill, Courton, Sawyer,
Taylor, Eder, Clifford, Bickerstaffe, Barker, Taylor and Coulton 1649.
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Christian communism as a militant and faithful group). Why not go the whole
way? I would go so far as to suggest that the political myth of Christian communism may well operate in terms of reverse causality. Speaking the language of
myth – since we fall short of the language appropriate to what has not yet been
experienced or what may be known – that communism functions as a constituent resistance (Negri) to which the various churches continually respond in an
effort to block its possibility, curtailing currents within that perpetually break
out and thereby generate in their very resistance the continued possibility of
Christian communism. But is this not the case with the ‘broad church’ of communism itself?

Chapter Three
Ambivalence

Religion is a big rip-off in itself, but it can also be
a great instrument of liberation.1

My concern in this chapter is ambivalence, the political ambivalence of theology. The argument may be
stated quite simply: a religion such as Christianity
may be oppressive or liberating, a dreadful instrument
for state-sanctioned terror or the source of inspiration for one revolutionary movement after another.
Christianity is an exercise in delusion by self-serving
priests, a woeful validation of the power of despots
and oligarchs, says one; no, Jesus was a revolutionary and
Christianity began as an anti-imperial movement, says
another. Neither is entirely correct, it seems to me,
for both options – as well as variations on them – are
entirely possible.
The argument has three steps. I begin by drawing
on one or two historical examples. The field of such
examples passes well beyond the horizon, but I have
chosen a few lesser-known instances that continue
to intrigue and entice me. From history, I move to
theoretical reflection with the help of sundry Marxists, corralling together those who have recognised in
some way the political ambivalence of Christian theology. In this section, I draw upon and extend various
moments in the earlier volumes of the The Criticism of
Heaven and Earth, for political ambivalence became a
consistent theme, especially in Criticism of Theology,
where I traced it through the work of Max Horkheimer,
1. Negri and Scelsi 2008, p. 205.
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E.P. Thompson, G.E.M. de Ste. Croix, Michael Löwy, Roland Barthes, Deleuze and
Guattari, and Antonio Negri. Others will turn up in the following pages. Although
they all give voice to this ambivalence to some extent, some are more astute than
others, so I have distinguished between the unwitting and the witting – that is, in
some cases the political ambivalence of Christian thought and practice emerges
inadvertently in their work, while in other cases it is explicitly foregrounded.
One question is left hanging: why is Christianity so riven with contrary political
directions? So I close by outlining some of the preliminary theoretical questions
that will set the scene for the full, gritty detail of a historical proposal that must
await the next chapter.

Scandal and folly
No better illustration of the ambivalence of Christianity may be found than in
the history of the last two millennia. Immediately I am faced with a problem of
oversupply, for the examples could be piled up in an interminable, multivolume
work; an encyclopaedia perhaps, one section known as the Christian Black Book
and the other as the Christian Red Book, each competing with entries to outdo
the other. Nonetheless, I restrict myself to a few key examples. On the negative
side, the usual suspects include the infamous conversion of Constantine in 312
CE, with the subsequent legalisation, sponsorship and eventual declaration –
by Theodosius I in 380 CE – that Christianity was to be the sole religion of the
empire, as well as the Crusades, the pursuit of heretics, the Inquisition and the
wars of religion in Europe after the Reformation. Some are desperately ludicrous,
such as the admission by the Roman Catholic Church that it had erred in declaring Galileo’s heliocentric positions heretical – in 1992! Others are barbaric, such
as the pogroms against Jews in the Middle Ages or the rise of Islamophobia in
the twenty-first century.
Papal power
Rather than express faux horror with the bloodiest examples to be found, I prefer
to give a couple of lesser known but equally pertinent examples: the rise of papal
power, the treatment of heretics, and the California missions of the nineteenth
century.2 On papal power: over the period of half a millennium, from 1000 to
1500 CE, papal power was to rise to unheard-of heights only then to begin a long
decline. We can trace a number of key features of this period. During its peak,
2. I provide these examples for readers not familiar with such material. Those who
know the stories may pass on without loss to the section ‘Folly to the Rich’.
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princes, kings and emperors would submit and kneel before the pope; by its end,
they would use him as a pawn in their wider power struggles. At the beginning
of this period, the feudal order of society was firmly in place and provided the
sense of a unified and ordered Europe; by its end that order was beginning to
become unstuck as the towns grew and a new economic and social order was
showing its face. A major feature of the rise of papal power was a complex system of benefices and law which governed all aspects of daily life; decline set in
when that system became bogged down in its own complexity. In the early years,
kings and emperors would hand over heretics to be put on trial and executed by
the church; in later years, these rulers would protect dangerous new thinkers as
allies in their own struggles with the pope.
The rise of papal power was due to a new theory of that power, energetic
popes, European politics, and changing social landscapes. The story begins with
a forgery that expresses the dream of papal power: the Donation of Constantine.
Although the Donation presents itself as a letter written by the Emperor Constantine to Pope Sylvester I on 30 March, 315 CE, it was actually written after
750. What does it claim? Apart from speaking of Constantine’s conversion and
baptism, and claiming to have been placed on the body of St Peter, it offers the
pope control over all churches, especially the great centres of Antioch, Alexandria, Jerusalem, and Constantinople, the Lateran palace in Rome and the
imperial insignia, as well as the transfer of all earthly power in Rome, Italy and
the provinces of the West. It may not be a genuine document, but the forgery
speaks a deeper truth, which was to spell out the basic claims of the medieval
papacy. Here, we find the pope as universal bishop following in St Peter’s footsteps, teacher and godfather of the emperor, Christ’s agent on Earth and lord of
the West.
The ideal took a while to come to fruition. Until the eleventh century, the
pope’s limited power was based on the fact that people looked towards Rome
and Peter’s tomb; the pope did not exercise any power himself. In theory, the fictional claim to be in a direct line from St Peter should have given the pope massive power – derived from the fact that Peter is supposed to have been a disciple
of Christ, the one to whom the commission to establish the Church was given
and to whom were granted the keys of Heaven (Matthew 16:19). Peter had at least
died in Rome, so it became easy to produce the myth – first propounded in the
third century CE – that he had been the first bishop, establishing a direct line of
succession for all subsequent bishops of Rome (the reality is quite different, for
the first bishop of Rome with some claim to credibility was Linus, c. 67–78 CE
and only in 153 CE did Hyginus call himself ‘pope’). Pope after pope took care to
remind everyone that they spoke in the name of Peter. For three hundred years,
this power remained a dream rather than reality. By the reign of Pope Gregory VII
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(1073–85), all that had changed. These years are often called the papal revolution in both theory and practice. Gregory asserted the independent power of the
papacy in all areas of life: in law, the first independent body of church (or canon)
law developed; in politics, the pope strenuously asserted the right to appoint
and depose rulers; in the church, the pope’s own agents (legates) had the final
say over all clergy; in the everyday life of common people, the pope became the
ultimate feudal lord at the top of the pyramid.
There was also a vital shift in the source of the pope’s power. No longer did
the Vatican lawyers feel happy with the idea – embodied in the Donation of Constantine – that the emperor had given the pope all that power. No earthly ruler
could grant anything to Christ’s representative on Earth, for only Christ could do
that. So the theory of papal power was deepened and strengthened: it came from
none other than Christ, that is, God. No text better expresses the height of papal
power than a statement in one of Gregory VII’s letters:
The pope can be judged by no one;
The Roman church has never erred and never will err till the end of time;
The Roman church was founded by Christ alone;
The pope alone can depose and restore bishops;
He alone can make new laws, set up new bishoprics, and divide old ones;
He alone can translate bishops;
He alone can call general councils and authorize canon law;
He alone can revise his own judgments;
He alone can use the imperial insignia;
He can depose emperors;
He can absolve subjects from their allegiance;
All princes should kiss his feet;
His legates, even though in inferior orders, have precedence over all bishops;
An appeal to the papal court inhibits judgments by all inferior courts;
A duly ordained pope is undoubtedly made a saint by the merits of St Peter.3

A series of energetic popes after Gregory VII, especially Innocent III (1198–1216)
and Boniface VIII (1294–1303), put this theory into practice. Through astute
diplomacy, they ensured that they were indispensable to medieval society at
every level, gathering around them multiple allies who extended their rule into
all walks of life. The backward nature of Western European politics, which paled
by comparison with the Byzantine Empire in the East and the Muslim world,
ensured that the popes were able to climb to the pinnacle of power. Warring
princes, constant territorial conflict, and the perpetual search for strategic alliances meant that the pope became a useful ally for any prince seeking to gain
3. Southern 1970, p. 102.
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influence for himself. Within the feudal system, the pope claimed he was the
highest feudal lord, at the peak of the pyramid. Since he spoke God’s word on
Earth, all should obey them.
Even with all these developments, the pope was still called the ‘Vicar of
St Peter’. For many centuries, this had been sufficient. The problem was that
it looked backwards, tracing a direct line to the Apostle Peter and thereby to
Christ. But the papacy was now looking forward, so a new title was needed. At
the end of the twelfth century, Innocent III (pope from 1198 to 1216) took on
the title ‘Vicar of Christ’. As he put it, ‘We are the successor of the Prince of the
Apostles, but we are not his vicar, nor the vicar of any man or Apostle, but the vicar
of Jesus Christ himself ’. It was an unambiguous claim to universal authority.
Innocent opined, in all modesty, that although he was lower than God, he was
higher than any human being. He occupied a place between God and human
beings and was the mediator between them. It was the high point of the theory
of papal power. From there it was a long and slow way down.
All this power could not be asserted merely on paper; power must be wielded
in real terms. The popes did so by developing a highly complex system of benefices and a legal system. To those who came to Rome and kissed the pope’s feet,
the pope gave an extraordinary range of benefits. It might be the legal claim to
land for a monastery, order or bishop, the confirmation of their customs, freedom
from jurisdiction by a local lord, or honours such as the use of papal insignia.
The popes showered their increasing number of supporters with these material
benefits and signs of status. In this way, they ensured an ever greater number of
allies. Further, the papacy created the most effective legal system of the Middle
Ages. At its centre was the recovery of absolute private property, which had been
forgotten after its invention by the Romans.4 By adapting Roman law to feudalism, the murky area of property was clarified. The popes of the period from the
eleventh to the thirteenth century developed a system in which everyone sought
the opinion of the papal courts. Land claims were cleared up, due process for
every minute aspect of daily life was established, litigants streamed to Rome for
decisions, the pope’s legal representatives (legates) were everywhere, and papal
power spread. This achievement of the ‘lawyer popes’ in this papal revolution
was the beginning of the legal system now dominant in the West.5
But to assert power, popes also need armies. They fostered support from
princes by handing out benefits, which usually generated prestige and wealth
for the recipients, providing an indispensable legal system, and through astute
diplomacy between warring princes. As a result, the pope could call on some
princes and their armed forces to further his agenda. And at times, especially
4. Gianaris 1996, p. 20; Miéville 2004, pp. 195–6.
5. See Berman 1983; Berman 2006.
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when Italian princes themselves (such as the Borgias) became popes, they had
their own standing armies. As Stalin once retorted when criticised by the pope
many years later, ‘how many divisions does the pope have?’ In the years of papal
power the answer was, ‘very many’.
Heresy
My second example comes from the heretics, especially since – to gloss Ernst
Bloch – the most notable feature of both Christianity and Marxism is that it continues to produce heretics. Although sexual misdemeanours – altar boys, orphans,
cathedral pets – have replaced heresy in our own day, the standard term with
which to dismiss and threaten an opponent in the Middle Ages was ‘heretic’.
The Greek hairesis, of course, means ‘choice’ – choosing a different position in a
debate, but such choice became a little more risky after Christianity became the
sole religion of the empire in the fourth century. The problem was determining
which of the myriad versions of theology was the ‘correct’ one. For the trouble
with heresy is that one’s enemy is always a heretic; you are, of course, orthodox.
Everyone claims to represent truth, so that whoever disagrees is heretical. In the
end, those with favour at the imperial court, able to command the resources of
army, secret service and imperial police, would triumph. They became ‘orthodox’, while those who lost were branded and burnt as ‘heretics’. As the great
Doctor Angelicus, Thomas Aquinas put it, ‘Heresy is a sin which merits not only
excommunication but also death, for it is worse to corrupt the Faith which is the
life and soul than to issue counterfeit coins which minister to the secular life.
Since counterfeiters are justly killed by princes as enemies to the common good,
so heretics also deserve the same punishment’.6 In fact, many heretical movements, especially in the Middle Ages, were born out of the perpetual desire to
recover the perceived simplicity and authenticity of the early church – the effect
of what I called in the previous chapter the political myth of early Christianity.
They looked at the church of the day and saw little that resembled the narratives of the New Testament: the church had become massive, highly structured
and wealthy. The church’s response was simple: absorb them or crush them.
Establish a new order – Franciscans, say – and channel the new ideas, or excommunicate and condemn them to death.
One colourful example is the Bogomils, now part of the unique legacy of the
Balkans. Beginning in Bulgaria under the leadership of Bogomil in the ninth
century, they spread rapidly from the eleventh century onwards and influenced
deeply the development of the like-minded Cathari in Italy and France (also
6. Aquinas 1969, 2, 2, qu. xi, art. 3.
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called Paterenes and Albigensians – the heritage of as important a Marxist as
Henri Lefebvre). In the thirteenth century, the Cathari were perceived to be
such a threat to the ‘orthodox’ church that the word ‘heretic’ actually came to
be synonymous with Cathari. Both Bogomils and Cathari believed in dualism:
the world and the human body are the work of Satan, while only the soul is made
by God; the New Testament and Psalms are the only true scripture, for the rest
was the work of Satan; Christ had only the appearance of a human body, his true
soul leaving the body at his death; like Christ, salvation for the believer meant
that the soul was freed from its evil body. Above all, they rejected the authority
of the church and regarded its sacraments as evil. Naturally, they thought everyone else was a heretic, while the church treated them likewise. Unfortunately,
they did not have the forces of the state at their beck and call and were mercilessly persecuted for centuries. Even a crusade was called to hunt them down.
Other groups suffered similar fates, such as the Waldensians (who still exist
in Italy), the Beguines (a lay woman’s movement in the Netherlands and Belgium), the followers of Geert de Groote (also from the Low Countries), as well as
witches and even sodomites (a blanket term that covered same-sex relations, sex
with animals and any other type of sex that was officially frowned upon). With
the increasing plethora of ‘enemies of the church’, more extensive policing was
required: the Inquisition was established in 1232.
By contrast, other ‘enemies of God’ such as the Jews were relatively privileged.
It was a privilege most people would rather not have. Jews were not to be converted by force; their children could not be removed from parental care in order
to be brought up as Christians; they could practise their religion as long as they
refrained from proselytising. But that was all. They were allowed to survive, but
only in the barest circumstances. Often reviled and attacked, Jews were widely
accused of having ‘sinned’ through their ‘unbelief ’, of having killed Christ and
of having brought on the Black Death. Another heresy was Islam, which during the eighth century had overcome large stretches of territory under Christian
sway. Palestine, Syria, North Africa and Spain all fell under the sway of these
‘enemies of God’. As the Muslims were slowly being expelled from Spain a few
centuries later, the Spanish Inquisition was established in 1478 and then in Portugal in 1536. Although the Inquisition originally pursued all forms of heresy, it
turned its attention increasingly to ‘Moriscos’ (superficial converts from Islam,
often done under duress) and then ‘new Christians’ (those with Jewish ancestry).
Perceived to be an increasing problem after the forced mass conversions in the
late fifteenth century, the Moriscos and new Christians were tried and executed
if found to be insincere about the Christianity they had adopted – which usually
meant the presence of secret Jewish or Muslim rites.
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Missions, of the Californian variety
Finally, a little off the beaten track, my third example is that of California missions. These missions were a response by Philip V, king of Spain, to the long
reach of the Russian empire. By 1741, it was clear that the Russians were heading south from their base in Alaska, down the west coast of North America. By
1812, they had reached present-day Sonoma County in California, establishing
Fort Ross as a fur-trading, scientific and agricultural settlement. To counter this
threat, Philip ordered the colonial headquarters in Mexico City to secure the
holdings of ‘New Spain’ as far into northern or ‘Alta California’ as possible (in
contrast to ‘Baja California’ in what is now Mexico).
The solution: Franciscan missionaries were to convert the heathen and establish mission stations all the way up the coast. The result: a 966 kilometre string of
mission stations, each roughly fifty kilometres apart. The southernmost station
was San Diego de Alacalá, first established in 1769, while the northernmost point
was San Francisco Solana (in Sonoma), finally formed in 1823. Between these
two dates is the period commonly known as the mission period in Californian
history. Each station was placed as close as possible to the coast, partly because
these were the most fertile regions and partly because heavy items could be
transported only by sea. Eventually, it came to be known as the ‘mission trail’,
maintained with the explicit purpose of providing safe rest stops for travellers
overland; each mission was a long day’s ride on horseback apart. As was so often
the case, colonial expansion and missionary activity went hand in hand. The task
of colonisation in Alta California was entrusted to the Franciscans, while the
Dominicans were given control of Baja California after the Jesuits were thrown
out by Charles III in 1767. The monks set out on foot, travelling in twos, partly
in obedience to Jesus’s command to the disciples to travel in pairs (Mark 6:7–
13) and partly for companionship. Needless to say, they also had a company of
soldiers with them, should the need arise to offer the natives some incentive
to convert.
The problem for the Franciscan monks was how to convert the indigenous
population. Preaching out aloud in Spanish and calling for people to admit their
sins and turn to God was not a favoured option, largely because it did not seem
to work. Instead, baptism was the key, for Christ is supposed to have said, ‘Go
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’ (Matthew 28:19). However, according to church practice, baptism of adults required catechism first, a teaching in
the basics of the Christian faith. The missionaries might have cut the course of
catechism to a few basic principles, but they stuck with the accepted pattern.
The next problem was how to encourage the local people to stay long enough
to be taught. The solution was the mission station. The mission served to draw
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the locals into one place, so much so that at the high point of the missionary
endeavour (in 1806) more than twenty thousand indigenous people lived at the
missions. The layout included a chapel, accommodation for the monks, for single
males and single females, for married couples, barracks for the soldiers, fields
for cultivation and cattle, and workshops, since everything had to be made on
site. The missions also supplied – in provisions and other ‘services’ – a nearby
garrison [presidio] if there was one. The land around about grew crops of cereals and fruit (orange, apple, pear, peach, figs), olives, grapes for wine and even
tobacco. And they farmed animals such as cows, sheep, goats, mules and pigs –
all brought up from Mexico.
It takes little imagination to determine who actually did the work on the mission stations. Conversion obviously meant far more than committing one’s life
to God. The names given to the settlements are revealing: missions were known
as reduccíones [reductions] or congregacíones [congregations] and their purpose
was to ‘reduce’ the heathen natives from their ‘unfree’ and ‘uncivilised’ status
to the state of Christian belief, ‘civilisation’ and ‘freedom’. If you were a local,
that meant learning European ways, European dress, work rhythms, foods and
customs – it was unimaginable that one could become a Christian without these
necessary appurtenances. Did the people leave once baptised? Not at all, for after
baptism they became ‘neophytes’, a euphemism for losing their freedom. They
were expected to work six hours per day, the periods carefully regulated by bells,
without pay on the farms or in the workshops or in building programmes. Many
became disillusioned and fled the mission; the monks had limited success in
finding them. If you were single, then you lived in male-only or female-only quarters. And if you were interested in a boy or girl, then you would conduct courtship on a Spanish model: under the watchful eye of the monk, you would talk
with your prospective partner through bars, just in case those barbaric instincts
got the better of you. To crown such a wholesome life, unhygienic European living conditions brought European problems and diseases. For example, in 1806,
a quarter of the mission population died during a measles epidemic. Further,
unsanitary conditions in the living quarters led to regular deaths; most of the
monks too died in the mission field. In short, they were little better than prison
camps. Finally, in 1833 the missions were secularised (that is, confiscated) by
the Mexican government, the Franciscans were expelled and the work came to
an end.
Many, many more examples of Christian cruelty could be gathered. Indeed,
I could make this into a life’s task, gathering all the evil effects of a religion such
as Christianity – psychically, socially, politically, environmentally and on and
on – as indeed the ‘new old atheists’ have tried to do recently. I do not wish to
repeat my criticisms of such an approach here, since I have done so in Chapter One;
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my point here is that it tells only one side of the story, and a rather lopsided one
at that. For the other side, I trace three very different examples.

Folly to the rich
As with the previous section, with its brief selection of the less salubrious examples
of the dirty deals between state power and Christianity, I will limit the revolutionary examples to three. I see little point in repeating the analysis I have provided
elsewhere of Thomas Müntzer and the peasant revolution of 1525 (a common
name in this roll call ever since Engels wrote of him),7 Gerrard Winstanley and
the Diggers in the seventeenth century, and the guerrilla priest, Camilo Torres
Restrepo, in the context of liberation theology.8 Nor do I wish to give a rendition of
the long engagement with liberation theologies – Latin American, feminist, black
and queer – that may be found in Criticism of Theology.9 Plenty of other examples
might make the list, such as Anglo-Catholic Socialism;10 the Society of Sacramental
Christians;11 the International League of Religious Socialists,12 with over two hundred thousand members in 21 countries; or indeed the Christian Socialists of
the UK,13 although I must admit the sheen has worn off this last group since the
former Labour prime ministers of the UK, Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, were
members. On the scholarly register, I might include Richard Horsley, the New
Testament scholar who is developing a comprehensive picture of the economic
and political climate in which the revolutionary Jesus movement took shape, or
Gerald West, who has been deeply influential in South Africa as both a biblical
scholar and activist, or Gale Yee, also a biblical scholar and activist who has been
instrumental in bringing Marxist and feminist approaches together in her biblical work.14 However, I limit my examples to three: Wilhelm Weitling, Thomas J.
Hagerty, and the biblical scholar Norman Gottwald. Three very different characters and rather less well-known. Weitling is usually known through Marx and
Engels, a communist before them, activist, founder of the League of the Just that
Marx and Engels joined and turned into the Communist League, and signatory to
early statements by the executive of the First International. Hagerty, one of the
7. Engels 1850a; Engels 1850b. Kautsky would provide the most complete treatment
of Müntzer, at least until Ernst Bloch’s famous description of him as ‘theologian of the
revolution’. See Kautsky 1979; Kautsky 1947a; Bloch 1969.
8. See Boer 2007b, pp. 105–27.
9. Boer 2010a.
10. <http://anglocatholicsocialism.org>.
11. <http://sacramentalsocialists.wordpress.com>.
12. <http://ilrs.org>.
13. <http://thecsm.org.uk>.
14. See Boer 2007b, pp. 47–9.
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central figures in establishing the Industrial Workers of the World in 1905, seems
to have slipped off the radar, with nary an entry on the Marxist Internet Archive
and absent from the IWW website. And Norman Gottwald will be known only
to biblical scholars and members of the Democratic Socialists of America. I have
deliberately chosen them not because they provide nice, soft examples of philanthropic ventures such as meals on wheels or working bees at the local parish
church, important though they are. Each of them was and is a revolutionary
socialist.
Wilhelm Weitling
‘The founder of German Communism’ is how Engels describes Wilhelm Weitling.15
A fascinating figure, Weitling was a man with impeccable revolutionary credentials: poor working-class background, journeyman tailor, autodidact, in touch
with the assumptions and ways of working people, lifelong activist and one
who found inspiration in the Bible for his early version of communism.16 Here
is Weitling:
Christianity is the religion of freedom, moderation and enjoyment, not of
oppression, extravagance and abstinence. Christ is the prophet of freedom.
The christian has no right to punish the thief because as long as the theft
exists christianity is not realised among us.
Take courage, disinherited sinners. A beautiful kingdom is prepared for you.
Look at the sloping fields, the trees laden with fruit, the fair streets and buildings, the ships on the sea, rivers and lakes, the roads and the railways . . . Look
at all the cattle in the meadows, the shops, the birds in the air, the fish in the
water, the plants in the high Alps and the precious minerals under the earth,
all this by God and by right is our common property.17

Weitling stands between the tradition of Christian communism and the foundation of modern communism, an organiser, activist, revolutionary and for many
years a militant on the run. However, he is usually remembered for coming out
the worse for wear in the protracted struggle with Marx in 1846–7. The issue:
a draft party programme for the League of the Just [Bund der Gerechten], an
organisation Marx and Engels had only recently joined. For over a decade, however, Weitling had already been one of the leaders of the League, which was
15. Engels 1843c, p. 402. For a detailed if somewhat light and entertaining biography,
see Wittke 1950. See also Haefelin 1986; Hüttner 1985; Knatz 1984.
16. Unfortunately, the collection edited by Knatz and Marsiske (2000) studiedly avoids
the biblical dimensions of Weitling’s activism, touching on it only in passing (pp. 50–1,
90, 96, 227–8).
17. Weitling 1969, pp. 10, 119, 115–16.
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really the first international communist organisation with branches in Germany,
France, Switzerland, Hungary and Scandinavia.18 He had been actively at work,
writing, editing journals, fomenting revolution (including the abortive Paris
uprising in 1839), escaping police and prison and living on the run. The struggle with Marx took place after Weitling, disappointed with the poor reception
of his ideas in London, turned up in Brussels in early 1846. Marx himself had
arrived from Paris, banished due to pressure on the French by the Prussian government. The two went head-to-head: Weitling argued for a direct and violent
overthrow of the state and the immediate establishment of communism based
on the model of the first Christians in the New Testament. To Marx, all this
was sentimental, backward-looking rubbish. After all, argued Marx, what was
needed first was the full development of capitalism and bourgeois democracy
before communism could take root. Weitling, the self-taught journeyman tailor,
was no match for Marx’s fierce intellect and university training. By June of 1847,
the newly named Communist League endorsed Marx’s programme, although by
now the league was based in London, whither Marx had fled from the Brussels
police. A year later, The Manifesto of the Communist Party was published, but by
this time Weitling had emigrated to the USA.19
As they part ways, let us follow Weitling rather than Marx – a path less trodden and covered with weeds and overgrowth. In North America, after some
years of activism, organisation of the Workingman’s League and the commune
called Communia in Iowa that eventually failed, Weitling called it a day in 1855.
He married Dorothea Caroline Louise Toedt, a German immigrant like himself,
settled in New York, fathered six children, resumed his work as a tailor and busied himself with inventions related to his trade, improvements to the sewing
machine which came into general use, astronomy and the development of a
universal language. The obituary in the New York Times of 27 January 1871 makes
no effort to conceal his revolutionary and communist activities in Europe – he
even returned to Paris to fight in the 1848 Revolution, coming back to North
America in 1849. But I am interested in a passing comment in the obituary, one
that observes he was largely self-taught and an ‘active thinker’.20
This restless mind, full of plans, inventions, and ideas to improve the lot of the
working class, also produced four books – an astonishing achievement by an autodidact, given that he often worked twelve hours a day earning a living.21 These
texts are full of the history of modern society with its private property, money
and class antagonisms, and plans, constitutions and suggestions for organising
18.
19.
20.
21.

K. Taylor 1982, p. 187, puts the total membership at about 1,300.
Marx and Engels 1848c; Marx and Engels 1848d.
The New York Times 1871, p. 4.
Weitling 1845; Weitling 1955; Weitling 1969; Weitling 1967; Weitling 1846.
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communist society, blueprints for the revolutionary and communal efforts he
would undertake. But a key feature of these books, especially The Poor Sinner’s
Gospel, is the invocation of biblical texts in order to criticise the corrupt priestcraft, abuse of power and exploitation of workers. Already in his earlier Die Menschheit (from 1839–40), Weitling resorts to the Bible in the opening chapter.22
His favourite texts are those sayings of Jesus where he tells the disciples not to
lord it over others but serve them, comments on the inability to obey both God
and mammon and the command to seek not treasure on Earth but in Heaven, for
where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.23 Indeed, he uses a text that
would become a favourite of Marx: ‘where moth and rust consume and where
thieves break in and steal’.24 And, of course, he resorts to the image of early
Christianity in the Book of Acts with its Gütergemeinschaft, the community of
goods, the condition of entry being the sale of all one’s possessions and sharing with the poor. So seriously, observes Weitling, was this condition taken that
failure to do so had the divine penalty of death – as the story about Ananias
and Sapphira in Acts 5:1–11 makes clear.25 Apart from urging a return to original
Christianity (as is the wont of all religious reformers), he listed among his exemplars Thomas Müntzer, peasant leader and theologian of the revolution, Jan van
Leyden (or Beukelszoon), a leader in the anabaptist Münster Revolution (1534–
5), and Hugues Felicité Robert de Lamennais (1782–1854), the radical priest.
All this was only a warm up for The Poor Sinner’s Gospel, written in Zurich
in the first half of 1843. The book had an immediate impact, although not from
the quarters that Weitling had expected. Midway through printing, Weitling
was arrested on the street by the Zurich authorities and charged with sedition,
inciting to riot, public nuisance and blasphemy. His defence that in a Reformed
canton, one in which Zwingli had worked no less, the free interpretation of the
Bible was the right of all, had no effect whatsoever.26 Not a bad way to publicise
the book, but the cost was high: Weitling served ten months in prison, suffered
deep emotional turmoil27 and was then banished from Switzerland for five years.
Even though the authorities destroyed the plates of the book, a manuscript was
preserved, printed and then later revised by Weitling himself. These experiences
brought Weitling to observe that one day the persecutions of the communists
22. See also the treatment in Knatz 1984, pp. 112–17.
23. In sequence: Matthew 20:25–7; 6:24; 6:19 and 21. See Weitling 1845.
24. Matthew 6:19.
25. ‘Die Bedingung der Aufnahme in das Christentum war der Verkauf der Güter des
neu Aufzunehmenden und die Vertheilung derselben unter die Armen. Die Uebertreter
dieses Gesetzes wurden schwer gestraft, und wir finden in der Bibel auf einen solchen
Fall selbst die Todesstrafe. Vgl. Apostelgeschichte 5, 1–11’ (Weitling 1845, p. 12).
26. Weitling 1969, pp. 187–97.
27. See Wittke 1950, pp. 85–9, who, based on Weitling’s diaries, provides a haunting
account of Weitling’s mental instability while in prison.
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would come to an end in the same way that they had for the early Christians
(and, indeed, witches). But what did the conservative burghers of Zurich find so
objectionable about the book?
Although the book shows all the marks of an autodidact – especially with the
regular polemic against philosophers and their craft28 but also with a vividness of
writing for the common readers he knew so well – Weitling was no fool. Despite
his liking for Christian love (he would not be the first on the Left to fall for this
idea) and morals, he presents a relatively sophisticated view of communism,
one that includes the paradox of communists despite themselves, a plurality of
communisms, a call for putting aside disputes over detail and the assertion of
freedom of religion. Weitling read the Bible carefully, often providing long lists
of texts to back up his positions, and shows an awareness of critical issues relating
to the text – issues that were novel then but are common parlance now. He was
also able to identify a picture of a rebel Jesus that comes remarkably close to the
image traced by liberation and political theologians in our own day, let alone the
softer, mainstream image of a radical Jewish peasant by the likes of Jon Dominic
Crossan.29 Weitling finds a very human, earthy and earthly Jesus, born in the usual
manner, one who was a ‘sinner’ and preferred the company of other ‘sinners’,30
who struggled against imperialism and oppression, both external (Roman) and
internal (Jewish). He presents such an image by situating Jesus and the early followers within an oppressive social and economic context, very much in the way
Engels, Kautsky and Luxemburg would do after him. However, what interests
me most is the way in which Weitling deals with contradiction. For much of the
book, he uses contradictions and ambiguities – in terms of history, narrative,
morality and doctrine – to undermine the platitudes of theologians. His strategy
is to seek Jesus’s core principles behind and around these contradictions, principles that he lays out in the key chapter of the book (one that comprises more
than a quarter of the whole text)31: the gospel is preached to the poor; it entails
Christian freedom and equality; action and not faith alone is necessary for the
kingdom of God; all have equal responsibilities and duties; the abolition of property and community of goods, of inheritance and of money; abolition of the family for the sake of freedom; the value of the love feast. In sum, core teachings of
28. ‘ “Avoid the quarrelsome debates which are falsely called knowledge”, says Paul.
But as he wrote this he must have forgotten that he was quite accomplished in this
art himself . . . The bible is as full of such ambiguities as the writings of many modern
philosophers’ (Weitling 1969, p. 64).
29. Crossan 1993, 1995.
30. ‘All the people that today we call wicked, outcast, debauched, immoral, common,
etc., were called in those days plain sinners. These publicans and sinners who were
despised by all were the very people sought out by Jesus and he ate and drank with
them’ (Weitling 1969, p. 131).
31. Weitling 1969, pp. 75–126.
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the Bible ‘can best be put into practice by the most perfect form of communism’.32
Should there be any doubt, Weitling supports each proposition with long lists of
biblical quotations, often followed by brief expositions. However, at some points
Weitling explores a more dialectical approach to the ambivalences of the Bible,
none more so than with this concluding observation:
Now they [‘Pharisees’, capitalists, rulers] will read this book and say one can
make whatever one likes of the bible. Too true, for they have made it a gospel of tyranny, oppression and deceit. I wanted to make it a gospel of freedom, equality and the community of faith, hope and love, if that is not what
it already was. If they were wrong, they were wrong out of self-interest. If I am
wrong, it is for love of mankind.33

Both options may resort to the text and find their positions validated; both too
may find that they are wrong. So Weitling shifts the focus to the motivation for
such readings, although he does hold out the possibility that his reading has a
substantial basis in the texts he has painstakingly gathered.
For this revolutionary firebrand, there was no rupture between communism and Christianity, at least in the line he traced from the Bible to his own
thought. He was, of course, not the first to do so, for he follows in a long train
that includes the various movements for simple communal living in the Middle
Ages, such as the Beguines and Beghards of the Netherlands in the twelfth century, the Waldensians, who derive from the twelfth century and still exist today
in Piedmont, or the Bohemian (Moravian) Brethren from the fifteenth century,
heirs of Jan Hus, who stressed personal piety, a focus on the world to come
through their worship and communal life, and who settled under the protection
of Count Zinzendorf at Herrnhut (sixty kilometres east of Dresden) in 1721. And
he was also able to make use of the earlier works by Saint-Simon, Fourier, Cabet
and Owen, which comprised a fledgling socialist literature. But what is unique
about Weitling is how closely he tied the tradition of Christian communism to
a sustained criticism of capitalism and the need for a communist revolution, in
contrast to Saint-Simon, Cabet and Owen, who felt that a peaceful transition
was eminently possible and practicable. Marx was to transform these criticisms
and dismiss much of Weitling’s thought in the process,34 but not before Marx
had praised Weitling’s ‘brilliant writings’ and observed that Guarantees of Harmony and Freedom was a ‘vehement and brilliant literary debut of the German
32. Weitling 1969, p. 17.
33. Weitling 1969, p. 186.
34. See, for example: ‘Then Weitling took the floor and proceeded to prove that Jesus
Christ was the first communist and his successor none other than the well-known Wilhelm Weitling’ (Marx 1853b, p. 296; Marx 1853c, p. 229).
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workers’.35 Not only did Marx and Engels inherit the hard work of Weitling with
the League of the Just, but the initial effort by Engels to construct a history of
Christian revolutionary activity before Marxism as well as the wholesale reconstruction of that history by Kautsky could not have happened without Weitling
sowing the seeds.36
Father Thomas J. Hagerty
A very different story is that of Father Thomas J. Hagerty, but the underlying
drive is the same, namely, a melding of Christian commitment and radical communism.37 At the height of his activism in 1903 and 1904, Hagerty was an electrifying orator. In the words of Eugene Debs, Socialist Party and later IWW leader:
Tall, massive, erect, he would command attention anywhere. On the rostrum
he is a striking figure, and when aroused is like a wounded lion at bay. He has
ready language, logic, wit, sarcasm, and at times they roll like a torrent and
thrill the multitude like a bugle call to charge.38

Yet, the story of Father Hagerty is a somewhat sad one, a short incandescent
burst of radical activity for some three years – 1902–5 – before disappearing into
obscurity. His origins are similarly cloudy: he studied theology before becoming
a pugnacious and active priest in New Mexico from 1895, serving in a number of
parishes, saying mass, hearing confession, baptising children, burying the dead,
before turning into a full-time militant in 1902. Addressing rallies for the Socialist
Party, editing newspapers, writing articles, he put all of his formidable energy
into grassroots activism. His crowning achievement was a direct and central role
in the formation of the Wobblies, the Industrial Workers of the World. Hagerty
had been one of the original six who had met in the autumn of 1904 to send out
invitations to labour radicals to form a militant union and was at the centre of
the conference in June 1905 that launched the IWW in Chicago. He was secretary of the union’s constitution committee, helped frame the Industrial Union
Manifesto, designed the most comprehensive diagram – Hagerty’s Wheel of
Fortune – mapping out the various trades and their relation, and he edited and
wrote most of The Voice of Labor, the official newspaper of the American Labor
35. Marx 1844e, p. 201; Marx 1844f, pp. 404 and 405.
36. Engels 1843c; Kautsky 1947b; Kautsky 1947c; Kautsky and Lafargue 1977.
37. Since there is relatively little material available on Hagerty, I am reliant on the
excellent article by Doherty 1962.
38. Debs 1903, quoted in Doherty 1962, p. 48. According to Clarence Smith, Secretary
of the American Labor Union, ‘Father Hagerty is without a doubt the brainiest and
certainly one of the most eloquent speakers in the labor and Socialist movement in the
world’ (Clarence Smith, ‘Reverend Father Hagerty’s Lecture Tour’, American Labor Union
Journal, 1 January 1903, quoted in Doherty 1962, p. 48).
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Union for the six months of its frantic existence. Indeed, Hagerty is credited
with writing the preamble to the IWW constitution, with its slogan that rang
around the world, ‘The working class and the employing class have nothing in
common’.
As quickly as he had come, he was gone. By the middle of 1905, Hagerty
dropped out of political activism altogether and gave up his identity as a priest,
a status he had never lost during his militant years, despite church disapproval.
One or two old comrades caught up with him in Chicago many years later and
found him living in deep poverty, eventually reliant on soup kitchens, a few
cents from passers-by, missions for a bed and free concerts to keep up his cultural interests.
But what is so appealing about Father Thomas J. Hagerty? I am less interested
in his usefulness as a priest who could persuade Roman Catholic workers to join
the movement, and more in his effort to bridge the antagonism between the
church and socialist leaders. He argued consistently in his speeches and articles
that the church hierarchy had no business telling workers how to think and
act politically. In line with this position, he would often write that religion and
socialism dealt with different spheres of life, that religion and politics had no
truck with one another: ‘It is as much beyond the scope of Socialism to deal with
divine revelation as it is beyond the range of the Republican Party to advance
a new exegesis of the Davidic Psalms’.39 ‘Socialism’, he wrote elsewhere, ‘is an
economic science, not a system of dogmatic beliefs’.40 Given these two spheres,
there was no problem in combining his Roman Catholic faith and radical socialism. However, at other moments he sought to bring these two realms together in
a somewhat different fashion, drawing on the church fathers – Basil, Chrysostom,
Gregory, Jerome – to show that socialism was consistent with their teaching.
And in response to yet another round of condemnations from the church hierarchy, he responded that any priest who might vote for the capitalist system would
make it perfectly clear that ‘he has voted for the continuance of the very things
against which his Master of yore thundered in the highways of Palestine’.41
39. Hagerty 1902a, p. 44, quoted in Doherty 1962, p. 41.
40. Hagerty 1902b, p. 229, quoted in Doherty 1962, p. 44.
41. Thomas J. Hagerty in the Social Democratic Herald, 8 August 1903, quoted in
Doherty 1962, p. 50. In line with this sentiment, let me quote a hymn that Hagerty may
well have known. It comes from the 1900–30 era of Christian Socialist gatherings –
processions, rent strikes and May Day masses – in England, led by Father Conrad Noel
(the ‘Red Vicar of Thaxted’), Percy Dearmer and Basil Jellicoe. If he had, I am sure he
would have sung along lustily. It is called ‘God is the Only Landlord to Whom Our Rents
Are Due’.
1. You faithful saints and martyrs / Who fought for truth and right, / We ask your prayers
and blessings / To aid us in our fight. / Your faith shall be our watchword, / Your cause
shall be our own – / To fight against oppression / Till it be overthrown. [Refrain:]
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Was Hagerty’s thought inconsistent? In one respect, yes, in the sense that the
tension in his thought may well have played a role, along with sheer burn-out,
in leading him out of both socialist activism and the church. The fact that he
fell out with the bulk of the IWW and fellow socialists by the sheer radicalism
of his positions did not help matters, for he advocated immediate revolution,
disdained democracy, the ballot box and those he called the ‘slowcialists’. In
another respect, the answer must be no; his two positions are not so inconsistent. They may have been in his own mind, but they do reflect an uncompromising honesty in Hagerty’s effort to work through the relation between Christianity
and politics. Let me put it this way: in many respects the wavering back and forth
between complete separation of the two spheres of socialism and theology and
his effort to see their connections embodies the ambivalence that is the topic
of this chapter. For Hagerty could see that his own tradition lent itself all too
readily to reaction and the support of exploitation; at these moments he sought
to separate his socialist and Christian commitments. But he could see equally
well that the two had a good deal in common. It is a shame he was not able to
resolve the tension.
Norman Gottwald
The final figure in my trinity of progressive appropriations of theology and indeed
the Bible is Norman Gottwald. I have written about Gottwald on a number of
occasions and will do so again in the next chapter, but these engagements have
been mostly with his historical and social-scientific proposals regarding ancient
Israel. An American Marxist biblical scholar (more than one jarring juxtaposition
in that epithet!), Gottwald has in many respects both established social-scientific
approaches to the Hebrew Bible with his monumental (if flawed) Tribes of Yahweh

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Lift up the people’s banner / And let the ancient cry / For justice and for freedom /
Re-echo to the sky.
In many a golden story, / On many a golden page, / The poets in their poems / Have
sung the golden age, / The age of love and beauty, / The age of joy and peace, / When
everyone lived gladly / And shared the earth’s increase. / [Refrain]
Today the tyrants triumph / And bind us for their gains, / But Jesus Christ our Saviour
/ Will free us from our chains, / And love, the only master, / Will strive with might and
greed, / Till might is right no longer, / And right is might indeed. / [Refrain]
God is the only Landlord / To whom our rents are due. / God made the earth for
everyone / And not for just a few. / The four parts of creation – / Earth, water, air, and
fire – / God made and ranked and stationed / For everyone’s desire. / [Refrain]
God made the earth for freedom / And God alone is Lord, / And we will win our
birthright / By truth’s eternal sword; / And all the powers of darkness / And all the
hosts of pride / Shall pass and be forgotten / For God is by our side. / [Refrain]
Christ blessed the meek and told them / That they the earth should own. / And he will
lead the battle / From his eternal throne. / O have no fear, my comrades, / Cry out in
holy mirth! / For God to us has promised / His Kingdom here on earth. / [Refrain].
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and opened up some space for credible Marxist analysis of biblical texts. My
own work, at least in biblical studies, could not have taken place without the
pioneering work of Gottwald. But there is another side to Gottwald – the longtime activist – that is my focus, here.42
Gottwald is at pains to point out that the various phases of his scholarship
are inseparable from his experiences of activism of more than half a century.
He is one of the few remaining radical biblical scholars who were immersed in
the heady excitement of the 1960s. But even before then Gottwald had become
involved as a young seminary lecturer in the fledgling anti-nuclear movement in
the late 1950s which fed into the Vietnam War protests, as well as the first stirrings that were to explode into the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s. Already
with an interest from earlier work on the prophetic literature of the Bible, he
and his students began to see the way those texts spoke to their own situation:
exploitation, abuse of power, grinding down of the weak and poor, these and
more were the targets of prophetic invective. Time and place may have differed,
but the situations were sufficiently analogous to see that the prophetic texts
were more than relevant.
During the critical mass and urgency of the 1960s, with free speech, Vietnam,
nuclear issues, feminism and racial discrimination all coming together, with
myriad groups forming, reforming and coalescing into popular fronts, with calls
to ‘speak truth to power’, Marx too was in the air. So Gottwald read Marx and
read some more, discovering – or perhaps it would be better to say re-discovering – the way prophetic and Marxist critiques overlapped with one another.
Note well: this pipe-smoking, pock-faced seminary professor with shaggy hair
and a serious look did not resort to the Book of Acts or the sayings placed in
the mouth of Jesus in the gospels. No, he saw the connections with the Hebrew
prophets. I wrote re-discovery, since Gottwald was by no means the first to see
that prophetic criticisms of wealth, latifundia, debt-bondage and exploitation
of the vulnerable applied to his own time. To cull two examples from a very
long list, Gerrard Winstanley and Thomas Müntzer had done it many centuries before. And since the nineteenth century Christian socialists had also made
the connection between Marx and the prophets, Brooke Foss Westcott (1825–
1901) – Old Testament scholar, Regius Professor of Divinity at Cambridge and
then Bishop of Durham (UK) – being but one of the most notable.43
42. What follows is drawn from an interview I conducted with Gottwald in Amherst,
Massachusetts, at the Rethinking Marxism Conference of 2000. See Boer 2002.
43. See Westcott’s speech, simply called ‘Socialism’, delivered to the Christian Social
Union (of which he was president) in 1890 at Project Canterbury (Westcott 1907).
Westcott was one of the most significant biblical scholars of the late eighteenth and
early twentieth centuries. See, more generally on Victorian Christian socialism, the study
by Edward R. Norman (2002).
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The difference for Gottwald, however, was the way that his political commitments and activism informed his scholarship and vice versa. Unlike Westcott,
who carried on his impeccable scholarly work in Hebrew linguistics in strict separation from his political convictions (although I wonder whether he was really
able to do so, for the two must have influenced one another, even if indirectly),
Gottwald saw the importance of Marx for both his scholarly and political work.
It is difficult for those who were not involved at the time to gain a sense of the
sheer excitement and novelty of Marx, whose work had lain dormant for too
long, the preserve of much-maligned communists and the atheistic totalitarianism of the Soviet Union. For Gottwald, in the same way that Marxism provides a
way to overcome the splintering of politics into interest groups, it also provides
the means for moving past the Taylorisation of academic work and thereby seeing social, political, economic and ideological issues as part of a larger whole.
The Radical Religion journal came into being, edited by a collective in the late
sixties and early seventies, and then Tribes of Yahweh,44 with its proposal for
an internal Canaanite revolution that comprised the origins of ancient Israel
(1250–1050 BCE), followed by the widely used The Hebrew Bible: A Socio-Literary
Introduction with its explicit focus on political matters and sustained critique of
class dynamics in the reception and interpretation of the Hebrew Bible.45
Political involvement remained a continuous part of Gottwald’s life – local
elections in Berkeley, campaigns to turn electricity production and distribution
over to public ownership, opting for a teaching post in New York on the wrong
side of the tracks (is that not most of New York?), and then in retirement becoming involved with the Democratic Socialists of America, working on immigration, globalisation, healthcare and labour relations. In the meantime, Gottwald’s
scholarly work has been taken up by radical religious groups around the world,
including Korea, the Philippines, South Africa and South America.
Enough, perhaps more than enough, examples of the way theology and the
Bible seem to lend themselves to reaction and revolution, although there are
myriad possibilities within such a simple opposition. Papal power, heresy and
California missions are very different examples, but they all tend to be variations
on the brutality of theology’s ready embrace of earthly powers. While they might
somewhat charitably be seen as efforts made in the interest of Christianity, that
interest itself becomes questionable in the light of their outcomes – much like
a passionate belief in bestiality. As for Weitling, Hagerty and Gottwald, I was
interested in some lesser-known examples of the effort to link Marxism and
Christianity. More seamless in the cases of Weitling and Gottwald and more
problematic for Hagerty, but I would suggest that the point of unity came with
44. Gottwald 1999.
45. Gottwald 1985.
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their political activism. And despite their flaws and limits, there is enough to
show a revolutionary dimension to that same tradition which has also spawned
more than its share of twitching, tortured corpses.

Towards a Marxist theory of political ambivalence
Reactionary or revolutionary, conservative or progressive, or, when it comes to
identity politics, patriarchal or egalitarian, racist or inclusive, homophobic or
polyamorous and on and on – all these are struggles fought within and over
Christianity, the churches, the Bible and, of course, the Left. Anyone who surveys
these brawls soon gains the impression that the favoured mode of engagement
is ‘proof-texting’: a particular biblical text that supports one’s own position is
uttered with a triumphant flourish only to crumple when a counter-text comes
straight back. For example, the biblical text from Galatians 3:28, ‘There is neither
Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female;
for you are all one in Christ’, finds its immediate counter in Paul’s letter to the
Corinthians, ‘Every one should remain in the state in which he was called’,46 as
well as the enlightened observation that ‘the head of every man is Christ, and
the head of a woman is her husband’.47 This approach gets us nowhere, with
one side claiming the upper hand through bibliometric means – my collection
of proof-texts is bigger than yours – or perhaps by mounting up more examples
of atrocities over philanthropic acts.
I do not wish to play this game. So let me clear the air with a few basic
assumptions: the Bible contains texts that are both reactionary and revolutionary; there are tendencies within theology to move in either direction, or indeed
in a multitude of directions that may be more of one than the other; revolutionary movements have found as much inspiration within the Bible and Christianity
as many a brutal tyrant may have done. In its own way, the previous section has
established as much. So, rather than arguing until I am hoarse for either side
(although my preferences should be clear), the far, far more intriguing question
is how to make sense of this situation. In other words, in good dialectical fashion
I ask what the conditions for this ambivalence might be rather than wield cudgels in defence of one or other proposition. Nonetheless, given the nature of this
study, I do not wish to trawl through various proponents of the religious Left or
Right; instead, I turn to that motley collection of erstwhile Marxists to see what
might be made of this political ambivalence within religion.

46. 1 Corinthians 7:20.
47. 1 Corinthians 11:3.
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A good number of Marxists have been willing to acknowledge and even explore
in some depth the rebellious, revolutionary possibilities of a religion such as
Christianity – they are, after all, the subject of this study. I have always been
struck by the fact that they are not oddballs in the Marxist pantheon, slightly
off the mark since they do not regard religion as a potent mix of mystification,
ignorance, musty priestcraft, sordid sexploitation and justifications for the blood
and gore of oppression. There are far too many of these ‘religion-positive’ (the
allusion to ‘sex-positive’ in relation to pornography and sex work is no accident)
Marxists to relegate them to some institution for the deranged. However, it is
one thing to say that religion can indeed be a factor in genuine liberation and
quite another to acknowledge that it is simultaneously oppressive and liberating,
that the two are intrinsic to the way that a religion such as Christianity functions.
In this section I am interested in this latter group, although they are by no means
uniform. So I begin with a rough distinction between the unwitting and the witting, between those who stumble across the political ambivalence of Christianity
and those who zero in on this ambivalence as a central feature. To the former
belong Rosa Luxemburg, some elements of Karl Kautsky’s work, E.P. Thompson,
Louis Althusser, G.E.M. de Ste. Croix, and some aspects of the thought of Max
Horkheimer; among the witting we find Marx to some extent, Engels far more,
Kautsky in a way that builds on Engels, Ernst Bloch (as we would expect by
now), but also Max Horkheimer, Michael Löwy and, perhaps surprising to some,
Antonio Negri. I would like to stop by the way for a few moments, sit in a quiet
spot under the trees, boil a billy and make a cup of tea, light a smoke and first ask
the unwitting what they might have to say; the witting will come soon enough.

The unwitting
Immediately it becomes clear that the unwitting are by no means a uniform
group, so I distinguish further between the implicit, the broken and the fallen; or
rather, between those for whom the political ambiguity of Christianity is implicit,
for whom the connection between reaction and revolution is broken, and those
who see the relation between them in terms of a fall, inevitably as a betrayal of
a purported rebellious core.
The implicit
By an implicit recognition of the political ambivalence of Christianity I mean
the effort to emphasise the revolutionary credentials of Christianity as a counter
to its apparent default position of propping up the status quo. Rosa Luxemburg
stands out in this respect, for she is fully conscious of the church’s self-interest in
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terms of money and power. For instance, she provides some statistics regarding
the property and capital of the Roman Catholic churches in Austria, Spain, Italy
and France, and then draws on crime statistics to argue that ignorance, drunkenness and crime rise when the church enjoys extensive power.48 In short, the
church joins the worst of those who exploit labourers for profit, having adjusted
very well to capitalism after the church’s domination of feudal society. As if to
counter these sordid details, Luxemburg develops an argument for early Christian
communism, the details of which I outlined in the previous chapter. Here is a
religion focused on the poor, condemning those who ride on their backs, advocating the abolition of wealth (or at least its even distribution), offering succour to the needy and outcast. Now, while Luxemburg makes the most of early
Christian communism, she does not develop any dialectical argument for these
two vastly different modes in which Christianity operates; instead, she pulls out
a fall narrative to account for the drastic change from early Christianity to the
glittering cathedrals and well-endowed clergy of the later church. I will have
more to say about that narrative soon enough, but my point here is that a theory
of the political ambivalence of Christianity is implicit in Luxemburg’s account:
both the church engaged in capitalist exploitation and early Christian communism are parts of the same whole. That approach would make far more sense of
her argument than some putative fall narrative, but such a dialectical reading
remains well concealed, never to show its face in her account.
Much the same could be said about Karl Kautsky’s Foundations of Christianity,
or at least most of it. He too waxes forth about the corrupt and grubby dealings
of the Christian churches while developing an argument very similar to Luxemburg for early Christian communism. And he too relies on a fall narrative to
account for the eye-popping shift between these two elements of Christianity.
But Kautsky is, as we shall see, a jack-of-all-trades who is able to turn his hand to
a range of positions on religion. So he also comes around to argue for the dialectical connection between reaction and revolution, but in a side alley – monasticism. I will save monasticism for my treatment of the witting, since in the main
argument of Foundations Kautsky walks hand-in-hand with Luxemburg: two
great and irreconcilable versions of Christianity are juxtaposed with one another
and yet there is no comprehensive effort to account for why they are part of one
and the same phenomenon. Or rather, the reason remains buried in his account.
Broken connection
In some respects, Luxemburg and Kautsky draw nigh to what I have called the
broken connection: two (or even more) perceptions of Christianity jostle for
48. Luxemburg 1970; Luxemburg 1982.
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space in their works, but they see little, if any, connection between them. Yet
they differ from the genuine broken-connection group – E.P. Thompson and
Louis Althusser – on one critical issue: Thompson and Althusser shift between
enthusiastic censure of the evils of Christianity and equally enthusiastic advocacy
of its revolutionary possibilities. It is either one or the other, with little middle
ground. The reason: the shift is biographical, for at one point in their lives they
were ardent opponents of religion, while at another point they pushed the radical potential of religion as hard as they could. Yet their biographical trajectories
move in contrary directions, Althusser from a positive assessment of Christianity
in his early life to one that was far more negative later, Thompson in reverse.
Althusser began as a critical member of the Catholic Left in France, a keen advocate of radical, if somewhat fringe, groups within the Roman Catholic Church,
seeking a politics of alliance with the socialists,49 but then he passed through an
under-documented conversion from Christianity and into Marxism. From that
moment, religion became the bogey that he constantly sought to excise from
his life and thought.50 Thompson’s biographical connection with religion went
in exactly the opposite direction, although he spared himself Althusser’s time of
commitment. So we find the shift in his work from thoroughgoing denunciation
of the psychic terror of Methodism in The Making of the English Working Class
to the deep appreciation and even advocacy – much to the vocal chagrin of his
comrades on the Left – of revolutionary Christianity in William Blake and sects
such as the Muggletonians.51 Perhaps because of these seismic shifts during their
lives, the two ends of their approaches to religion do not connect. The radical
moments of Christianity – from Althusser’s early and Thompson’s later years –
fail to relate to its brutally conservative moments. As with two electrical wires
that are too short, the soldering iron cannot attach them to one another.

49. See especially the early essays, ‘The International of Decent Feelings’, ‘A Matter
of Fact’, ‘On Conjugal Obscenity’, the theological moments of his thesis on Hegel and his
letter to Jean Lacroix. They may be found in Althusser 1997; Althusser 1994.
50. Although he was not able to rid himself of religion entirely, since it remained an
absent cause of much of his later work. See Boer 2007a, pp. 107–62.
51. Thompson 1966; Thompson 1993. However, it is possible to find the seeds of that
later reassessment of Christianity in The Making of the English Working Class. See Boer
2010a, pp. 57–102. I must admit that my narrative of Thompson’s shift is troubled a little
by the virtually unknown poetry collection, Infant and Emperor, which turns the infancy
stories of Jesus into a secularised polemic against the Herods of nuclear armament. In
the process, those apparently sweet stories of the baby Jesus become potent political
pieces. Yet, despite the potential represented by the poems, Thompson does not bring
the reactionary and revolutionary elements of Christianity together in any meaningful
whole. See Thompson 1983.
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The fall
At least Thompson and Althusser do not become ensnared in what I have called
a fall narrative. A deceptively simple trap, with a lost golden age and banishment
from paradise, it seems to catch many: Luxemburg and Kautsky are guilty, as
are G.E.M. de Ste. Croix and Max Horkheimer. If you wish to make an argument
for early Christian communism, then you must account for why Christianity is
no longer like that; a narrative of the fall is one of the most convenient ways to
deal with the loss. For Luxemburg and Kautsky (when he is engaged with this
particular trade) the fall involves size and survival. As Christianity grew in size
it could no longer maintain the community in which everything was held in
common. And as it spread, wealthy patrons and community leaders also became
Christians; it became increasingly unviable to ask them to give all they had to the
poor, especially when Christianity became more and more respectable. I have
already broached the issue of survival: an ever larger movement needed structure, a recognised leadership, and so the old communitarian impulse began to
fade with offices such as priest and bishop. Of course, the great symbol of the fall
is the conversion of Emperor Constantine in 312, his adoption and enthusiastic
fostering of Christianity and then the eventual legislation that made Christianity
the sole religion of the Empire.
Two comments need to be made here. First, Luxemburg and Kautsky have
bought into one of the most common themes in the history of Christian reform
movements. The church has lost its way, claims one movement after another;
the priests have become lax and self-serving, the church wealthy and worldly.
So we will base ourselves on the words of Jesus and go back to the model of
early Christianity in the New Testament, seeking a simple faith in community
(and often in poverty). The Reformation was only the high point of a series of
such reform movements and they continue today, making the same claims. The
second point is that Luxemburg and Kautsky inadvertently make use of a ‘flawed
crystal’ argument. It opens with the question: how could such a fall happen? The
paradigmatic story of the Garden of Eden offers multiple answers: the people are
responsible (the man and woman disobey and eat from the tree); a third agent
is at fault (the serpent); God is responsible, for he set them up to fall in the first
place. How? By putting a tree or two (and there are two in the Genesis account,
one of life and one of the knowledge of good and evil) in the garden from
which one is forbidden to eat. This third option is the one that Luxemburg and
Kautsky take, albeit in modified form. Early Christian communism was flawed,
as we saw in the previous chapter, for it was a communism of consumption and
not production. Such a system actually maintains the status quo, for it requires
some at least to continue generating wealth outside the commune in order to
keep redistributing goods. And it gives way too easily to a system of alms, in
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which the (very necessary) well-heeled members of the church can assuage their
guilt at being wealthy by giving alms to the church (for its clergy) and to the poor
(cared for by the church).
Terry Eagleton, G.E.M. de Ste. Croix and Max Horkheimer are caught in the
same snare, although in a manner that differs from Luxemburg and Kautsky.
Eagleton offers very little in the way of specifics in Reason, Faith and Revolution,52
but he subscribes wholeheartedly to the argument that somewhere along the
line, Christianity lost its radical, almost revolutionary edge. In a rambling, hodgepodge book (one gains the feeling that he has lost his edge since he gave up beer
and smokes), he loosely distinguishes between the scriptural form of Christianity
and the ideological, the former of course being the radical core and the latter its
betrayal into an ideology of power, wealth and influence. So, in a classic move
(his theology is in fact very conventionally Roman Catholic, with many references to Thomas Aquinas), he argues that the earliest is the more authentic and
what followed is a bowdlerised and fallen version of Christianity.
In contrast to Eagleton’s rambling prose and search for one-liners, Ste. Croix
is detailed and careful. Yet he, too, opts for a narrative of fall and betrayal. For
him it comes very early indeed, almost immediately after Jesus had spoken his
words and challenged all with his provocative acts.53 By the time one gets to
the Apostle Paul, the rot has set in: members of the propertied class are given
privileged status, slaves are told in no uncertain terms to stay where they are
and women are relegated to inferior positions. The early Christian theologians
hammered home the message: be conformed to this world, for we need to secure
our place within it. A close reading of Ste. Croix’s array of data reveals a few
anomalies in this pile of evidence, church ‘fathers’ who questioned the massive
property rapidly being accumulated by the church or who realised that slavery
was not the appropriate lot for so many human beings,54 but the overwhelming
opinion offered no relief. Now Ste. Croix was no apologist for Christianity, for he
was in polemical rejection of the British Israelite God of his youth (his mother
belonged to this off-beat and very British strain of Christianity), so it is all the
more remarkable that he could approve of Jesus. In theological terms, Ste. Croix
did not mind the son, but could not abide his bloodthirsty brute of a father. But
52. Eagleton 2009a, pp. 47–108. This book recycles many of Eagleton’s thoughts on
theology – the intrinsic nature of key doctrines and of God, the ability to see the best and
worst of human beings, the possible contributions to Left-thought and action – found not
only in his return to theology (Eagleton 2001; Eagleton 2003c; Eagleton 2003a; Eagleton
2006; Eagleton 2007), but also in his early days as an amateur theologian of the Catholic
Left. See Eagleton 1966a; Eagleton 1967a; Eagleton 1967b; Eagleton 1968a; Eagleton 1968b;
Eagleton 1968c; Eagleton 1969; Eagleton 1970.
53. Ste. Croix 1981, pp. 103–11, 418–25, 433–8; Ste. Croix 2006, pp. 328–71. At the
beginning of a very different argument, Goodchild makes a very similar point to Ste. Croix.
See Goodchild 2009, pp. 2–7.
54. See the detailed treatment in Boer 2011a, pp. 103–58.
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the only way he seems to be able to deal with the glaringly obvious way Christianity failed to live up to the teachings of its founder was through a version of
the fall narrative.
Horkheimer, too, would draw upon a very similar version of the fall, namely the
betrayal of the founder’s words by those who professed to follow him.55 Words
of implacable criticism, dangerous doctrine and inflammatory words – all these
come from the mouth of Jesus, and yet Christians have betrayed them again and
again. Of course, the problem with such an argument (this comment applies also
to Ste. Croix) is that the words of Jesus, if not his life as a whole, are virtually
impossible to recover. That he existed is generally, although not universally,56
admitted. What he said and did has been the subject of intense and ongoing
quests for the historical Jesus, with no assured results. Ste. Croix depends far more
on such historical data (as do Luxemburg and Kautsky), but not so Horkheimer.
Instead Horkheimer espies key elements of authentic Judaism and Christianity
that continue to be betrayed: the utopian longing for a totally other, the uncompromising allegiance to that other and the refusal to be conformed to or bent
by any power in this world, and the commitment to perpetual resistance to all
that corrupts and oppresses. By contrast, whenever Christianity or Judaism have
become cosy with the state (Horkheimer was therefore an unrelenting critic of
Zionism and the state of Israel), whenever theology makes its compromises with
the ways of the world (he has liberal theology of the early- to mid-twentieth
century in mind), it is a perversion of authentic religion.
In much of his writings on religion, Horkheimer falls prey to the desire for a
pure core of religion that has been betrayed and distorted. Yet he differs from
Luxemburg, Kautsky and Ste. Croix on two crucial matters. The first is that he
sees no one moment of a fall – usually placed at some time after the Jesus of
the gospels, sometimes sooner (Ste. Croix), sometimes later (Luxemburg and
Kautsky) – but a perpetually repeating pattern of falling. A little like the beginning cyclist who keeps running off the road, Christianity and Judaism repeat the
55. Since Horkheimer had a liking for writing aphorisms and essays, his comments
on religion are scattered through many different writings. They may be found in
Horkheimer 1978; Horkheimer 1982; Horkheimer 1993; Horkheimer 1996; Horkheimer
2004; Horkheimer 1985a; Horkheimer 1985b; Horkheimer 1985c; Horkheimer 1985d;
Horkheimer 1985e; Horkheimer 1985f; Horkheimer 1985g; Horkheimer 1985h; Horkheimer
1985i; Horkheimer 1985j; Horkheimer 1985k; Horkheimer 1985l; Horkheimer 1985m;
Horkheimer 1985n; Horkheimer 1985o; Horkheimer 1985p; Horkheimer 1985q; Horkheimer
1985r; Horkheimer 1987a; Horkheimer 1987b; Horkheimer 1987c; Horkheimer 1987d;
Horkheimer 1987e; Horkheimer 1988a; Horkheimer 1988b; Horkheimer 1988c; Horkheimer
1988d; Horkheimer 1988e; Horkheimer 1988f; Horkheimer 1988g; Horkheimer 1988h;
Horkheimer 1988i; Horkheimer 1988j; Horkheimer 1989a; Horkheimer 1989b; Horkheimer
1991a; Horkheimer 1991b; Horkheimer and Adorno 1985; Horkheimer and Adorno 2002;
Horkheimer and Adorno 2003. A full discussion with specific references may be found
in Boer 2011a, pp. 11–56.
56. See Thompson and Verenna 2012.
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same mistakes over and over again. It may be a small improvement on the arguments of Luxemburg, Kautsky and Ste. Croix, but the quite unoriginal schema
of authentic kernel and corrupted outer shells is not much of an improvement.
I did indicate that there is a second difference in Horkheimer’s account, but for
that we need to join the witting, since he, a little like Kautsky, is a jack of at least
two trades.

The witting
Perhaps it is not so generous to refer to the various approaches – which I have
just discussed – to the political multivalence of religion as unwitting, but they
do give the impression that they were not quite as aware as they should have
been of the connections between the reactionary and revolutionary strains of
Christianity. Their falling short, however, shows up more clearly when we consider those who did realise the ambivalence I seek. Even here, I must make a distinction between glimpses and the startling clarity of full awareness, as when the
mists clear in a mountain forest and one can find the path which has remained
hidden until now.
Glimpses
Horkheimer turns up first, largely because we left him negotiating the troubled
narrative of a fall from the unsettling and radical statements of Jesus and the
early Christians. Like Kautsky, Horkheimer has the distinction of holding more
than one position, for he can present a stark and irreconcilable contrast between
resistance and compromise, or opt – problematically – for a version of the fall
narrative, but also break through to a more dialectical understanding. These
insights do not crowd Horkheimer’s texts, appearing in passing in the aphoristic
reflections of which he was fond.
Three of them are worth mentioning, each of them turning on the dialectical need for both resistance and betrayal. To begin with, Horkheimer observes
far too briefly that the ‘indwelling protest [innewohnenden Widerspruch]’57 of
religion – he means Judaism and Christianity – is actually nurtured by the inevitable tendency for religion to compromise with those accustomed to wielding
wealth and power with disgusting ease. More than mere survival – in which
Christianity had to betray its ideals in order to avoid coming to a swift and gory
end – Horkheimer suggests that survival itself was the means by which the desire
57. Horkheimer 1978, p. 185; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 330. For an informed and sensitive engagement with Horkheimer, see Siebert 2001, pp. 131–46; Siebert 2003, pp. 185–96;
Ott 2001.
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for resistance and renewal was sustained, ready to cry out yet again when protest regained its voice. Here, we come close to the awareness that the tension
between resistance and betrayal, between authentic and inauthentic religion, is
an inescapable feature of Christianity.
Further, in a brief interpretation of Psalm 91 (a variation on verse 9 of the Psalm
is etched on his gravestone), Horkheimer observes that the endless procession of
brutal acts such as the Crusades and the Inquisition were all justified in the name
of God. More often than not, Horkheimer would go on to argue that these acts
were distortions and betrayals of the truth of Christianity. Not here, for the possibility of resistance springs out of these sustained moments of cruelty: ‘its own love
for the truth, its contempt for manipulation by unscrupulous cliques, finally even
that faith owes itself to that which it denounces [sich verdanken, den er denunziert]’.58
Not a bad dialectical insight, for even though betrayal constantly haunts authentic
resistance, that authentic form cannot operate without such betrayal. Resistance
arises from and responds to betrayal and compromise. Horkheimer is not done:
‘Still through bitter disdain, with which it disavows its own manifestation [mit
dem er die Erfüllung leugnet], it unconsciously recognises a homesickness that
cannot refrain from the thought of paradise’.59 No longer does he argue that
the authentic core of religion has been betrayed, for all that Horkheimer finds
so abhorrent about religion actually comes from within. Indeed, it is because
of that manifestation from within that we find the yoking of bitter disdain and
the recognition of homesickness, a longing for the other – they are one and the
same feeling. A profound dialectical sense of the ambivalence of Judaism and
Christianity, is it not? We may come across one form or the other, resistance and
betrayal, authenticity and unauthenticity (the terms are Horkheimer’s), but they
cannot be divorced from one another in the schema of truth and its distortion
that appears so frequently elsewhere in his thoughts on religion.
Finally, Horkheimer offers a glimpse of this dialectic in his comments on the
origins of theology: he argues that theology came into being as a compromise
between the demands of the gospels and power.60 Note the point: theology did
not betray itself when the church found itself padding along the halls of power;
it was born of this compromise. This is a vital insight: theology is an exceedingly
ingenious discipline, for it embodies the effort to bring into an embrace both
the uncompromising words of Christ and the right of the stronger, the attempt
to bring the laws of earth and heaven into touch with one another. Far more
than mere survival in a sinful and corrupt world, theology sought a way for all
people – poor and rich, Jew and Greek, slave and free, men and women, ruling
58. Horkheimer 2006, p. 117; Horkheimer 1985n, pp. 208–9; emphasis added.
59. Horkheimer 2006, p. 117; Horkheimer 1985n, p. 209; emphasis added.
60. Horkheimer 1996, p. 36; Horkheimer 1985g, pp. 174–5.
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and oppressed classes – to find their place in the new order. Rather than fulsome
praise, it is a grudging awareness of theology’s Realpolitik. Without it, some of the
great achievements of human culture would not have been, such as literature,
art, architecture, the ingenious efforts of Thomistic scholasticism that offered a
complete picture of one’s place in the cosmos, even the Reformation which gave
a huge impetus to human rights, civil liberty, reason and the importance of the
individual.61 Yet the compromise was costly, for each one of these achievements
is built upon the sheer misery of the mass of the voiceless poor.
Let us take this insight into theology’s inherent tension a little further.
Horkheimer presents that tension as a devious and (grudgingly) brilliant effort
at Realpolitik, but there are also matters of form and content that broadcast such
a tension at all levels. In its effort to apply systematic categories, derived in part
from Greek philosophy, to the narratives of that new genre, the gospel, theology
enacted a compromise in form and content. In form, there is the tension between
story and system, between variant narratives and coherent doctrine, while in
content there was the obvious tension between outright resistance, especially
by Christ, and the statements found elsewhere that one should obey the rulers
of this world (Romans 13:1–2), obey the powers, principalities and magistrates
(Titus 3:1), submit to kings and governors (1 Peter 2:13) and offer prayers and
intercessions for all in authority (1 Timothy 2:1–2). Or, as Horkheimer observes,
the utterances of the biblical prophets stand side by side with what he calls
‘biblical patriotism’, embodied above all in the stories of Joshua’s campaigns to
conquer the land of Canaan.62
Horkheimer is but the first of those who glimpse at various moments the
political ambivalence of Christianity. For two other key examples, I roll back
the years and focus on Marx and Engels, the former offering a more grudging
awareness, the latter coming close to a full-blooded insight into the dialectic of
revolution and reaction. As for Marx, there is a well-worn foothold in his texts,
a passing comment or two where he recognises the potential ambivalence in
religion. He writes:
Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the expression of real suffering
but also the protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed
creature, the heart of a heartless world, just as it is the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.63
Das religiöse Elend ist in einem der Ausdruck des wirklichen Elendes und in
einem die Protestation gegen das wirkliche Elend. Die Religion ist der Seufzer
61. Horkheimer 1996, p. 37; Horkheimer 1985g, p. 175.
62. Horkheimer 1996, p. 115; Horkheimer 1985f, p. 171.
63. Marx 1844c, p. 175 (translation modified).
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der bedrängten Kreatur, das Gemüt einer herzlosen Welt, wie sie der Geist
geistloser Zustände ist. Sie ist das Opium des Volkes.64

As many have observed, to say that religious suffering is a protest against real suffering, or to allow that religion may provide some heart and soul in heartless and
soulless conditions is to allow some ambiguity within religion. Yet, these admissions never pass over the basic point in Marx’s treatment of religion, namely that
it is a sign of the alienated conditions of human existence, conditions that need
to be addressed and overturned. I often have the sense that commentators pin
far too much on these statements, even if they come from a crucially important
manifesto-like document, the published Introduction to Marx’s unpublished critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law.65
More intriguing is the most well-known of Marx’s slogans on religion – ‘Sie ist
das Opium des Volkes’, ‘It is the opium of the people’. Much of the ambivalence
surrounding religion in Marx’s thought is contained in this one phrase. Even if
we bracket out Marx’s own complex intentions in penning the sentence (intentions that are as difficult to pin down as jelly to a wall), opium bears within it
the contradictions I seek. For as McKinnon has shown so well, opium – both
drug and idea – was overloaded with contradictory associations in nineteenthcentury Europe.66 A widespread medicine and pain reliever, especially for the
poor, it was used, along with reputable products such as creosote and arsenic,
for pains, aches, fevers, pustules, sniffles, hacking coughs and even for putting
children to sleep while their parents worked. But it was also condemned as a
dangerous placebo that could do more harm than good. Even more, opium was
also a drug of choice in the nineteenth century for artists and writers, those
seeking the realm of the muses through the age-old artistic practice of substance
abuse. Add to this the economic importance of opium, particularly for the British
Empire (most notably the wars fought with the Chinese over the opium trade),
and it becomes a term overrun with opposed associations.67 In short, opium
was blessed medicine, recreational curse, and economic foundation all rolled
into one. Of course, Marx himself used it for his many complaints brought on
by over-writing, poor diet, chain-smoking and endless pots of coffee. His letters
are full of reports and debates with Engels and others over what is best for his
well-known carbuncles, but also his toothaches, liver problems, bone-rattling
coughs and eye problems. In these letters opium appears very often indeed.
64. Marx 1844d, p. 378.
65. Marx 1843c; Marx 1843d.
66. McKinnon 2006.
67. McKinnon traces a shift from a generally benign view of opium at the beginning of
the nineteenth century to its increasing condemnation, especially through government
committees and studies, by the end of the century.
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Unstable, shifting and somewhat volatile, opium stands in quite well as a metaphor for the political ambivalence of theology. But this is by no means the only
time Marx lets slip a begrudging awareness of the revolutionary possibilities of
theology. He may have commented in a letter to Lasalle, ‘so specific is my aversion to Christianity [so spezifisch ist mein Widerwille gegen das Christentum]’,68
but that did not stop him noting that it may well have a moment or two that
were far closer to his own preferences. Some of these moments may be found
in the multitude of biblical and theological references and allusions that pepper
his writings. Most of these deal with efforts to outwit the censor (especially in
his early years of journalism with the Rheinische Zeitung), attacks on the ruling
classes, whether a fading aristocracy or energetic bourgeoisie, critiques of the
default tendency for clergy to creep into the same hole as a corrupt ruling class
and polemic against political opponents, mostly on the Left.69 However, at a
few points we find Marx struggling with biblical contradictions in his youthful
essay on the gospel of John,70 touching on the revolutionary undercurrent of the
Garden of Eden narrative in Genesis 2–3,71 noting that the saints are often on
the side of the poor,72 systematically using New Testament texts on mammon
and power to undermine the claims by the Prussian ‘Christian state’ to be based
on the Bible73 and referring to the ‘divine inspiration from below’ of the English
Revolution when Charles I found his torso relieved of its head.74
68. Marx 1862a, p. 377; Marx 1862b, p. 627.
69. See the first chapter of Boer 2012, where I have gathered and assessed all of these
theological allusions.
70. Marx 1835a; Marx 1835b.
71. In response to an effort by the speaker of the Rhine Province Assembly to
appropriate the text for his own conservative position, Marx retorts that ‘the devil did
not lie to us then, for God himself says, “Behold the man is become as one of us, to know
good and evil” ’ – thereby touching on a subversive tradition in which the serpent (the
narrative does not have a devil) and thereby Eve stand up to the tyrant God. See Marx
1842k, p. 168; Marx 1842l, p. 156.
72. Marx 1842m, p. 253; Marx 1842n, p. 227.
73. Here is this full and delightful text: ‘Do you consider it wrong to appeal to the
courts if you have been cheated? But the apostle writes that it is wrong. If you have been
struck on one cheek, do you turn the other also, or do you not rather start an action for
assault? But the gospel forbids it. Do you not demand rational right in this world, do
you not grumble at the slightest raising of taxes, are you not beside yourself at the least
infringement of your personal liberty? But you have been told that suffering in this life is
not to be compared with the bliss of the future, that passive sufferance and blissful hope
are the cardinal virtues. Are not most of your court cases and most of your civil laws
concerned with property? But you have been told that your treasure is not of this world.
Or if you plead that you render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the
things that are God’s, then you should regard not only golden Mammon, but at least as
much free reason, as the ruler of this world, and the “action of free reason” is what we
call philosophising.’ (Marx 1842i, pp. 198–9; Marx 1842j, p. 186.)
74. Marx 1842k, p. 156; Marx 1842l, p. 144. For more detailed treatments of these texts,
see Chapter Eight of Boer 2012.
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I am wary of making too much of these glimpses within Marx’s own texts, for
he felt that theology and religion more generally were set to a reactionary default.
With religion full of distinctly unhelpful ideas and focused on the heavens, he
would rather concern himself with earthly matters. Nevertheless, occasionally
he glimpses the radical undercurrents of theology and registers, despite his own
inclinations, that theology cannot so easily be locked in. Engels, however, is a
different story. On this matter of political ambivalence, he offered a position
that recovered in some ways the brilliance that characterised him in the period
before he became Marx’s lieutenant.
I cannot press hard enough on this difference between Marx and Engels. It
is not merely that Engels took a certain point from Marx, who was notoriously
unable to finish a project in his last years, and gave it some substance. Further,
Engels certainly did not get the nod from Marx to explore the revolutionary
potential of Christianity or to point to its political ambivalence – even if they
kept up lively commentary in their letters concerning the vital role of religion
in geopolitics. No, this is Engels’s own line. Much has to do with his upbringing
in a Reformed (Calvinist) home in Elberfeld (Wuppertal), but I do not wish to
dwell on that youth here, except to indicate that Engels’s lifelong reflections on
religion – especially ‘Bruno Bauer and Early Christianity’, ‘The Book of Revelation’ and ‘On the History of Early Christianity’75 – may be seen as his effort to
come to terms with that background.
I have written enough in the previous chapter of Engels’s argument for the
radical, revolutionary nature of the early Christian movement, as well as his
efforts to identify the recurrence of that seditious undercurrent in moments
such as Thomas Müntzer and the peasant revolution. Now I shift my focus,
interrogating Engels on the pattern of ambivalence that keeps recurring in his
work. We must tread carefully here, for it is not always an explicit awareness.
Often the ambivalence I seek appears more as a contradiction in his work. So
we find variously a jostling crowd of statements concerning the obfuscation and
deception of religion, or the way the working classes have taken up (at least
in England) an increasingly anti-church position, or the narrative of world history that involves a desperate struggle against the evils of religion, which will be
overcome only with communism.76 In sharp contrast, Engels also argues again
75. Engels 1882a; Engels 1882b; Engels 1883a; Engels 1883b; Engels 1894–5c; Engels
1894–5d.
76. For example, ‘We too attack the hypocrisy of the present Christian state of the
world; the struggle against it, our liberation from it and the liberation of the world from
it are ultimately our sole occupation’ (Engels 1844a, p. 462; Engels 1844b, p. 544). Further:
‘The prisoner in solitary confinement is driven insane; the model gaol in London, after
only three months of existence, had already three lunatics to transfer to Bedlam, to say
nothing of the religious mania which is still usually regarded as sanity’ (Engels 1844e,
p. 510; Engels 1844f, p. 589). See further Engels 1843a, pp. 385–6; Engels 1843b, pp. 460–1;

158 • Chapter Three

and again for the revolutionary potential of Christianity. I have noted a few of
these already, but the moment this argument emerges in first bloom is in his
‘Progress of Social Reform on the Continent’, where he produces the first survey
of radical movements and leaders inspired by Christianity – among them Thomas Müntzer, Étienne Cabet and Wilhelm Weitling (from whom he seems to
have drawn the idea of a revolutionary Christian tradition).77 Perhaps the best
summary appears in an unexpected place, an ‘Introduction to Karl Marx’s The
Class Struggles in France’:
It is now, almost to the year, sixteen centuries since a dangerous party of overthrow was likewise active in the Roman empire. It undermined religion and all
the foundations of the state; it flatly denied that Caesar’s will was the supreme
law; it was without a fatherland, was international; it spread over the whole
empire, from Gaul to Asia, and beyond the frontiers of the empire. It had long
carried on seditious activities underground in secret; for a considerable time,
however, it had felt strong enough to come out into the open. This party of
overthrow . . . was known by the name of Christians.78

All the same, such a contradiction between condemnation and appreciation
could not be maintained without some awareness that Engels was actually speaking of the same tradition. A few such moments occur, among which two stand
out, one from his ‘Letters from London’ in 1843 and the other from ‘Progress
of Social Reform on the Continent’ from the same year. In the former text, he
differentiates between the abysmal state of the established Church of England
and the revolutionary origins of Christianity. While the church is rusted onto
the aristocrats and Tories, full of those seeking personal gain, petty politics, outright bigotry and useless theological debates, the ‘lower classes’ may at times of
revolutionary upheaval become progressive and draw on Christianity for inspiration: ‘In general, this is a feature of every revolutionary epoch, as was seen in
particular in the religious revolution of which the outcome was Christianity’. The
Engels 1844c, pp. 469–76, 486; Engels 1844d, pp. 550–7, 567; Engels 1844a, pp. 446–7,
450; Engels 1844b, pp. 527–8, 531; Engels 1844g, p. 212; Engels 1846a, pp. 412, 421, 556,
569; Engels 1846b, pp. 343, 352–3, 480–1, 492–3; Engels 1845; Engels 1874–5a, pp. 15–16;
Engels 1874–5b, pp. 531–2; Engels 1889, p. 539; Engels 1844e, pp. 501–4, 512; Engels 1844f,
pp. 580–3, 591; Engels 1892, pp. 283–300. See also the myriad comments on religion in
Anti-Dühring and Dialectics of Nature: Engels 1877–8a, pp. 16, 22, 26, 40–1, 62, 67–8, 79,
86, 93–9, 125–6, 130, 144, 232, 244, 300–4; Engels 1877–8b, pp. 16, 20–1, 25, 39–40, 62, 66–8,
79, 86–7, 93–100, 126–7, 131, 143–5, 230, 239, 294–8; Engels 1873–82a, pp. 318–20, 325, 423,
474, 480–1, 498–500, 551–2, 565; Engels 1873–82b, pp. 311–13, 318, 415, 465, 470–1, 486–9,
535–6, 547.
77. Engels 1843c.
78. Engels 1894–5a, p. 523; Engels 1894–5b, p. 526. With Engels’s pushing, Marx too
would admit a similar point in a letter written close to his death; Marx 1881a, p. 67; Marx
1881b, p. 161.
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source is none other than the Bible, which among other texts observes: ‘blessed
are the poor, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven and, however long it may take,
the kingdom of this earth as well’.79 The text of course comes from the Sermon
on the Mount (Matthew 5:3).
Better still is the comment on Étienne Cabet’s Icarian socialism, which, Engels
notes, is far more Christian than any English socialism. With their motto, ‘le christianisme c’est le communisme’, Cabet’s movement drew heavily on what I called
in the previous chapter the political myth of Christian communism. Then Engels
offers a crucial sentence: ‘But all this shows only, that these good people are not
the best Christians, although they style themselves so; because if they were, they
would know the bible better, and find that, if some few passages of the bible
may be favourable to Communism, the general spirit of its doctrines is, nevertheless, totally opposed to it, as well as to every rational measure’.80 It is, I must
admit, a grudging admission of political ambivalence – ‘some few passages’ –
but it is enough: Engels recognises the ambivalence that I seek in the Bible and in
the practice of Christianity. Dominant oppression may be, but glimpses emerge
despite it all to show a more restless, revolutionary line – glimpses Engels would
develop over the next fifty years into a full-blooded argument for the radically
revolutionary nature of early Christianity.
Full throttle
Marx, Engels and Horkheimer each offer hints of a more thoroughgoing theory of
the inherent ambivalence of Christianity on political matters. Passing comments
and occasional sentences threaten to break through to sustained deliberations
on precisely why this ambivalence is so pervasive. Yet they do not take the next
step and construct a comprehensive theory as to why Christianity should be so
two-faced, or even many-faced, concerning politics. Some, such as Michael Löwy,
have tried to make precisely this argument, especially in respect of Marx.81 After
brief comments on the famous opium passage, Löwy suggests that Marx (and
Engels following him) did indeed understand religion as a complex, ambiguous
phenomenon, one given to protest and compromise. Löwy then marches on to
offer a sympathetic and influential treatment of one notable instance of the protest dimension of religion, namely, the Latin American version of liberation theology. In one sense, Löwy seeks to complete Marx’s passing insight, but he could
well have done with further engagement with some of the Marxists with whom

79. Engels 1843a, p. 380; Engels 1843b, pp. 451–2.
80. Engels 1843c, p. 399.
81. Löwy 1996, pp. 5–8.
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I deal here.82 Löwy is less sympathetic to Engels, which is unfortunate since Engels
would have given him far more theoretical resources. In fact, Engels came closest
to a full-scale theory of the political ambivalence of religion. Much of his thought
on religion operates as though such a theory lay in the background; as we saw
above, extensive passages denouncing the hypocrisy of conniving priests and the
sordid history of the Christian churches come up against equally sustained proposals concerning the revolutionary origins of early Christianity and the history
of religiously-inspired revolutionary movements, especially that of the peasants
and Thomas Müntzer. Yet Engels does not quite arrive at his destination; for that
we need to turn to Karl Kautsky, Ernst Bloch and Antonio Negri.
Towards the end of Engels’s life, he and Karl Kautsky engaged in an often
intense correspondence. They wrote about all manner of topics – the rapid development of the Social Democrats in Germany, the legacy of Marx, the growth of
worldwide communism, personal details, health and so on – but also about the
nature of Christianity. In many respects, Kautsky took on the mantle Engels had
left behind. So, instead of a brief survey of revolutionary movements inspired
by Christianity, Kautsky set out to write his four-volume Vorläufer des neueren
Sozialismus, running through from the Middle Ages and the Reformation into
the verge of the modern era.83 So vast was the project, he did not manage to finish it himself, with the third volume completed by Paul Lafargue and the fourth
written by Hugo Lindemann and Morris Hillquit. While Engels wrote long essays
on early Christianity and Thomas Müntzer, Kautsky wrote a whole book on the
first and hundreds of pages on the second.84
If Engels is usually regarded as Marx II, one who kept the ship (basically Marx’s
family) afloat but who was not quite Marx’s intellectual equal, then Kautsky, it
is usually assumed, has even less depth than Engels. Although he was a crucial
Marxist intellectual in the generation that followed Marx and Engels, he was –
at least according to the standard narrative – a lightweight. Like Melanchthon
to Luther, he filled out the gaps and tried to complete the tasks that Engels left
hanging. The evidence does not support such a narrative, at least as far as religion
is concerned. For much of the time, Kautsky did operate with the same grand
divide as Engels – between a corrupt, decadent church that was a shrill defender
of powerful privilege, and what may be called an encyclopaedia of revolutionary Christian movements – without seeing the intrinsic connection between
82. In the opening pages of The War of Gods, Löwy does engage with Bloch, Goldmann
and others, but in order to show that Marxism and religion have a longer history of
interaction than many of his readers might imagine. Needless to say, I miss the emphasis
on the multi-faceted politics of Christianity in Löwy’s analysis.
83. Kautsky 1947b; Kautsky 1947c; Kautsky 2002; Kautsky and Lafargue 1977; Lindemann
and Hillquit 1977.
84. Kautsky 2007; Kautsky 1977; Kautsky 2002, pp. 105–98; Kautsky 1947c, pp. 7–103.
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these two mounds of evidence. Not for nothing have we encountered Kautsky at
earlier points among the unwitting, for he seems to take up nearly all possible
positions in relation to religion. Yet Kautsky also strikes out much further than
Engels, since he did come to realise that reaction and revolution are part and
parcel of the same history of Christianity.
The key lies not – contrary to expectation – with the various revolutionary
movements Kautsky tracks in Vorläufer des neueren Sozialismus, but with monasticism. In two texts monasticism plays an underhand but vital role. The first is in
the closing pages of Foundations of Christianity, where Kautsky argues that the
initial communitarian impulse of Christianity survived in monasticism. As mainstream Christianity enthusiastically embraced its new status as religion of the
Empire in the fourth century CE, thereby betraying its initial ideals, the earliest
practices of communal life were not entirely dumped overboard. They found a
new expression in the rise of the monastic movement, first in Egypt with the desert fathers, but then later spreading further and further afield. This monasticism
went beyond the initial communism of consumption of the early Christians (due
to their urban context, suggests Kautsky), for they developed a communism of
production. They had little choice, for in the rural areas and harsh environment
of the deserts, survival required careful attention to growing what crops could
be managed, husbanding animals and securing a reliable water supply. But the
breakthrough for Kautsky is that monasticism was a response to the unwelcome –
at least for those attracted to monasticism – turn taken by the church. That is to
say, Kautsky undermines his own earlier narrative of the fall of Christianity from
its early communistic practice: instead, Christianity may have opted for compromise with the Imperial apparatchiks, but that act produced a radical response.
The two face off against one another within the same arena. While priests began
to wear robes that resembled those of high Roman officials, began to have their
churches (originally basilicas) built with state funds and began to live at the
state’s expense, others (men mostly but also women) became sick of the direction of the church and retreated to remote areas to establish communities that
they felt were truer to the words of Jesus and the gospels.
Did monasticism, too, succumb to the temptations of easy living? Individual
monastic communities would inevitably do so, becoming established orders
within church structures, but their impetus renewed itself again and again. For
Kautsky, monasticism was the vital conduit that kept alive the early ideal of
Christian communism, inspiring one movement after another. And that brings
us to the second crucial moment when monasticism appears in Kautsky’s texts –
the study of Thomas More.85 For Kautsky, More is the crucial intersection
85. Kautsky 1979; Kautsky 1947a.
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between the older religious motivations for communism and modern socialism, a man who uniquely holds both elements together and thereby enables the
transition from one to the other. More stands at the gate of modern socialism
with his vociferous criticism of the economic exploitation in Henry VIII’s England, where the early outbreaks of capitalist economic and social relations were
beginning to be felt (Kautsky neglects another stream that would have fed into
More’s critique: older prophetic denunciations of economic depredation in the
Hebrew Bible). But More also drinks deeply from the stream of Christian communism (for Kautsky a manifestation of primitive communism), with his great
love of the common meal, communal living and having all things in common.
What was More’s source? He found it in both the Volkskatholizmus (feudal, popular Catholicism rather than the hierarchy) and in the communal structures of
the monasteries. They had kept this tradition alive in their own flawed way and
More was, at least for Kautsky, the last in a long line – last because Kautsky also
nominates More as the first modern socialist and his Utopia as the first socialist
and materialist text before Marx and Engels.86
I am less interested in the validity of Kautsky’s reconstruction (for example,
I would argue that the stream of Christian communism did not dry up with More)
as in the theoretical insight into the political nature of Christianity. The radical
elements of monasticism did not operate in a vacuum-sealed jar, for they functioned as perpetually renewed responses to an otiose and self-absorbed church.
As I pointed out earlier, the church’s policy was as simple as it was effective: if
you cannot absorb them, crush them. Time and again, a grassroots movement
would begin with one or two seeking the simple life of poverty and communal
living of the New Testament (as far as they saw it); the movement would attract
followers; be sanctioned or condemned by the hierarchy; money and support
would flow, monasteries built, coffers stuffed; another movement would begin.
Benedictines, Premonstratensians, Augustinian canons, Dominicans, Franciscans and many others followed comparable paths, while others stayed on the
fringes – Beguines and Beghards, or the followers of Geert de Groote – tolerated
or condemned or both, while others were simply condemned and hunted down –
Waldensians, Bogomils, Albigensians, Lollards, Hussites and so on. Of course,
political and economic factors were vital in the changing fortunes of such groups
(as with the Hussites in Bohemia), but one further point is worth emphasising:
86. ‘We believe that we have disclosed the most essential roots of More’s Socialism:
his amiable character in harmony with primitive communism; the economic situation
of England, which brought into sharp relief the disadvantageous consequences of capitalism for the working class; the fortunate union of classical philosophy with activity in
practical affairs – all these circumstances combined must have induced in a mind so
acute, so fearless, so truth-loving as More’s an ideal which may be regarded as a foregleam of Modern Socialism’ (Kautsky 1979, p. 128; Kautsky 1947a, pp. 228–9).
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these movements not only challenged the church hierarchy, they also embodied
the struggle between resistance and compromise, between communal traditions
and hierarchies of power within themselves.
Nevertheless, even this insight from Kautsky is found in a back room to his
main arguments – the fall from early Christian communism, the long roll-call
of revolutionary movements inspired by Christianity, and the door to modern
socialism in Thomas More. In order to find an author who has dragged it from
that room and placed it in a spot where one cannot help but stumble over it,
we need to (re)turn to Ernst Bloch. However, before picking up Bloch, a brief
word on Negri is in order, especially since Negri assumes Bloch’s position (inadvertently I suspect) without developing it further. Negri is responsible for the
epigraph with which I began this chapter: ‘Religion is a big rip-off in itself, but it
can also be a great instrument of liberation’.87 The rip-off appears often enough
in Negri’s texts, with persistent comments on the harsh rule of the church (by
which he invariably means the Italian Roman Catholic church).88 But Negri also
occasionally explores the liberating side of religion, such as the creative labour
of Job, which must pass through immeasurable suffering to find the desire and
power to create anew,89 or the role of political love: drawn directly from the
Bible, he invokes the pre-modern, especially Jewish and Christian idea and practice of love as public, political, generous and constitutive of the multitude.90
However, Bloch is arguably the greatest proponent of the political ambivalence
of Christianity and, indeed, Judaism. Nothing captures this awareness better than
two phrases which I have quoted more than once: the Bible is ‘often a scandal
to the poor and not always a folly to the rich’,91 but it is also ‘the Church’s bad
conscience’.92 The Bible has often been and continues to be read as a friend of
the rich and powerful and it has been and continues to be an inspiration for
revolutionary groups seeking to overthrow those same powerful fat cats.
As for being a scandal to the poor, the Bible is claimed time and again by
religious institutions that are on far too comfortable terms with powerful and
wealthy rulers, if they themselves are not obscenely well-heeled. I need only
mention the Emperor Constantine, Charlemagne, Queen Victoria and Ronald Reagan in order to illustrate such an observation. Bloch does not have in
87. Negri and Scelsi 2008, p. 205.
88. For example, ‘Italy is a Catholic country, and therefore a cruel country. And a
hypocritical one’. (Negri and Dufourmantelle 2004, p. 20; see also p. 24.)
89. Negri 2009. See further Boer 2011a, pp. 271–310.
90. Hardt and Negri 2004, pp. 351–2, 356, 358. Negri also invokes love in his treatment
of Job and draws the theme of love from Spinoza. See Hardt and Negri 2000, pp. 78, 186;
Negri and Dufourmantelle 2004, pp. 146–7; Negri 2009, pp. 115, 127, 165; Negri and Casarino 2008, pp. 31–7, 44, 86–7, 149, 151, 156, 234; Negri and Scelsi 2008, pp. 82–3.
91. Bloch 1972, p. 25; Bloch 1968, p. 53.
92. Bloch 1972, p. 21; Bloch 1968, p. 41.
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his sights merely a string of venal popes, but even Luther – especially Luther –
who sided with the powerful in suppressing the peasant revolt of Thomas
Müntzer in sixteenth-century Germany. Luther made very good use of the Bible
to call down authority from above and to urge the faithful to focus on their inner
walk with God. Indeed, if we go back beyond the formation of the canon of the
Bible (and the heavy hand of Roman emperors after Constantine), Bloch finds
that those responsible for gathering the stories in the Bible were the scribes,
themselves part of a small and specialised elite in service both to the priests and
kings. So one would expect that the stories they gathered would support the
ruling ideology. For, as Marx pointed out, are not the ruling ideas those of the
ruling class? Thus, we find many, many stories of suppressed revolt, of insurrection brought to heel, beginning with the ‘disobedience’ of the first human beings
in the Garden of Eden, running through the murmuring stories in the wilderness
to the call for repentance of one’s sins in the New Testament. Of course, those
responsible for such rebellion are cast as sinners against God and against whatever tyrant happens to be in favour.
But then the Bible is also the church’s bad conscience: it has an uncanny knack
of undermining any position one might want to take. If the church wishes to preserve Western culture against the perceived threat of Islam, then it must dispense
with well-known biblical statements such as ‘love your enemies’ (Matthew 5:44),
or, ‘to him who strikes you on the cheek, offer the other one also’ (Luke 6:29), or
indeed the account that Isaac and Ishmael are both sons of Abraham who played
together when children (Genesis 21:9). If the church wishes to support a government that denies political asylum to those who seek it, then it will find texts
that command one to ‘love the foreigner’ as God does (Deuteronomy 10:18–19),
or the words of Jesus in Matthew 25:35, ‘I was a stranger and you welcomed me’,
a little troublesome. On the other hand, if the church seeks to encourage peace,
love and understanding, then the saying put in Jesus’s mouth, ‘I have not come
to bring peace, but a sword’ (Matthew 10:34), becomes problematic.
Throughout his great works on utopia – The Spirit of Utopia and Principle of
Hope93 – this ambivalence, or rather multivalence shows its face time and again.
However, in the much neglected Atheism in Christianity it is at the forefront of
Bloch’s thought, particularly in relation to the Bible. He traces it in the story
of Eden, with its oppressive God who treats the first humans as children only
to find that they rebel; in the fatal conflict of Cain and Abel, where another
face of God appears, the one who protects Cain with the well-known mark; in
Jacob’s wrestling with God (El in this case, not Yahweh) in Genesis 32; in the
rebellion of the tower of Babel in Genesis 11; in the Nazirites, those enigmatic
93. Bloch 2000; Bloch 1985b; Bloch 1995; Bloch 1985a.
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figures who vow not to cut their hair, drink strong drink and call the people
back to their desert, Bedouin-like life in the wilderness; in the oppressive deity
of Moses and Aaron who seeks to punish the people’s constant murmur of rebellion in the wilderness; in the insurrections of Miriam, Moses’s sister, and Korah
against that authority; even in the two figures of Moses, who is both liberator of
the slaves and theocratic tyrant in the wilderness; in the protests of Job against
his inhuman treatment by this same Yahweh; in the prophetic denunciations of
economic maltreatment and religious hypocrisy; in Jesus’s stringent criticisms of
the quislings who would accommodate the Roman colonisers; and in the fiery
apocalyptic revolutionary protests of the Apocalypse against empire and its gods.
Sometimes the bloodthirsty, vengeful God had the upper hand, but at others
(admittedly less frequently) the rebels win out through cunning and ruse.
At times Bloch overdoes it, seeking a constant thread of both demonical rulers
and resistance throughout the Bible, resistance that often ended up, he suggests,
in militant sects which were systematically wiped out, such as the Ophites who
saw the true God in the serpent of Eden and the creator God as a vile demiurge.
I would prefer more scattered and disconnected resistances, local and by no
means necessarily connected. At this point Bloch’s valuable strategy of discernment, which I explored at some length in the previous chapter on myth, comes
into its own: a process of judicious and dialectical judgement as to what is liberating and what seeks to crush such liberation. But vital for my argument, here, is
Bloch’s point that even God is split and ambivalent – after all he does have many
names and identities, such as El, Yahweh, Adonai, El Elyon, El Shaddai, El Berit,
El Olam, El Roi, Abir, Pahad, Shebaot, Adon and even Baal. God may appear
as vengeful and terror-full, but then this same God turns out to be a champion
of those who protest, fall and protest again. Bloch calls this the ‘exodus out of
Yahweh’, a current which he argues is an early manifestation of what would later
become atheism – hence ‘atheism in the Bible’. This protest atheism, as I prefer
to call it, is not merely crucial to Marxism or any insurrectionist tradition, but
also to theology itself.

By way of conclusion
Two questions remain: first, is not the argument for ambivalence a counsel of
despair and thereby an argument for inaction? Indeed, is not the resort to ambivalence as the final wisdom a reactionary position that may be usefully deployed
to discourage liberation movements? The most direct answer is that Christianity
historically exhibits both reactionary and revolutionary tendencies, as does the
Bible itself. Too many have fallen into the trap of arguing that theology and the
Bible are either thoroughly oppressive and thereby best tossed out the window
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or that they have a liberating core that has in some way been betrayed. I prefer
an answer that is more political, dialectical and historical. Politically, the argument for ambivalence is not a counsel of inaction but a call to take sides.94 On
the dialectical register, I refer the reader back to the extensive argument of this
chapter. As for history, that is the topic of the following chapter.
That chapter answers the second question that I wish to broach here: why is
theology, or indeed Christianity as a whole, politically ambivalent? More specifically, why are its sacred texts so multivalent? The answer is deceptively simple
and (one hopes) obvious: it is due to the social and economic conditions of its
emergence.95 Spinning out this answer is a little more complex, taking me eventually into the next chapter. Before I can do so, however, a number of theoretical
questions demand attention, turning on the hoary distinction between idealism
and materialism.
All the same, this distinction is not so grey and creaking with age, for – to my
continued amazement and occasional annoyance – idealist approaches to Christianity still abound. Proponents of such approaches would answer my initial
question in various ways. The crassest response would be to point out that many
of the various interpretations of Christianity are wrong; they distort Christianity
in various ways and so we must find its true core and adhere to that. Depending on one’s perspective, that core may be a conservative one that sponsors the
status quo and does not seek to shake its foundations, or it may be a more rebellious one that refuses to be conformed to this world, or it may be an entirely
spiritual one with no concern for the earthly life, and so on. All too common,
this truth-distortion or centre-periphery distinction occasionally ensnares even
critics such as Max Horkheimer (whom I discussed above), or Terry Eagleton
(who has of late been pushing in very unoriginal fashion a revolutionary Jesus)96
or Slavoj Žižek (who seeks to recover that implacable resistance at the heart of
Christian thought in Paul and the gospels). However, it is a ploy as old as Christianity, as one reform movement after another has sought to ‘restore’ Christianity
to its authentic, original form. Even today, opponents will battle it out over what
that central truth might be in relation to the role of women in the church, gays
and lesbians, the response to climate change, environmental collapse and so on.
But here a second feature emerges, often tacked onto the idea of a true centre
94. See Boer 2007b.
95. Contra the argument in the vein of Žižek, resorting to Lacan and arguing that yes,
of course, (biblical) revolution is the necessary other of reaction, for without it revolution
would not be. So if we opted for one side, it would fail the moment that we expelled the
other, which would become its traumatic kernel, the impossible Real we cannot face.
As one example among many, see his discussion of G.K. Chesterton in Žižek 2005b. The
problem with the common pattern of Žižek’s thought is that it lacks an adequate basis
in historical analysis.
96. Eagleton 2007. See also Boer 2007a, pp. 275–333.
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that has been corrupted: the key lies in a pure origin that must be recovered by
recourse to the sacred texts. The catch, of course, is that those texts give by no
means a uniform picture, a picture that is, it should be added, produced by a
literary text rather than an actual window upon some historical reality.
A more sophisticated idealist answer to my question would admit that, yes,
Christianity is a complex collection of ideas, and that many have been and continue to be mistaken in assuming that there is but one authentic form of Christianity and that all other forms are corruptions. Instead, the answer goes, these
ideas have continued to motivate, to inform attitudes in regard to economics,
social values, politics and personal life. Witness the continued effect of Christianity in shaping the ideas of so many today – however overt or covert, whether
in the USA, Europe or Australia. But since it is complex and often contradictory,
we can see the different channels it has formed, which then come into conflict
with one another; Orthodox here, Roman Catholic there, Protestant elsewhere,
each one with its myriad forms. Hence it is possible, according to this answer,
to say that Christian ideas remain a historical force, whether for ill, as the ‘new
old atheists’ would have it,97 or for good, as the churches and their occasional
sympathisers would argue. In sum, the political multivalence of Christianity is
inherent.
A variation on this idealist argument would shift the focus to the Bible, for
here is the source of the political multivalence of Christianity. We would begin
with the agreed point that the Bible is deeply and thoroughly contradictory on
political matters, given that it was narrated, written and collected over roughly
a millennium. As a quick comparison, what would a collection of major English texts gathered over the last millennium look like? At the least, we would
need to include Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, Shakespeare’s plays, James Joyce’s
Ulysses, the Magna Carta, the American Declaration of Independence, the English translation of The Manifesto of the Communist Party and so on. It would be
exceedingly difficult to avoid the conclusion that such a collection of key texts
from the last millennium has a range of political, let alone theological, positions:
so also with the Bible. The next step is to point out that since Christianity bases
itself on its scriptures (no matter that the different confessions cannot agree on
what precisely is in that canon), it cannot help being politically contradictory,
inconsistent and ambivalent. Before we know it the text has gained a life of its
own (in itself a deeply theological argument), influencing, directing, and setting
in train a host of political ambivalences.
How seductive such arguments can be, especially since I agree with the key
point: Christianity, is indeed, politically multivalent, as are its sacred texts (I
97. Dawkins 2006; Dennett 2007; Harris 2005; Harris 2006; Hitchens 2007. See the
discussion in Chapter Six.
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have argued as much in this chapter). However, I cannot agree with the idealist position that they have a direct effect through the force of their ideas alone,
indeed that they motivate, inspire, refute, call one to rethink and change what
one is doing purely by the force of the ideas themselves. Even though an intelligent idealism (to gloss Lenin once more) is preferable to a stupid materialism,
at least two responses are possible. Firstly, and most obviously, a religion such as
Christianity is not merely a collection of ideas and beliefs; it also includes social,
institutional and economic elements, often difficult to separate clearly from one
another in the manner favoured by our Taylorised academic disciplines and
ways of thinking about the world. I should not need to make such a point in this
day and age, but I keep coming across dolts who should know better. Secondly,
ideas do nothing on their own; people who have ideas do. Or in a more dialectical formulation, people make ideas; ideas do not make people. Yet even this
way of stating the issue remains within a Feuerbachian framework – the gods do
not create us, for we create the gods. So let me invoke once again Marx’s fourth
thesis on Feuerbach: this is but the first step, for what is needed is an analysis
of the conditions in which human beings create the gods and their myths in the
first place.98 We must move from the clouds down to earth, to explore the reality
of life lived in its economic and social ground.
The attentive reader may begin to wonder whether I am now in outright contradiction with myself; did I not argue in the previous chapter on myth that it
operates in an anticipatory and utopian fashion, a totality that awaits its concept, a mode of forcing the truth, or in terms of reverse causality? Is that not an
idealist argument? There are two ways of dealing with this problem. One is to
take up Engels’s cue with his treatment of Thomas Müntzer and argue that theology or the Bible or myth are merely languages, ways of speaking about other
realities, be they political, social or economic. Engels postulated that Müntzer
used the most readily available language of his day, namely theology, especially
Luther’s theological challenge to the vested interests of Rome, in order to express
what were at heart political grievances. Müntzer, of course, took this theological language much further, giving it an apocalyptic edge that saw the end of the
world if not tomorrow then probably next week. But when Müntzer came close
to speaking in directly political terms, he began to shed the theological trappings
98. ‘Feuerbach starts out from the fact of religious self-estrangement [der religiösen
Selbstentfremdung], of the duplication of the world into a religious world and a secular
one. His work consists in resolving the religious world into its secular basis. But that the
secular basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself as an independent realm in the
clouds can only be explained by the inner strife and intrinsic contradictoriness of this
secular basis. The latter must, therefore, itself be both understood in its contradiction
and revolutionised in practice. Thus, for instance, once the earthly family is discovered
to be the secret of the holy family, the former must then itself be destroyed in theory and
in practice’. (Marx 1845b, p. 4; Marx 1845c, p. 6.)
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and draw nigh to Engel’s own preferred atheistic position. In other words, theology is the carapace, the outer clothing that may be shed when a proper understanding (Engels’s own) of the issues becomes available.
For all my sympathies for Engels, this is not one of his better arguments, for
it is given to a crass materialism that hobbles his insights. I prefer a more dialectical approach in which theology is neither the disposable coating for real
historical and economic issues nor the central force of historical change. The
relationship between ideas and their economic base is a two-way street, an interaction between theory and praxis in which they cannot be separated from one
other. Or, to use the terms I invoked earlier, one may descend from the clouds
to earth in order to investigate what is going on there among the everyday lives
of people, but that does not mean one forgets the clouds; they do not dissipate,
for they are still very much part of the total picture.

Chapter Four
History

History . . . represents life as continually disrupted.1

At last, it is history’s turn to have a say. Political myths
do not float in the ether and political multivalence is
not intrinsic to a religion like Christianity – topics I
explored in the previous two chapters. This chapter,
then, offers a historical-materialist answer as to why
Christianity is politically all over the place and why it
should produce myths such as Christian communism.
The bulk of my argument focuses on the meagre collection of letters by the most important ideologue in
Christianity – the Apostle Paul (I dispense with the
quaint ‘saint’, since either everyone is a saint or noone is). It helps one’s status immensely if you happen to have your correspondence enshrined in sacred
scripture. Why Paul? It is partly because I have written elsewhere on Paul, partly because his few letters
are the subject of some extended discussion among
philosophers,2 some from the Left, partly because
Paul’s position was to become so dominant, shaping
not merely Christianity itself, but the ideology of an
empire, but above all because he offers an imaginary
resolution, or a literary and ideological mediation
of competing social formations. Through a series of
oppositions – law and grace, sin and faith and so on,
all of which are clustered around the death and resurrection of Christ – Paul attempts a transition from
1. Adorno 2006b, p. 91; Adorno 2006c, p. 134.
2. Badiou 2003b; Badiou 1997; Agamben 2005; Taubes 2004; Žižek 2000; Žižek 2001b;
Žižek 2003; Trigano 2004; Sichère 2003; Rey 2008.
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one to the other, a transition that is also an effort to offer an ideological and cultural passage from an older economic system to the one that the Romans were
brutally imposing in the ancient Near East. The problem is that Paul’s transitions are neither neat nor complete, so he actually allows both sides of his many
oppositions to continue. This ambivalence on his part enabled Christianity to
take contrasting positions in relation to power, especially economic power, and
it explains why Christianity so easily slipped into a seat at the table of empire.
By contrast, a position such as Christian communism took one side, offering an
idealised representation of a fading social formation. No transition or mediation,
here; it was a desperate resistance to the new order of Roman power and for that
reason failed to get any substantial grip.
That is my argument in brief; the rest of the chapter spins it out in some
detail. In doing so, I engage in some historical reconstruction, stitching together
the threads of various proposals I have made in earlier work concerning ancient
economic history, but also pushing this reconstruction much further than I have
done until now. Two epithets clarify what I mean by historical reconstruction:
economic and ancient. My focus is on the ancient world, especially ancient Israel
and early Christianity.3 Apart from the fact that these are old stamping grounds
that have a continuing fascination for me, they are also the eras in which the
sacred texts of Judaism and Christianity (and indeed Islam in part) took shape.
That is to say, they constitute the basis upon which the notorious political
ambivalence of Christianity first was built, as well as the political myth of Christian communism. Now for the second epithet: I pursue an economic reconstruction, largely because such reconstructions are thin on the ground for the
period in question. Apart from the persistent work of Richard Horsley,4 which
is thoroughly materialist but does not go far enough, one or two exist for the
moment of the New Testament and early Christianity, although their influence
is tangential, parts of much wider studies of the ancient Greek world (Ste. Croix
and Wood) or as precursors to feudalism and the absolutist state (Anderson).5
It goes without saying that I am interested in explicitly Marxist reconstructions,
3. One usually comes across ‘early’ Christianity, which carries its own ideological
load, full of assumptions about pristine and authoritative origins.
4. Horsley and Hanson 1985; Horsley 1989; Horsley 1992; Horsley 1995; Horsley 1996;
Horsley 2007; Horsley (ed.) 2008.
5. Ste. Croix 1981; Wood 1997; Wood 2008, pp. 36–42; Anderson 1974. In another
place, I will engage with Wood more directly, since she challenges both Ste. Croix and
Anderson regarding the dominance of slavery in the production of surplus. However, her
argument is based on Athens as an exception to the Greek rule, one where free working
peasants formed the basis of Athenian democracy in a long struggle with the ‘aristocracy’
(a term under-assessed in her work). The paradox is that precisely such a democracy
required an increasing number of slaves to operate, which brings one to the obvious
conclusion that the necessary economic motor of Athens at least included both slaves
and peasants, a point to which Ste. Croix is open.
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for that is what I too undertake. As far as ancient Israel is concerned, the situation is woeful. As Charles Carter, after a comprehensive survey of the available
archaeological evidence, pointed out more than a decade ago, ‘a new study of
the economic patterns . . . is still to be written’.6 We do have piecemeal and misdirected efforts, the first being the under-appreciated work produced during the
Soviet era in Russia, work that petered out by the 1980s,7 and the second by
scholars who either, for some reason that is beyond me, apply categories from
capitalism to the ancient world or who get bogged down in the search for ever
more modifications on modes of production.8 The task of a systematic economic
history still lies before us.
What follows is organised in three broad steps. First is a brief theoretical discussion that returns to Marx and Engels in their long engagement with Max
Stirner. Second is an effort to locate the reasons for Christianity’s political ambivalence in the letters of Paul by situating him in the conflicting economics of the
province of Judaea during the period of Roman expansion. And third is a search
for the roots of the myth of Christian communism, which entails moving back
to unravel some of the economic issues of ancient Israel in what I call the sacred
economy. I undertake this task not merely to take a step or two forward in a
Marxist reconstruction of ancient economies, but also to provide a more comprehensive sense of how and why a political myth such as Christian communism
may have arisen and why Christianity finds itself caught in a perpetual tension
between reactionary and revolutionary political directions.

Method: search for an anti-fulcrum
Three comments on method are called for, two brief, one extensive. To begin
with, and as should be obvious by now, I expand the reflection on ideas in the
previous two chapters to include matters of economics. It is not simply a matter of texts and contexts, nor even of the ultimately determining instance of the
economic, but the methodological point that ideas, texts and religious beliefs
6. Carter 1999; see also Grabbe 2006, pp. 190–2. In the authoritative collection
Civilizations of the Ancient Near East by Sasson (Sasson (ed.) 2006), economics has only
123 pages out of 2,790; most attention is given to politics, society and religion. Indeed,
there is no substantial economic history of ancient Israel or the ancient Near East that
compares with Morris Finley’s great work on Greece and Rome, The Ancient Economy
(Finley 1999), or the even better work by Ste. Croix on class in ancient Greece (Ste. Croix
1981).
7. See especially D’iakonoff (ed.) 1969; D’iakonoff 1974; D’iakonoff (ed.) 1991;
D’iakonoff 1999; Dandamaev 1984; Dandamaev, Gershevitch, Klengel, Komoroczy, Larsen
and Postgate (eds.) 1982.
8. For example, see Hudson and Levine (eds.) 1996; Hudson and Levine 1999; Hudson
and Mieroop (eds.) 2002; Hudson and Wunsch (eds.) 2004. See also Boer 2005b.
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are part of a much larger whole that includes the shifting and interconnected
mix of culture, ideology, politics, law, social relations and economics. But we can
do better than this, for it is not as though we have these distinct zones, nicely
Taylorised into disciplines and sub-disciplines, boxes and sections of boxes that
must then be connected in some larger whole – what Adorno calls the ‘virginity
complex’, in which the fake purity of each discipline is contained within its little
box.9 Instead of behaving like caged chickens, neatly arranged in rows above and
below one another, plopping our eggs of knowledge into a tray to be collected
by a faceless egg collector, I would rather begin from the other side, with the
whole picture; the inter-relations are a given, the connections obvious, and one
wonders how it became possible separate all those boxes from one another in
the first place. In other words, literature, religion and ideas are inseparable elements in the total scene.
Perhaps the difference between a camera and the human eye can illustrate
what I mean: as is well-known to camera operators, the camera sees differently
to the eye. We see an item, automatically select it out from the surrounding
material and focus on that item – a leaf on which the sun shines, the cockroach
running across the footpath, the ship on the horizon. But raise a camera and take
exactly the same scene, hoping to catch the leaf or cockroach or ship and the
camera will record all the information that you did not realise was there: chairs,
windows, carpets, grass, roadways, walls, and what have you. The camera has
recorded all that is in range, most of them extraneous items that are there in the
eye’s view but excluded by the ability to zero in on one item. Yet, the camera
presents a truth which the selective eye does not register: the total picture is
always there, but we simply block it all out. So also with the relation between
literature, structures of belief and ideas: we may think they are isolated, unique
items, but they are really items jostling for space among many others, that cannot be understood without the total scene.
Further, I make use of a crucial piece of analytical apparatus called an ‘imaginary resolution’. If we take the Bible – which as a sometime biblical critic I like to
do – then the question that soon presses on my analysis is how this multifarious
and contradictory text relates to its economic context. Here, I invoke a position
that I have developed elsewhere,10 namely that a text such as the Bible is a collection of literary texts that attempt imaginary resolutions, or more fully ‘imaginary
resolutions of real contradictions’. The idea originally comes from Claude LéviStrauss, although it is framed in Althusserian language and mediated by Fredric
Jameson.11 Let me explain: such a theory begins by noting the uncontroversial
9. Adorno 2000a, pp. 124–5; Adorno 2003q, pp. 209–11.
10. Boer 1996.
11. Lévi-Strauss 1989, pp. 229–56; Althusser 1971, pp. 127–86; Jameson 1981, pp. 77–80.

History • 175

point that the search for an author’s intention is a distraction, albeit one that
continues to bedevil much interpretation, especially in biblical and theological
research. Intention does count, but it is one minor element among many others.
What this theory foregrounds is the role of unconscious forces, or in Freudian
terms the far more powerful subconscious elements of our thought and lives. The
core of the theory is that difficult and irresolvable social tensions will show up in
the cultural products of a society, whether that is literature, art, film, television,
or what have you. Those cultural products attempt to resolve the tensions in
many possible fashions. Some may offer an alternative reality (as we find in science fiction or utopian works); others may present a story that violently breaks
through the tensions (as in many works that solve the story’s problems through
a violent conflagration at the end); and others may do so through formal innovation (new genres in the mixture of old ones, new styles of painting, and so on).
As an example, let me use the famous one of Lévi-Strauss. In Tristes Tropiques
(one of the best books that I have ever read) he offers a reading of facial art
among different indigenous tribes in South America. His interest was drawn
to the facial decorations of the tribes he visited, especially the Caduveo. LéviStrauss noticed that the Caduveo use facial decoration to ameliorate and repress
the social tensions between social groups within the tribe. But those decorations
indicate a tension, for they are based upon an axis at an oblique angle to the
face. That is, rather than use the natural lines of nose, mouth and eyes, the Caduveo patterns follow another axis at an angle to these natural lines. There are, in
other words, two axes in these face decorations. The reason: unlike the neighbouring Guana and Bororo, who have the social checks and balances of moieties
to mitigate their caste system, the Caduveo have no such social solution. Their
art then becomes another means of dealing with the social tensions. The catch is
that in the very effort to deal with such a tension, the art shows up the tension at
a formal level – hence an imaginary resolution of real social contradictions that
reproduces those contradictions at another level.
So also with the political ambivalence of theology that I traced in the previous chapter; so also, therefore, with the Bible, which responds to its various
contexts in all manner of unexpected ways.12 More unconscious than conscious,
unintended than intended, those responses often leave traces of that context in
unexpected places in the text. Thus, if a text is produced in a conflict-ridden context, then that text may be seen as an effort to overcome those conflicts, provide
a resolution through narrative, poem, song or letter. Yet that context will recur
in the text indirectly, through formal features, in narrative tensions, in the structures of thought, in slips and breaks that betray the initial effort at resolution.
12. I choose ‘respond’ rather than ‘reflect’, for the latter term evokes the impression
that the text represents realistic data concerning its context.
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Now for the most extensive methodological point, for which I dip into Marx
and Engels – not, however, the standard economic texts such as Capital, for I seek
not the almost fully developed categories for the analysis of capitalism but the
process of working itself, the way in which those categories emerge in the first
place. So I explore the forbidding and tortuous pages – too readily neglected – of
their polemic against Max Stirner in The German Ideology. Why? Here the immanent method of Marx and Engels is on full display, offering a close and intense
engagement with Stirner in which the first pieces of the historical-materialist
method began to surface. That is the feature of the method that interests me, its
very working rather than the categories which are the result of the process.
So let us see what happens in those hundreds of pages on Stirner. Or rather,
let us see what Stirner does first before turning to Marx and Engels’s lengthy
engagement. The Ego and His Own is a remarkable book – remarkably disorganised and haphazard.13 It is a non-systematic gathering of Stirner’s thoughts,
which he admits have not been organised into any coherent whole. Indeed, they
feel as though they were written at various moments as the thoughts came to
him and then thrown into the basket that became the book. Stirner’s book and
indeed he himself (he was originally one of the Young Hegelians) would soon be
forgotten, only to be revived by Nietzsche and then eventually claimed as one of
the founding texts of anarchism.
Two features of Stirner’s work stand out, at least for my purposes here: he
attempts the modest task of reinterpreting world history and he does so in terms
of the individual ego. In other words, it is not merely a celebration of the individual and a sustained diatribe against collectives that constrain this ego – state,
family, Christianity, socialism and even liberalism (!) – but also a philosophical
project of producing a schema of world history, however stumbling the effort
might be. So the first half of the book is devoted to a series of loose historical
stages: child through youth to man; negro through Mongol to Caucasian; ancients
(really the ancient Greeks and Romans), moderns (roughly from the arrival of
Christianity and the struggles between Roman Catholics and Protestants) and
then the discovery of the ego in the present (which boils down to German philosophy in his own time). These various threefold schemas overlap and run into
one another.
Yet there must be a lever of history, or better a pivot on which history turns.
For Stirner, that is the individual ego, the focus of the second half of the book.
This deep structure renders the book both thoroughly Hegelian and theological,
despite Stirner’s continued protests against both. The Hegelian echo is obvious,
for Hegel’s world spirit becomes the ego (as it became infinite self-consciousness
13. Stirner 2005; Stirner 1845. See also Boer 2012, pp. 109–25.
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for Bruno Bauer), but theology? A key text comes towards the close of the
book:
Christ is the I of the world’s history, even of the pre-Christian; in modern
apprehension it is man, the figure of Christ has developed into the figure of
man: man as such, man absolutely, is the ‘central point’ of history. In ‘man’ the
imaginary beginning returns again; for ‘man’ is as imaginary as Christ is. ‘Man’
as the I of world history closes the cycle of Christian apprehensions.14

Stirner is not one to buy into the theological claims made for Jesus, but he
does appropriate him as the paradigmatic ego, as an individual ‘man’ around
whom history turns. Christ’s value is that he is merely a man, one who stands
proudly and independently and resists all that would subdue him. Stirner may
have rejected the theological content, but it takes little mental work to see that
he has taken up the form of a theological schema of history with not a little
enthusiasm.
Marx and Engels devote hundreds of ponderous pages to this idiosyncratic
book. More than one commentator has seen this as an act of sheer indulgence:
is it really necessary to pull apart Stirner’s text page by page, line by line, word
by word? Surely there are more lucid sections of their work that provide us
with clearer statements of their newly and roughly hewn method? And so most
turn to the opening passages of The German Ideology, to the section ostensibly
devoted to Feuerbach, even though Feuerbach himself makes few appearances.
The catch is that some of the most significant pieces of that first section of the
work were actually drawn from the treatment of Stirner. The process went as follows: as Marx and Engels worked their way through Stirner’s text, they gradually
found themselves called upon to offer answers to Stirner’s comments on labour,
property, money and competition. And as they did so they began to build more
and more pieces of what was to become the historical-materialist method. Initially those chunks are smaller comments, a paragraph perhaps, dealing with the
material, economic and relational factors in the ‘family’, the political factors that
led to the collapse of the Roman Empire, the nature of worker rebellions and
of revolutionary communists, the nature of private property, and the Christian
dialectic of flesh and desire in relation to food.15 But as the commentary goes
on, especially when it enters the last hundred pages, these interventions grow
in clarity and length: crime, society, private property, competition, revolution,
labour, money, exploitation, class, contradiction, and even language, railways

14. Stirner 2005, p. 365; Stirner 1845, p. 427.
15. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 180–1, 187–8, 220, 226–7, 230–1, 247, 254–5; Marx and
Engels 1845–6b, pp. 163–5, 170–1, 201, 207–8, 211–13, 229, 237–8.
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and food. Since Marx and Engels cannot abide Stirner’s take on these issues, they
must provide a coherent response.
In the next crucial step they collect some of the more important and coherent interventions and move them to the chapter on Feuerbach, where they now
appear as Sections III and IV. The result: the first comprehensive, if somewhat
uneven, statement of historical materialism now appears in the chapter on Feuerbach, but it actually emerged in what is really the engine room of historical materialism – the long discussion of Stirner. And the topics are well known to Marxist
analysis and those influenced by that analysis: division of labour (between the
sexes, material and mental, town and country and then, with greater and greater
complexity, in commerce and industry), private property, ideology (the ‘ruling
ideas’ statement), individual and society (the legacy of Stirner is very clear on
this matter), state, law, class and class conflict. Yet by far the most important
theme is contradiction, for it runs through all of these items, becoming the pivot,
the Archimedean point by which history shifts from one epoch to the other:
the contradiction between productive forces and the ‘intercourse of individuals’
(later the relations of production) reaches a crisis point that can be resolved only
through the appropriation of productive forces.16
Contradiction, the tension at the heart of a social formation, is then the
answer to Stirner’s fulcrum of history, to the ego that supposedly resists all
forms of collective repression (Marx observes that Stirner actually gives voice to
a fundamental piece of bourgeois ideology). But it is a curious answer, almost
an anti-lever or anti-pivot; Marx and Engels focus on process rather than on
an identifiable object or category, on the mechanisms of modes of production
instead of a central item – perhaps great men of history, world spirit, infinite
self-consciousness or even the ego. Yet my attention is drawn to another feature
of this analysis: the process in which Marx and Engels come to this insight. They
do not seek to impose a set of categories – as though they were following a car
manual or perhaps a recipe for making bread. No, they develop their makeshift
collection of categories through an immanent process – in this case a close reading of Stirner – in which the categories themselves – class, class-conflict, division of labour and so on – fade in importance. I cannot underscore this point
enough: the process of analysis and discovery is vital. Thus, when one comes to
dealing with the ancient world, the process is central, for through that process
one comes to the categories of analysis. Those categories may bear some family
resemblance to the ones moulded and beaten into shape by Marx, but that will
be only as a result of the process of analysis itself, rather than any application of
those categories from outside.
16. Marx and Engels 1845–6a, pp. 86–7; Marx and Engels 1845–6b, p. 67.
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A caveat before I move on to an economic reconstruction: lest one be misled,
I do not argue that one may develop a method operative only within the constraints of a time and place so distant from us – the ancient world. Too many
are the dolts who believe that some methods are more appropriate, or ‘emic’
as the anthropologists like to put it, to a particular moment in history or to a
specific collection of texts from such and such a time. So one comes across the
obtuse argument that certain methods are inappropriate to the ancient world –
poststructuralism say, or psychoanalysis or even Marxism – since they come
from a different context; far better to use methods (and here I draw on examples
from biblical criticism) more appropriate to the ancient world like ‘historical
criticism’. In response to such comments, often made in all scientific seriousness and without any appreciation of how ridiculous they are, I take the position
that all methods are anachronistic, that they all derive from the untranscendable
horizon within which we work. The same applies to my method; it, too, is anachronistic, but it has the advantage of being aware of such anachronism. Even the
immanent approach of Marx, with its primacy of process rather than the resulting categories, is inescapably anachronistic. The twist is that this awareness gives
it a better chance of competing for attention and viability.

Paul’s shaky transitions
Let us reprise the task as hand: to fill out the picture and seek the reasons why
Christianity is so riven with political ambivalence. Close behind comes the task
of discerning what generated the political myth of Christian communism. I shall
answer these question in sequence, focusing first on one who is arguably the crucial theologian who set in place the perimeters of Christian thought: the Apostle
Paul, who happened to experience an author’s dream (albeit posthumously) of
having his works included in a collection of sacred scriptures.
In Romans 13:1, Paul writes, ‘Let every person be subject to the governing
authorities . . . anyone who resist the authorities resists what God has appointed’.
This text and the few verses that follow it have raised the pulse of more than one
rebel, revolutionary or even postcolonial critic, while at the same time warming the heart of not a few conservatives and other despots and megalomaniacs.
Romans 13:1–7 raises an acute problem in the Bible itself: for every text of resistance and liberation, we can also find at least one of accommodation and oppression. By now, this problem is hardly unfamiliar, for I explored it at some length in
the previous chapter. Nonetheless, here I consider that ambivalence at the roots
of Christianity – in the letters of Paul. My exploration of the problem moves in
three ever-wider circles, the first focuses on Romans 13 and the stumbling block
that it poses for those who interpret the New Testament as an anti-imperial and
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anti-colonial collection of texts. From there I move on to connect this specific
tension with the full run of political ambivalences and contradictions in Paul’s
letters. And finally I widen my scope to include socio-economic issues.
Anti- or pro-empire?
It is difficult to avoid the sense of Paul’s exhortation in Romans 13. ‘Let every person be subject [hypotassesthō] to the governing authorities [exousiais hyperechousais]’ is quite clear: all of us must subordinate ourselves to those with power,
authority, dominion and what have you. But this verse must be seen in the context of the full argument in Romans 13:1–7:
Let every person be subject to the ruling authorities. For there is no authority
except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God. 2 Therefore
he who resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who
resist will incur judgement. 3 For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but
to bad. Would you have no fear of him who is in authority? Then do what is
good, and you will receive his approval, 4 for he is God’s servant for your good.
But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain; he is the
servant of God to execute his wrath on the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore one must
be subject, not only to avoid God’s wrath but also for the sake of conscience.
6
For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of
God, attending to this very thing. 7 Pay all of them their dues, taxes to whom
taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue is due, respect to whom respect is
due, honour to whom honour is due.
1

Three points are worth noting in this text: a hierarchy of power, a concern with
insurrection, and taxes. I will leave taxes alone (vv. 6–7), since the point flows on
from the other two. As far as hierarchy is concerned, what runs through Paul’s
text is a chain of command (see v. 1b): God first, who bestows power and authority upon designated rulers, and then all the rest who must obey them. Here, it
seems to be earthly rulers, but the same hierarchy applies to the spirit world
(1 Corinthians 15:24). Now emerges the concern with sedition, which is really the
main focus of this text, covering four of its seven verses. And it turns on a play
with the term tassō. Originally designating the proper ordering of troops, tassō
has come to mean the correct arrangement and order, the determined sequence
of things. So Paul points out that authority has been ordered [tetagmenai; v. 1]
by God and it requires one to ‘be subordinate [hypotassesthō; vv. 1 and 5]’ to that
authority. However, what one must not do is undermine or go against that order
[antitassō], or more strictly be a disruptor of order or ‘a rebel [ho antitassomenos;
v. 2]’. In other words, Paul is dead keen to counter any possibility of civil disobedience, sedition and insurrection. Woe to the ‘one who resists the authorities
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[ho antitassomenos exousiai, v. 2]’, he writes, for the wrath, judgement, terror,
punishment and sword of the ruler and thereby of God will soon follow (vv. 2–5).
Be afraid, be very afraid if you engage in such evil acts. I cannot help wondering
why Paul is so eager to frighten his readers into obedience, into ‘good conduct’
in order to gain the approval of the authorities [epainon ex autēs; v. 3]. I suspect
it is because he or those who took up his original message concerning a Judaean
peasant known as Jesus saw the radical possibilities of that message and it frightened the hell out of him, but more of that later.
More than one conservative or reactionary has found a text such as Romans
13 extraordinarily useful. To cull a few more notable examples from a very long
list, there is the dirty deal done with the state under Constantine and the resultant effort at ‘catholic’ orthodoxy, or the ‘holy’ Roman emperors who followed
through the Middle Ages, the uncanny ability of monarchs to be, as Christ’s
representative on earth, both head of state and of the church, the class status
of the church throughout feudalism, Luther calling on everyone and anyone to
slaughter any rebel peasant they might encounter, the sine qua non of deep religious commitment by as many presidents of the United States as one cares to
remember, and the grovelling support of wealthy and powerful rulers by any
number of ecclesiastical bodies.
Romans 13 was not the only text called upon to justify such reactionary readings. For instance, John Calvin added to this flagship text Titus 3:1 on obeying the
powers, principalities and magistrates, 1 Peter 2:13 on submission to kings and
governors, and 1 Timothy 2:1–2 on prayers and intercessions for all in authority.17
As I have argued elsewhere, Calvin gets himself into a massive knot, since he is
too perceptive a student of the Bible not to see that there are a good many texts
that advocate the overthrow of an ungodly ruler, a position which he ends up
advocating, albeit with many qualifications.18
I will come back to this tension in a moment, but before I do so I wish to
juxtapose Romans 13 with the positions taken by those who approach the New
Testament from the perspective of ‘empire’ and postcolonial criticism. The fact
that so many books published in the last few years on the New Testament have
‘empire’ somewhere in the title is an indication of a significant shift in scholarship. Four streams have come together to form what is now a wide and full
17. Calvin 2006, 4.20.23; Calvini 1957, 5.494.6–26. Stevenson 1999, pp. 143–4, heavily
stresses this element in Calvin’s political thought, drawing on letters that give direct
advice on the matter. See also Calvin’s commentaries on 1 Peter 2:13, 1 Timothy 2:1–2 and
Titus 3:1 in Calvin 1855, pp. 79–80; Calvin 1856, pp. 51–3 and 324. I follow the standard
practice of referencing Calvin’s works. References to the English translation of Institutes
of the Christian Religion use section, chapter and paragraph numbers, while references
to the Latin edition of 1957 [1559], Institutiones Christianae Religionis, edited by P. Barth
and G. Niesel, use volume, page and line numbers.
18. Boer 2009c.
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river: older Marxist-inspired studies that have sought the historical conditions of
a rebellious movement,19 liberation-theological approaches to the Bible,20 more
recent postcolonial approaches21 and the growing sense (not new in itself ) that
the New Testament cannot be understood without considering its place within
the Roman Empire.22 A significant feature of many of these studies is that they
find deeply anti-imperial themes in the biblical texts. Or at least one can find,
they argue, a consistent anti-imperial theme running through them. Invariably,
the comparison is made with our own times, whether it is the imperialism of
the United States, or the global ravages of transnational corporations, or the profound difference between the majority of impoverished peoples of the world and
the small number of the obscenely rich.
These positions are a long way from Romans 13, so let us see what some of
them make of that text.23 As we will see in a moment, most of the efforts – by
those who prefer a liberation and anti-imperial reading of the Bible – to deal
with Romans 13 fall into standard patterns of interpretation when faced with a
prickly and contrary text. On one matter they all agree: at some level, Paul must
be consistent and coherent. Beyond that point, they deploy various strategies
to neutralise or detoxify the text. Although some have toyed with the idea that
Romans 13:1–7 is, without any evidence, an interpolation,24 most fall back on the
tried and not-so-true position that the text is a particular injunction limited to
a specific time and place.25 This argument has all manner of variations, such as
a temporal one in which Paul advocated submission while the Romans seemed
all powerful and resistance would have meant immediate annihilation,26 or that
he took up a standard theme and repeated it without reflecting too much,27 or
that he distinguishes between being forced to obey and willingly doing so.28 The
problem is that this position turns on a deeply theological and problematic distinction between universal and particular admonitions: the universal ones, of
course, lay claim to divine origin, while the particular ones are simply human
opinion. One cannot help notice that this distinction is more popular when
there is a rather bad example of government in mind – the Nazis for German
19. Belo 1981; Belo 1975; Horsley 1989; Horsley 1992; Horsley 1995; Horsley 1996.
20. Gutiérrez 2001; Miranda 1974; Miranda 1982.
21. Marchal 2008; Segovia and Sugirtharajah (eds.) 2009.
22. Brett 2008; Carter 2001; Carter 2006; Elliott 1997; Elliott 2000; Elliott 2008; Horsley
(ed.) 1997; Horsley 2003; Horsley (ed.) 2008.
23. This is a heavily interpreted text, as one would expect. See the survey of positions
in Tellbe 2001, pp. 177–8, and especially Riekkinen 1980.
24. Kallas 1965.
25. As a small sample among many, see Käsemann 1980, pp. 338–47; Elliott 2008,
p. 154; Tellbe 2001, p. 171; Ehrensperger 2007, pp. 173–4; Carter 2006, pp. 133–6.
26. Ehrensperger 2007, pp. 173–4.
27. Käsemann 1980, pp. 338–47.
28. Carter 2006, pp. 133–6.
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critics or the USA for American critics. A less popular and indefensible line is to
argue that Paul is being ironic, offering a subtle critique of Roman power.29 Over
against these various twists and turns, the very non-postcolonial Voelz actually
offers a novel argument: the text is perfectly clear but it refers only to good governments – he explicitly mentions Nazi Germany as a situation where it would
not apply.30 Only one critic that I can find countenances the possibility that Paul
may be thoroughly inconsistent and incoherent: in a remarkable work, Elliott
argues that Paul does show signs of strain since he was under the influence of
imperial ideological forces that produced ripples and disjunctions in his letters.
With Romans 13, the argument that rulers derive their authority from God may
well be read as an implicit counter to the Roman assumption that the emperor
was God; yet at the moment Paul seeks to outfox the emperor, he also comes
down on the side of obedience to such rulers. In other words, Elliott recognises
a contradiction or two in Paul’s texts, contradictions that arise from the ‘material
and ideological conditions in which the letter was written and which the letter
was an attempt to resolve’.31 I would like to take Elliott’s suggestion further and
argue that Paul is thoroughly contradictory and that his incoherence cannot be
understood without considering his socio-economic situation.
Multivalence
We have arrived at the point where anti-imperial readings run up against and
struggle with texts such as Romans 13, offering what are usually old exegetical
responses. Barring Elliott’s insight, none of these approaches dares to pursue
the possibility that Paul may have been openly ambivalent on this matter, that
there is a basic and irresolvable opposition in his thought. It should actually
be no surprise that there is a tension or two in Paul’s thought since his whole
theoretical framework turns on them. Yet, the assumption by critics is that Paul
has managed to work through them or overcome them. The trick for interpreters
who assume that Paul must be coherent is to find out how he does so, for it is not
always so clear. So let us explore these oppositions and tensions further.32

29. Jewett 2007, pp. 787–9; and in an earlier moment for Carter 2004.
30. Voelz 1999.
31. Elliott 2008, p. 156; see also Elliott 1997.
32. One or two critics have in argued that other parts of the New Testament are
treacherous and highly ambivalent if one wishes to find a clear anti-imperial message.
See the thorough discussions of the political ambiguities of the gospels of Mark, John and
the Apocalypse in Moore 2006. However, Moore is content to identify the contradictions
without offering any explanation for them. On the gospel of Mark see also Liew 1999.
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Paul’s letters are riddled with oppositions: Jews and Gentiles,33 slave and free,34
male and female,35 flesh and spirit,36 elect and damned,37 Adam and Christ,38
death and life,39 grace and law,40 grace and sin,41 grace and works,42 Christ and
law,43 Christ and sin,44 righteousness through faith or works,45 law of sin and
law of Christ.46 An extraordinarily persistent pattern of oppositions, is it not?
Unlike cows in a field at night (in which they are all grey), not all oppositions
are equal, at least as far as Paul is concerned. At times he approves one item –
life, grace, Christ, righteousness through faith – at the expense of another –
the damned, sin, law, works, righteousness through works. At other times, he
reshuffles the oppositions: as is obvious from the list, both Christ and grace are
fulcrums for many of those oppositions. In other words, Christ and/or grace also
entail redemption, election, life and faith, all of them standing ground and seeking to overcome the evil alliance – once again sin, law, death, works and so on.47
But at other times he sets up an opposition only to argue that the opposition
itself is abolished (Aufhebung before Hegel, if you will) because of Christ. In this
group are the contentious pairs of male and female, slave and free, Jew and Gentile of Galatians 3:28. Are they really abolished ‘in Christ’, as Paul would have it,
or is this a way of ensuring that nothing changes in the real world? Do not worry
about these, suggests Paul; in Christ they no longer exist, so you do not need to
do anything about gender relations, or ethnic difference, or class conflict in this
world. It is unclear precisely what Paul means.
That lack of clarity and even uncertainty becomes glaringly obvious when
Paul begins to complicate, undermine and rearrange his oppositions. For example, precisely what the ‘law’ is remains problematic. Is it the law of Moses, the
33. Romans 2:8–10; 3:9, 29; 9:24; 10:12; 1 Corinthians 1:23; Galatians 2.
34. Romans 6; 1 Corinthians 7:20–2; 12:13; Galatians 3:28.
35. Galatians 3:28.
36. Romans 7:1; 1 Corinthians 6:16; 15:39, 50; Galatians 6:13; Philippians 3:1–4.
37. Romans 9:11; 11:7, 28.
38. Romans 5:11–13, 16–18; 1 Corinthians 15:22.
39. Romans 5–6; 7:10; 8:2, 6, 38; 2 Corinthians 2:16; 2 Corinthians 4:10–12; Philippians
1:20.
40. Romans 4:16; 5:20; 6:14–15; Galatians 2:21; 3:18; 5:4.
41. Romans 5:20–1; 6:1, 14–15.
42. Romans 11:6.
43. Romans 7:4, 25; 8:2; 10:4; 1 Corinthians 9:21; Galatians 2:16, 21; 3:1, 13, 24; 5:4; 6:2;
Philemon 3:9.
44. Romans 5:21; 6:1, 9, 11, 23; 7:25; 8:2, 9–10; 13:14; 1 Corinthians 8:12; 15:3, 17; 2
Corinthians 5:19; Galatians 2:17; 3:22; 5:14.
45. Romans 1:17; 3:21–2; 4; 9:13; 10:6; Galatians 3:11; 5:5; Philemon 3:9.
46. Romans 7:25; 8:2.
47. At this point, we could extend this mixing in a way that would reveal some of
Paul’s more problematic assumptions. For example, what do the reshuffled oppositions
of elect versus female, or law versus spirit, or indeed Jews versus life say about Paul’s own
deeper patterns of thought?
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law of the Romans, any law of the land? Sometimes it joins the negative register,
especially in opposition to Christ and grace. But then the law changes guise and
obtains new documents, becoming the law of Christ (positive) over against its
former self as the law of sin (negative). Law has been split, transformed and is
supposed to overcome itself. And sometimes an opposition must deal with a
third term, as with flesh and spirit; now we find that the body turns up, sometime ally with flesh and sin, and sometime ally with life. Does not Paul argue for
the resurrection of the body? So the body, and thereby the flesh, is also on the
side of resurrection, life, Christ and grace. In short, these tensions lead to a deep
instability in Paul’s thought.48
Rather than go through all of these oppositions in detail, let me focus on two
of them, perhaps the most important of all – law and grace, and death and resurrection. As for law and grace, the key texts are Paul’s letters to the Romans and the
Galatians, where we find statements that have formed the battleground in more
than one reform movement within Christianity, most notably the Reformation
itself. Paul writes: ‘you are not under law but under grace [charin]’;49 again, ‘Law
came in, to increase the trespass; but where sin increased, grace abounded all
the more’;50 and in Galatians, ‘I do not nullify the grace of God; for if justification
were through the law, then Christ died to no purpose’.51 But Paul never keeps his
oppositions monogamous, so before we know it grace is coupled with sin and
death: ‘as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness’;52
or with works, ‘if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works’.53 And then
faith comes in to operate in a tag-team effort with grace, over against works of
the law, in Galatians, ‘a man is not justified by works of the law but through faith
in Jesus Christ’;54 and then again in Romans, ‘For we hold that a man is justified
by faith apart from works of the law’.55 All the same, the operative distinction is
between grace and law: the law (usually assumed to be of Moses, but there are
no descriptors attached, so it may well be any law) has been abrogated by the
coming of Christ; it has been annulled, negated and subsumed through God’s
grace – a free and undeserved gift.
The catch with these statements is that they have the propensity to follow
various tracks, such as licence (if we are of the elect then nothing we do will
48. I draw this point, in part at least, from Agamben 2005, although he turns it into
an argument for the difficult-to-pin-down remnant before trying to locate the key to
Paul’s thought in the moment of pre-law. See further Boer 2009b, pp. 181–204.
49. Romans 6:14.
50. Romans 5:20.
51. Galatians 2:21.
52. Romans 5:21.
53. Romans 11:6.
54. Galatians 2:16.
55. Romans 3:28.
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change that), quietism (it is all up to God), activism (showing the fruits of grace),
predestination (since we are completely reliant on God’s grace we are also reliant on his decisions as to who will be saved and who damned), the Methodist
tendency to Arminianism (God’s grace is available to all but we can accept or
reject it), puritanism (in response to grace we need to live lives acceptable to
God), antinomianism (all law has been abrogated so we need pay no attention
to it) and even political radicalism (grace is, after all, the theological version of
revolution).
But what of Paul’s own situation and these strange but important letters? Paul
initially argued for freedom from the law through grace, but some of the groups
to whom the letters were written and those which grew up around these letters
took up the idea with far more gusto than he seems to have wished.56 They
interpreted freedom from the law in terms of sex, worship, Roman law, the role
of women in worship and in the communities – so much so that one sometimes
gains the impression of communes full of the slapping sounds of sex, leadership
by anyone full of the spirit, flagrant civil disobedience and disregard for social
customs (much like the weekend-long parties of the hippies next door, with
their music and talk until dawn and smoke from the joints wafting in through
our windows). Not quite, but Paul clearly saw problems springing up like mushrooms after the rain in the places where he had preached. As some major studies
of the letters to – especially – the Corinthians and Galatians have observed, Paul
runs around desperately mopping up the mess for which he himself was initially
responsible.57 While the Galatians erred on the side of abiding by the letter of
the law, the Corinthians took Paul’s arguments regarding the law to their logical
conclusion. Women ecstatics were leading worship, throwing off the social codes
of hair coverings; social mores regarding sex were tossed out the window; food
offered to pagan idols was eaten freely; people uttered the slogan, ‘all things are
lawful for me’. This is the classic libertine and antinomian position: the law has
been overcome, so what relevance has it for me? Or in a more theological vein,
God has forgiven our sins in Christ, so I can act with impunity. And to give it an
apocalyptic twist: the last days have begun with Christ and he will return soon,
so this world is passing and no longer holds us in its thrall.
56. I frame the sentence in this way quite deliberately, since the letters may have
been written to existing communities, but they also gathered new collectives around
them after they were written and collected. For the sake of argument, I assume with the
bulk of studies of Paul that his references to opponents and opposing positions actually
reflect real opponents. It would be far more interesting (but a different study) to explore
the possibility that Paul manufactures these opponents in a deft piece of rhetorical
shadow-boxing. By doing so, he brings his readers onside by arraying himself against a
range of imaginary opponents.
57. See Longenecker 1990; Martyn 2004; Matera 2007; Martin 1999; Thistleton 2000;
Keener 2005; Fitzmyer 2008.
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When he became aware of the outcomes of his teaching, Paul sat back with
a shock: oh my God, what have I done? Although he had emphasised Christian
freedom from the law in the letter to those sticklers for rules in Galatia, that
message hit all the wrong buttons for his Corinthian readers. And to his own
dismay, such developments could quite legitimately claim a beginning within
his own thought; they were merely taking his teaching to its logical end. So he
sets out to curb what he has inaugurated, desperately trying rope in grace, faith
and freedom: he urges his readers not to dispose of the law entirely, for it is
good – deep down; argues that there is another law, the law of Christ; bans the
sexual licence that some saw in the idea; limits the freedom that women were
taking in some of the churches; urges some concern for ‘weaker’ brethren in
outward observance (meat given to idols and so on). The outcome: we find that
the same person who wrote ‘not under the law, but under grace’58 and ‘now we
are discharged from the law, dead to that which held us captive’59 also wrote
the text with which I began my discussion, ‘Let every person be subject to the
governing authorities . . . anyone who resists the authorities resists what God has
appointed’.60 The same mouth that dictated ‘all who rely on works of the law are
under a curse’61 also mentions that ‘we uphold the law’,62 that the law is ‘holy’
and ‘good’.63 One more: to the Galatians he writes ‘There is neither slave nor
free . . . for you are all one in Christ Jesus’,64 while he tells the Corinthians, ‘Every
one should remain in the state in which he was called’.65 Not a bad collection of
tensions over such a vital question as the law.
Amidst the crush of jostling oppositions, one does stand out, going beyond
that of grace and law. It is none other than the narrative of death and resurrection, focused on Christ. Obvious, one might say, for it is the core claim of Christianity – that this particular person at this particular time died and then rose
from the dead. But we forget too easily that the reason it is so central is because
Paul made it so.66 The angle I seek comes initially from Julia Kristeva’s argument
concerning Paul, for she has a distinct insight (in the midst of much dross).67 A
heavy psychoanalytic bent pervades Kristeva’s work – although one can detect a

58. Romans 6:14 and 15.
59. Romans 7:6.
60. Romans 13:1.
61. Galatians 3:10.
62. Romans 3:31.
63. Romans 7:11 and 16.
64. Galatians 3:28.
65. 1 Corinthians 7:20.
66. For example, see Romans 1:2–6; 3:21–6; 4:24–5; 5:6–11; 6:3–11; 8:11, 32; 10:9; 14:8–9.
67. Kristeva 1987, pp. 139–50; Kristeva 1983, pp. 135–47; Kristeva 1991, pp. 77–83;
Kristeva 1988, pp. 113–22.
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hidden Marx who peeks out every now and then68 – and it brings her to argue
that Paul was able, through this narrative of death and resurrection, to crucify
many of the psychological pathologies – narcissism, masochism, fantasy, repression, death drive, oral sadism and above all psychosis.
In each case, argues Kristeva, Paul offers a way of traversing these pathologies,
appropriating them or negating them through the death-resurrection narrative.
Since I am enticed most by her argument concerning psychosis, only a summary
of the other crucified pathologies is needed. Fantasy, repression and the death
drive are each neutralised or negated in their own way. Paul neutralises fantasy
by universalising Christ’s death on the cross, a process that short-circuits fantasy
since it snaps the identification between us and Christ. As for repression, the
story of death and resurrection brings one’s death to the fore; it can no longer
be repressed and thereby idealised. The death drive is also avoided, since we are
blocked from identifying with the Father on our own, of writing ourselves into
the story, due to the collective nature of the story. The other pathologies – masochism, narcissism and oral sadism – follow a slightly different path, for in these
cases Paul appropriates the pathology and thereby overcomes it. In the case
of masochism Paul internalises the murder of the scapegoat (Christ) but then
makes this masochism analogous rather than real – the believer dies in a manner
analogous to Christ, not as Christ. Similarly, narcissism is appropriated and overcome: one accepts death as a way to achieve salvation (which is then the limit
of negative narcissism), but then, just as narcissism seems to have achieved its
goal, Paul transfers the death onto another, Christ, which overcomes the narcissism since it is focused not on the self but on an other, all of which is completed
by the command to love one’s neighbour rather oneself. And oral sadism, with
its destructive hunger for the mother, is neatly overcome by Christ, who places
himself between the hunger and its desire; he is the one eaten in the Eucharist,
thereby satisfying the desire to eat but removing the sadistic satisfaction.
These various Pauline prescriptions really set the scene for psychosis, for there
lies the hidden treasure of Kristeva’s dealings with Paul. Simply put, Paul offers
a passage from one identity to another, a bridge over the schizophrenic split of
psychosis by means of that self-same narrative of Christ’s death and resurrection. How does this work? To begin with, her discussion is decidedly collective:
the ekklesia, or ‘church’, is the key. Further, that ekklesia is made up of foreigners, non-Jews who have become heirs to the promise of the Jewish God. They
are Gentiles, potentially from every corner of the globe, and yet they are called
to what began as a particular, local and ethnically restricted religion. Thus, by
definition such a collective is split, caught between two identities. And the key
68. See Boer 2009b, pp. 123–9.
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narrative of death and resurrection enables them to pass from one identity to
another, to become dead to the old life and to be born into the new one – all of
it mediated by Christ. Instead of trying to insert foreigners into an existing social
body, Paul recognises the foreigners’ split between two countries and transforms
that split into the passage between and negotiation of two psychic domains –
between flesh and spirit, life and death, crucifixion and resurrection in a body
which is simultaneously that of the group and Christ’s body.69 Their external
division becomes an internal one, internal to the collective’s construction and
the individual’s psyche.
Kristeva’s work, insightful though it is, always seems to fall short, without sufficient socio-economic context and hobbled by her commitment to psychoanalysis. So I would like to take her point much further, connecting it initially with
the myriad oppositions I traced a little earlier. Let us see how they fare. The
death-resurrection narrative is indeed one of transition, a long, rocky, overgrown
path from one unknown place to another; or rather, it is a journey from one life
to a very different life, negotiating perhaps the most challenging of obstacles in
between. Many of Paul’s other oppositions also signal a crossing: law to grace,
works to grace, justification by the law to justification by faith, flesh to spirit, sin
to redemption, damned to elect, from a life enslaved to sin to a life enslaved to
Christ, and of course, for the believer, a transition from death to life. For Paul,
Christ throws all these in a backpack and drags them with him in the long walk
from death to resurrection. Other oppositions are transformed in the process –
female and male, Jew and Greek, slave and free, and body and spirit – although
some would argue that Paul effects a passage in some of these cases too, especially from female to male, given the history of Christianity.
Hesitating on the bridge
But does Paul really enable a transition? Let me reprise my earlier point concerning the instability of Paul’s beloved oppositions. Is the passage as therapeutically
successful as Kristeva would have us believe? Ambiguity haunts Paul’s convoluted texts and practices, in terms of both the ekklesia that is supposed to enable
the transition to a new identity as well as the transitions themselves. The ekklesiae Paul discusses in his letters replicates in many respects the gatherings of the
imperial cult. Paul uses the same language as that cult, attempting to model a
new collective in terms of the old. The trap is that it is never clear how much of
a break his proposals offer, especially in light of the way Christianity has all-too
readily affirmed existing structures of inequality.70 In fact, from those crucial
69. See Romans 12:4–5.
70. See especially Kittredge 2000.
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letters to the Corinthians, where Paul bends over backwards to curtail what he
saw as antinomian excesses, he begins to reassert patterns of gender hierarchy
in the structure of the ekklesia. In those letters, Paul demarcates the ‘sanctuary
space’ of the ekklesia by means of a gender hierarchy of cosmic proportions, the
model of the male body of Christ and women’s dress and speech.71 Paul seems
to be stumbling, the innovation of the ekklesia muddied by its close connections
with other collectives that existed around him.
As with the ambiguous ekklesia, so also with the transitions from one state to
another, all of them clustered around the death and resurrection of Christ. Does
one really pass from sin to salvation, from law to grace, from works to faith, from
death to life? Even Paul is not so sure, as we saw earlier with his response to the
Corinthians. The law is good, he says, and you should really obey those earthly
rulers, for God has appointed them. Women should really not let freedom go
to their heads, and as for sex, well, you had better be prudish, like me. Further,
the theological problem arises in regard to sin and salvation: we may be dead
to sin, Christ may have forgiven us, and we may have entered a new life, but for
some reason we continue to sin, the new collective is split by strife and the cares
of the world keep crouching by the door. In sum, the transition has not been
as effective as Paul might have wished. Even more, if one has had the chance
to speak intimately with a man or a woman of deep faith who is near death,
then it becomes clear that the transition is by no means certain. Apprehension,
uncertainty, denial and outright fear are all there, despite the depth of religious
faith. I cannot help but wonder where the confidence has gone, especially if one
is certain that Christ has cut a trail through death to life beforehand. The easy
answer is to mutter about the fear of death that afflicts even the most devout
believer, but I would suggest that Paul’s ambivalence has much to do with it – a
realisation, perhaps, that the crossing was not a clean one.
No certain passage, here, no bridge that may be dynamited after crossing;
instead, Paul’s narrative of passing from one state to another has become messy,
fraught with uncertainty, wavering between two states. It is as though he is caught
between the pull of his destination and homesickness, a desire for the road and
a longing to stay in the old home as long as possible. But that is precisely why
Paul’s theology came to dominate and determine the shape of the Christianity
that was to follow: through his uncertainty he ensured that both conditions were
preserved. Without a clean break, caught in the messy state of transition, both
sides of the oppositions have claimed a place in Christianity. So we have law and
grace, works and faith, flesh and spirit, Adam and Christ, death and resurrection,
and, most importantly, male and female, slave and free. Paul managed to craft
71. Økland 2005.
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a contradictory system of thought and practice that preserved both moments,
producing an ideology that was to resonate and become dominant after him. In
this respect, Paul plays an anticipatory role, enabling Christianity to adapt to a
series of contradictory positions. It is no wonder that Christianity became the
religion of the propertied classes along with slaves and disenfranchised freemen,
the religion of emperors and peasants and of all nations. There is no betrayal,
here, no compromise as Luxemburg, Kautsky, Horkheimer, Ste. Croix and many
others have argued, for the ability to develop these contrary positions is found
in Paul’s own thought and practice.
Between the sacred economy and slavery
By now, it should be obvious how my argument regarding Paul connects with
my discussion of political ambivalence in the previous chapter. Soon I will want
to ask why the myth of Christian communism was not successful by comparison
with Paul, but before I do so, it is time at last to draw social and economic issues
into the picture. Briefly put, the reason why Paul attempts the transitions I have
traced is that he seeks to navigate at an intellectual and literary – or ideological –
level the difficult passage from one socio-economic system to another.72 That
statement will take some unpacking.
Over against the garden-variety idealist solutions – so common in treatments
of Paul and indeed early Christianity in general – I am after a materialist answer.
A comment or two on those idealist approaches: they usually operate with two
assumptions: Paul must be a consistent thinker and the solution is idealistic. But
what if Paul is not consistent? What if the tensions in these few letters cannot
be resolved? It seems to me that the contradictions in Paul are unresolvable, at
least at the level of thought. Indeed, the effort to solve them and render Paul
a consistent and systematic thinker is misguided, for there is enough evidence
to draw the conclusion that Paul was a very inconsistent thinker. The question
then becomes: why do these contradictions and paradoxes appear in Paul’s letters in the first place? Further, many of these attempted solutions are resolutely
idealistic.73 One either takes one side in Paul’s arguments – he was a guardian of
the law, a conservative who felt that one should support the powers that be, or
he was a radical antinomian who sought to undermine those same powers – and
72. The material that follows is analogous to Negri’s argument for a ‘Dutch anomaly’
in relation to Spinoza’s thought. See Negri 1991, pp. 3–21.
73. This idealistic affliction is the same, no matter what angle on Paul you prefer
within that sub-sub-discipline of Pauline studies, whether the ‘old perspective’ with
its introspective and theological Paul (loosely everything before 1980), the old ‘new
perspective’ in which Paul must be understood in his Jewish context, or the new ‘new
perspective’ where the Roman Empire becomes the key.
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argues that the other position is an aberration; or one searches Paul’s context
and identifies some crucial third term outside his texts that provides the hidden
key.74 In other words, one set of ideas is supposed to provide the solution to the
problems of another set of ideas. It is a little like trying to repair your bicycle’s
flat tyre by sitting down and thinking about it; or rather, it is as though I (the
critic) join you (Paul) in thinking about your flat tyre while neither of us actually
does anything about the tyre. To do so would be to take a materialist line.
In contrast to such idealist answers, I prefer to widen the scope by including socio-economic factors, specifically by means of the theory of ‘imaginary
resolution’ I outlined earlier: Paul’s contradictory texts function as a persuasive
imaginary resolution of the seismic shifts taking place in society and economics at the time. The contradictions that show up in Paul’s texts are creative and
tension-ridden responses to socio-economic tension and tumult. So those wellknown oppositions – grace and law, faith and works, Jew and Gentile, death and
resurrection and so on – may be seen as perpetual efforts, at an intellectual and
religious level, to resolve contradictions in the social formation in which Paul
lived. And those contradictions turn on the clash between different social formations or modes of production. As New Testament scholars with an economic ear
(all too rare among such scholars) have shown, Palestine at the time struggled
with the imposition of a slave-based system over the top of a far older economic
system that had been the status quo in the ancient Near East for centuries.
In reconstructing the economic situation of first-century Palestine – however
brief that reconstruction must be for now – I focus on three areas: Roman economic practices in the Eastern Mediterranean, the brutal conquests and mass
enslavements, and spatial analysis.75 When the Roman legions began marching
into the Eastern Mediterranean, they encountered an existing economic framework that had persisted for centuries, if not millennia, absorbing even the conquest
by Alexander in the fourth century BCE. Despite significant urbanisation –
the most notable being Alexandria, Antioch and Seleucia – of the coastal littoral
and an orientation to the sea rather than the rivers, the economic patterns of
the hinterland remained intact. I will have more to say about these patterns in a
moment, but it is worth noting that what goes by the name of Hellenistic civilisation was the result of Greek conquest and adaptation in the Near East. As they
74. In biblical studies, this second option is studded with almost endless proposals.
Some examples include the Stoics (Swancutt 2004; Engberg-Pedersen 2000), collective
‘Mediterranean’ notions of personality that must not be confused with ‘Western’
individualist notions in our understanding of Paul (Malina and Neyrey 1996), and
Hellenistic perceptions of sexuality and the body that become the necessary background
for reading Paul (Martin 1999).
75. In doing so I draw upon the lucid sketch of Anderson 1974, the detailed work of
Horsley 1989, 1992, 1995, 1996, Horsley (ed.) 1997 and company, and the spatial analysis
of Ste. Croix 1981.
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settled in, produced hybrid states, built their cities and adapted their economic
patterns to what the locals had done, the Greek rulers – Seleucids in Syria and
Mesopotamia, the Lagid dynasty in Egypt (the Ptolemies) and the Attalids of
Pergamum – soon eclipsed Greece in economic importance. The outcome was a
concentration of political power, Hellenistic culture, Greek language and wealth
in significant city-states in contrast to vast rural zones outside those cities, which
themselves were focused on village communes in which older economic patterns continued with little change. When the Greeks first arrived, the only difference for the autonomous peasants and dependent tenants was that those who
demanded tribute had changed.
The Romans took one look and decided they quite liked what they saw. Of
course, they despatched the armies of the Hellenistic rulers and set up a system
of client states, which now owed their continued existence to Roman ‘goodwill’ –
at least, as long as the tribute kept flowing to Rome. Although the Romans were
initially cautious about setting up provinces in the East, by the first century BCE
they seemed to lose their reticence, enthusiastically conquering, plundering,
enslaving and taking over the reins of power. This shift in approach must be
underlined, with a thick pen and plenty of pressure, for it sets the scene for the
first century CE when the first Christians began writing, Paul included. With
the change in policy, economic approaches to the Near East began their seismic
shift. Earlier, the Romans were content to leave the economic structures in place:
peasant village communes and dependent tenants worked to the bone in order
to keep the sparkling cities running and the coffers in Rome full – just as the Hellenistic rulers had done before them (minus the ships transporting sequestered
goods to Rome) and as the Egyptian/Persian/Babylonian/Sumerian rulers had
done before them. However, when the testosterone began flowing in the first
century BCE, the Romans began to interfere more directly. What emerged was a
significantly centralised economy, in which the cities were sites of the consumption of goods produced in the agricultural heartland (that is, they were certainly
not sites of production), and in which much of what appeared to be trade was
state-managed transport of goods to ensure that the armies could stay on the
road and cities remained fed.76
In other words, the famed Roman roads were not built for the sake of the
postal service or for wagons laden with trade; they were for rapid movement of
armies, spatial control over the countryside and the movement of state-sequestered goods. The infamous Pax Romana (analogous to the Pax Americana of our
own day) was actually spattered with the blood of systematic violence, destruction, enforcement and enslavement in order to expand and maintain the Empire.
76. See especially Horsley 1996, pp. 72–87, in contrast to Anderson 1974, pp. 64–5.
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In the case of the province of Judea, which was riven with one insurrection and
suppression after another, the Roman fist landed heavily, again and again. However, there is a particular text from Horsley that says more than he anticipates:
During the first century B.C.E. Roman warlords took over the eastern Mediterranean, including Judea, where Pompey’s troops defiled the Jerusalem Temple
in retaliation for the resistance of the priests. The massive acts of periodic
reconquest of the rebellious Judean and Galilean people included thousands
enslaved at Magdala/Tarichaea in Galilee in 52–51 B.C.E., mass enslavement in
and around Sepphoris (near Nazareth) and thousands crucified at Emmaus in
Judea in 4 B.C.E., and the systematic devastation of villages and towns, destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, and mass enslavement in 67–70 C.E.. In
the area of Paul’s mission, the Romans ruthlessly sacked and torched Corinth,
one of the most illustrious Greek cities, slaughtered its men, and enslaved its
women and children in 146 B.C.E.77

Horsley provides the building blocks of a more comprehensive economic picture, while baulking at undertaking the building programme. Note the word patterns: reconquest, sacking, torching, slaughter and, with great emphasis, mass
enslavement. As Ste. Croix has shown in extraordinary detail, the production of
surplus in the Greek world – a surplus that maintained the wealth and power
of the ruling elite – was through unfree labour, primarily that of slaves.78 While
the Romans took a more direct hand in the ancient Near East and especially the
province of Judea, they shifted from tapping into the existing economic system
and sought to impose a slave-based system. What we witness, here, is a violent
shift from one mode of production to another, one that gradually transformed
the Roman Empire. The imposition of a different economic and social system
took place in a consistent if piecemeal fashion through systematic violence and
disruption, especially in the three or four centuries at the turn of the era.
One of the most obvious signs of this shift in social formations is a high level of
violence, social unrest and conflict as the new system imposes itself on an older
established one. Such troubled transitions produce displacement, tension and
violence, in demographic, economic, social, political and psychological terms.
The quotation from Horsley brings this out all too clearly: revolt after revolt cruelly crushed, until the Romans became so thoroughly sick and tired of all the
trouble that they destroyed Jerusalem and its temple (67–70 CE) and banned
Jews from entering the new city of Aelia Capitolana. One would have had to be
77. Horsley (ed.) 1997, pp. 10–11. Emphasis added.
78. Ste. Croix 1981. It is unfortunate that the excellent studies by Briggs 2000, Harrill
2006 and Glancy 2006 do not develop the full economic context of slavery for their
studies of New Testament texts.
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a hermit from the moment of birth to avoid such seismic shifts, to steer clear of
any political opinion whatsoever, or not to want to resolve such tensions and
conflicts in some fashion or other. Paul, and indeed all those involved in early
Christianity, were in the thick of it.79
Space – in its (re)construction and use – is a tell-tale marker of economic
tensions and shifts. I think, here, of the under-utilised insight by Ste. Croix into
the tension between polis and chora.80 In the initial spatial arrangement of these
terms during the period of classical Greek civilisation, the polis designated a city
or town (they are known well enough – Athens, Corinth, Sparta and so on) while
the chora referred to the all-important fields [agroi] and villages [komae] under
the city’s control, fields that supplied the vital foodstuffs and myriad other agricultural goods that kept the city going. However, when the terms came to be
used for the vast realms conquered by Alexander’s armies and then controlled
by his successors, these terms slipped to gain new senses. Or rather, the polis
was still a city or town, built by the Greeks or perhaps taken over by them. By
contrast, chora referred to all the territory outside the colonial city, cultivated
or not, watered or arid.81 Now the differences mount up, for in the chora the
local language continued (Aramaic in the case of Judea and Galilee), while in the
polis Greek was spoken. Peasant rhythms of agricultural production continued
as before in the chora, but in the polis there was little by way of production, for
they squeezed the peasants well beyond their thin margin of surplus for the sake
of consumption. In contrast to the earthy culture and religion of the chora, tied
in so closely to the patterns of agriculture and husbandry, the polis was consciously and overtly Greek in culture, dress, legal systems and modes of intellectual exchange. If the villages and farms of the chora had humble mud dwellings
with at most four rooms, in which the domestic animals spent the night along
with clan members, the polis had its amphitheatre, gymnasium, public buildings,
market place, baths and fountains of water.
79. ‘Jesus and his movement emerged at the end of series of developments that had
a profound impact on life in Galilee. In successive generations, Galilee was incorporated
into the temple-state by the Hasmonean high priesthood, invaded repeatedly by Roman
armies, subjected by Herod, and finally ruled by Antipas, who (re)built two cities for
his régime directly in Galilee. The impact of Antipas’s massive city-building and Roman
client-rule located in Galilee itself must have been sudden and dramatic. Jesus and his
initial followers, who formed a movement rooted in villages, were from a generation
struggling to adjust to and/or resist the dramatic changes that had so suddenly come
upon their communities’ (Horsley 1996, p. 178).
80. Ste. Croix 1981, pp. 9–19 and 427–30.
81. There is a shift in the relationship between chora and polis between the Greek and
Roman periods: during the period of the kings who succeeded Alexander, the chora was
administered directly by the royal bureaucracy; under the Romans much of the chora,
especially the agricultural areas with their komai, villages, came under the administration
of the poleis.
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From the perspective of those in the polis, they inhabited islands of civilisation in a sea of barbarians; from the side of the chora, the poleis were alien
and brutal parasites. In short, the exploiting ruling class of Palestine belonged to
the polis; those upon whose backs they lived were in the chora. Given the vast
differences between them, in terms of culture, language, architecture, power,
and wealth, the interaction between the two zones was minimal, limited to the
extraction of those vital goods – by enforced extraction – for the sake of the polis.
That flow of goods, energy and power, is symbolised by two spatial features: the
roads and aqueducts. The Roman roads effected not merely to link the poleis
to one another, enabling the movement of troops and goods, but they also cut
through the chora. They criss-crossed, dissected, parcelled into manageable lots,
and provided a visual and experiential reminder of who was in charge. There was
no doubt in the minds of peasants and tenant farmers what the roads signified.
We might picture the situation in terms of Henri Lefebvre’s rhythmanalysis:82
the chora carries on its older rhythms, tied to the regular circadian rhythms of
agriculture and festivals, with human beings moving in ways deeply infused with
those cycles, back and forth to the fields, gathering for festivals, bartering and
exchanging, along with the different patterns of rainfall, of animal herds, of famine and plenty. By contrast, the roads dissect these rhythms with that of armies
on the march, convoys of tribute, the movement of food and other produce from
chora to polis and from one polis to another. Whereas the rhythm of the roads
is between poleis, cutting across the chora, that of the chora is internal, except
for one feature that links them: the rhythm of resources and tribute to the poleis
and that of armies and tax-collectors to the chora.
But the dominant rhythm is symbolised by the aqueduct, for the aqueduct
symbolises the polis: ‘siphoning off . . . the resources of the land into the urban
centre, to feed the public baths where the imported water acts as focus of sociability and as a symbol of the “washed” and civilised way of life that rejects the
stench of the countryman. Implicit in the aqueduct is a dynamic of power, flowing
between town and country’.83 What does all this mean for Paul’s untidy oppositions and messy transitions? They may be regarded as the intellectual and literary efforts to deal with these massive and brutal economic realities. Above all,
I would suggest that they should be read as a largely subconscious effort to map
and overcome at an imaginary and ideational level the economic clash and transition between two modes of production. One after another, these oppositions
roll out of Paul’s texts, only to be treated in the various ways that I suggested
82. Lefebvre 2004; Lefebvre 1992. An extended engagement with rhythmanalysis
would trace the disruption of rhythms, especially the counter-rhythms of rebel groups
characteristic of Judaea at the time.
83. Horsley 1996, p. 87.
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earlier. Each one is an alternative effort to deal with the fundamental socio-economic tension. For instance, siding with one side of the equation becomes an
ethical decision for one or the other – life over death, grace over law, faith over
works. This taking of sides is really the first option open to someone faced with
a crushing opposition. But then Paul also suggests that ‘in Christ’ some of these
oppositions are overcome – the famous trio of slave and free, Jew and Gentile,
male and female. In this step, Paul makes a first effort at mediating the oppositions. One negates them by positing a greater and higher reality into which
they are absorbed. A third option goes even further: in this case Paul narrates a
passage from one to the other, from death to life, from law to grace, from works
to faith and from sin to redemption. In the process the first term is appropriated and transformed: so death becomes part of resurrection, law is still needed
within grace and works are transformed in faith. Even more, the effort to resolve
these contradictions in some way ensures that they remain crucial elements of
his texts. In this respect, they are significant traces of Paul’s troubled and ruptured socio-economic context.
The risk of Paul’s strategy is very high. On the one hand, a transformative
story such as the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ – the key narrative that
holds all the oppositions together – may offer a radical breakthrough. It seems
as though some of those who first heard and read Paul caught a glimpse of that
breakthrough and wanted to take it further. With sin, law, works, as well as gender, ethnic and economic divisions overcome by the story of Christ’s death and
resurrection, the possibility opened up for a very new world that might be realised here and now – sexually, communally, politically, economically. On the
other hand, the way Paul replicates the socio-economic tensions in the structure
of his arguments, especially in terms of the oppositions I have traced, means that
they may come back with a vengeance. Add to that the sense one sometimes
gets that Paul himself was genuinely troubled by the radical possibilities of his
thought, and we have a real tendency towards reaction. So a transformed law
may end up being a far more totalitarian law than the previous one, or reformed
works may become an obsession with a whole new set of works, or proclaiming
the end of gender, ethnic and economic tensions at a higher, theological level,
may serve to divert attention from their very real presence in everyday life.
Paul is deeply ambivalent. Consciously, he tries to tone down the more radical effects of his thought, a move that exacerbates the tensions. Subconsciously,
he offers the possibility of a transformative breakthrough: the transformation
and overcoming of the oppositions in his thought, all of them linked to the
story of the death and resurrection of Christ, open up radical possibilities. Yet
these same tensions are far too closely tied to the socio-economic tensions of his
context – between an older and highly resistant system (sacred economy) and
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the brutal new system based on slavery – so much so that the old realities of law,
works, gender, ethnicity and economy come back with a vengeance.
Above all, the very presence of both sides of these constantly shifting oppositions, along with the lack of clarity about the transition between them, means
that both sides – which are always multiple pairs – are preserved for what follows. From an economic perspective, try as he might, Paul was never going to
resolve fundamental economic tensions at the level of thought. But in the effort
to provide an ideological answer, in which the death and resurrection of Christ
becomes a metaphor for the search for new life out of the destruction of the old
economic world, Paul leaves open a range of ambivalent possibilities. The early
church might appeal to the poor peasant or slave or tenant, but it also had much
to say to the wealthy landlord or the powerful judge. It might offer new possibilities for women, but it also reasserts existing gender patterns in which men
felt comfortable. It may have offered a new way of experiencing communal life,
but it also ensured that such a life was hierarchical and unequal. In short, where
grace appeared, so did law; where faith, so also works; where life, so also death;
where resistance, so also compromise. And if it seemed to be in touch with the
life of the village commune in the chora, it also felt at home in the Romanadministered polis, especially the one at the centre of the Empire.

The fate of Christian communism
Why was Paul’s equivocating position so successful and others such as Christian
communism less so? In short, Christian communism attempted not mediation
but resistance to the conditions in which Christianity arose. More extensively,
Christian communism embodies a utopian response to the situation I depicted
above: Roman armies marching to crush yet another revolt, with grim cruelty,
slaughter, mass enslavements, the onerous flow of resources to the bustling
poleis, rebel movements by starving peasants, desperate efforts to maintain some
sort of village and rural life amidst intolerable pressures of hunger, disease and
disintegrating village life – in short, the brutalising effects of clashing economic
and social systems. In the tension between the chora and the polis, Christian
communism expresses the ideals of the former. It is an effort at resistance to the
massive changes underway, an attempt to cling onto a way of life that was fading,
and thereby an idealisation of that life.
In this light, the representation of Christian communism as one of consumption – astutely picked up by Luxemburg and Kautsky, and at the basis of their
criticism – begins to make sense. As they point out, such a communism is unsustainable, for it requires the constant production of goods to be shared among its
members. Once you have pooled all your resources and shared them out, then
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what do you do? Someone at least needs to go and produce more resources, for
otherwise everyone would starve. However, in the rural situation of the village
commune that is not an issue. Sheep keep producing wool, milk and meat, as
do goats; the crops are planted, grown and reaped; water is gathered in cisterns
or (in the north) from streams. Production is not an issue, for everyone contributes. But in the village commune, there was no private property in the sense
first developed by the Roman jurors of the third century BCE, subsequently lost
in the Middle Ages and only to be recovered with the ‘Papal Revolution’ of the
eleventh century CE and then the Renaissance.84 That sense of absolute and
inalienable private property – which was to form the basic sense of property
under capitalism – is completely foreign to the village commune. Instead, property was held in common by the village; resources, products and their consumption were shared, except that to put it in such a way assumes property in the first
place. In this context, a communism of consumption operates side by side with
a communism of production.
It may be objected that the depictions of Christian communism appear within
the polis of Jerusalem, for the first Christians (at least in the fictional tale of Acts)
meet in that city. The response to this objection has two steps. First, Jerusalem itself was a focus of turmoil between accommodation and resistance to the
Romans, so much so that the Romans finally tired of the constant revolts and
razed the city to ground. But this hardly goes far enough, so second: the representation of Christian communism in that city is displaced, out of its context
within the chora and its villages, a situation that makes it only more idealistic
and unrealisable. For this reason, it becomes a political myth.
All the same, I have scraped away only at the topsoil of this argument. In
order to dig deeper, we need to take a wider historical view and make a few
comments concerning economic patterns, before the Romans and indeed the
Greeks appeared on the scene, in what I would like to call the sacred economy.85
What the Greeks called the chora in the ancient Near East is actually the later
manifestation of a much older feature – going back some four mellennia – of
an overwhelmingly agricultural economy.86 The sacred economy was shaped by
five basic components, or institutional forms as the Régulation theorists describe

84. See Gianaris 1996, p. 20; Miéville 2004, p. 195; Anderson 1974, pp. 65–7; Jolowicz
1952, pp. 142–3, 426; Linklater 2000, p. 1432. A fuller discussion may be found in Boer
2013b.
85. For a full reconstruction, along with the references, see Boer 2013b. My proposal
may, of course, be read as a comprehensive reworking of the Asiatic mode of production.
86. As obvious as this statement might seem, there is precious little that offers a
systematic and sustained economic analysis of the agriculture of the ancient Near East.
A basic start is offered by Borowski 1987.
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them. These are the key elements, which combine in unique fashions, with one
or more dominant during some periods, and then others in other periods.
The first institutional form is subsistence survival, which characterised the life
of the vast majority, the 95 percent engaged in agriculture. Subsistence survival
relates to both maintaining herds and cultivating crops. Recent zooarchaeological research has shown that the typical formation of herds involved two-thirds
sheep and one-third goats.87 Sheep provide vital fibres and high-yield meat,
along with milk, while goats are hardy and versatile animals. Both reproduce
quickly. Having the two types of animals ensures that should disease affect one
type, the other type would remain to ensure survival. Herds were culled at regular intervals to maintain health and herd size. By contrast, bovines were few and
the evidence indicates that they died at an advanced age. This meant that they
were used as draft animals for ploughing, and not primarily for food.
The fields traversed by the bovines produced the necessary crops for subsistence survival (wheat, millet, barley, legumes, and occasional vegetables).
The primary concern in relation to the land was usufruct and labour. Notions
of private property or the permanence of land were irrelevant. Agricultural villages used a system of land shares – a practice widespread in societies focused
on subsistence survival. This term refers not to a field or plot of land, which is
demarcated in terms of land measurement, surveying and clear differentiation
from neighbours. Instead, a land share is a moveable strip or strips of land that
are constantly reallocated on the basis of use and need. The perpetual process of
the reallocation of these land shares was undertaken by an authority, most often
elders, a council, or the village commune as a whole.
Subsistence survival was notable for both its tenacity and its effectiveness in
responding to the underlying reality of economic crisis. When the relatively short
periods of economic stability succumbed once again to crisis, this institutional
form persisted. Farmers worked to ensure survival in the face of the perpetual
threat of chaos (disease, pests, taxes, attacks, droughts, and so on). This entailed
production at a level below maximum capacity, so that something – in optimal
conditions – was kept in reserve. Further, the processes of herd and crop management were infused with the sacred. ‘Religion’ was not a compartmentalised
feature of life, an ideology distinct from the realities of agriculture. Rather, it
was inescapably woven in with the birth of healthy sheep and goats, with the
rains and full crop-yields, with the myriad determinations of the threats to that
production. The gods gave and the gods took away.
A second institutional form was the kinship-household, an eminently collective form. It may be defined as a particular shape of collective life with
87. Sasson 2010.
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ideological, social and economic dimensions. In its ideological dimension, the
kinship-household functioned as an extra-economic form of compulsion, part of
the mode of régulation crucial for any economic system to function. It ensured
that most of the small population saw itself as part of the social whole and partook of the necessary functions to ensure survival. It did so by offering justifying narratives, such as genealogies and mythical stories of the ancestors, along
with fostering customary assumptions, such as loyalty, behavior, association, and
labour. Economically, the kinship-household determined who went out when to
what field-shares, what animals would be taken out to the herds and back again,
what equipment was used and to whom it should be given next, who would work
the olive presses or cultivate the orchards, what foods, fibres, fuels, liquids, and
other products were gathered, brought in and processed, where food was to be
cooked and eaten and where it was to be taken, which animals would return,
how waste was dealt with – these constant flows were determined by the social
reality of the patriarchal kinship-household. So, too, were activities that required
collective activity, such as harvesting, oil pressing, baking, beer and wine brewing, storage of surpluses for tough times.
The two institutional forms that I have discussed thus far are predominantly
allocative or redistributive – what is produced by one is for all and vice versa.
More ambivalent is a third institutional form, patronage. It may work primarily
along allocative lines, or it may bend itself towards what may be called extractive lines: the appropriation of something from someone who has produced it
by someone who has not. In terms of the former, patronage may work alongside the forms of subsistence survival and kinship-household. We see this in the
structure of patronage: the patron has something that I want and need, such as
security, shelter and food. But I have something he wants, namely my support,
whether my ability with animals or crops, or perhaps with my fist and sword.
The relationship is personalized and customary: I give allegiance and loyalty to
my patron, while he protects me and ensures that I survive. This sounds reciprocal, an informal contract of sorts between equals, each bringing to the deal
something the other needs. Indeed, the ideology of patronage seeks to give that
impression, presenting the relationship as a reciprocal one. Nothing could be
further from the truth, for patronage reminds us that allocatory economic systems are rarely festivals of equality. Patronage highlights the fact that allocation
is all too often hierarchical, in which qualitatively different items pass between
patron and client, in which the material balance heavily favors the patron.
At this point, the extractive potential of patronage reveals itself. While those
who surrounded the powerful man – thugs, flunkies, sycophants, perpetual dinner guests, and whatnot – may have felt that they had never had it so good,
the reality was that the patron extracted far more than he gave. Here, we need
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only remind ourselves that patronage is not peculiar to biblical societies, for it
appears in ancient Rome, ancient China and today among politicians and gangsters at a more informal level. In the context of the sacred economy, the patron
usually cut across clan lines, seeking clients in a way that challenged kinship
organisation. Owing loyalty only to the patron, the clients enaged in protection
rackets, enforced the patron’s will, and lived by a code of honour and shame.
A legendary biblical narrative that embodies the patterns of patronage is the
account of David, before he becomes king. His band of followers cuts across clan
lines, owes allegiance to him, fights for his cause, in return for security and the
allocated products of plunder and agriculture.
The two remaining institutional forms are primarily extractive: estates and
tribute-exchange. Rubbing up against the subsistence agriculture of the bulk
of the small population was the system of agricultural estates. Given the needs
of the non-labouring ruling class, some means was needed to ensure a supply of
the necessary items of life. And given that the minimal surpluses of subsistence
survival were not sufficient for such needs, agricultural estates were also established. The administration of such estates may have varied, ranging from directly
appointed overseers to tenants and landlords, but the estates were a necessary
item if the ruling class was to live in the manner to which it had quickly become
accustomed. The purpose of the estates was to supply those who were not gainfully employed – priests, monarchs, and hangers-on – with food, alcohol, and
textiles. Tax and tribute also played a role, here, but the estates were primarily
organised to meet the increasing ‘needs’ of palace and temple.
A final, extractive institutional form, which has had more than its fair share
of attention in ancient Near Eastern studies, is what I call tribute-exchange. Normally, these are distinguished from one another: tribute or tax is what a ruler
demands from subjects and subjected peoples; trade is what entrepeneurs do
outside government control. This convenient bifurcation of the sate and private
enterprise simply misreads the situation in the ancient world. Simply put, they
are variations on plunder. Tribute (for ‘them’) and taxation (for ‘us’) are really
the politer and slightly more regulated faces of plunder. But how is exchange
also a form of looting? The basic purpose of exchange in the ancient Near East
was the acquisition of preciosities. The great expense and risk of long-distance
trade ruled out the exchange of bulk goods. Royal courts and the small ruling class acquired exotic and expensive items, whether for useless decoration,
clothing, weapons, lavish gifts offered to other rulers, or building materials for
constructions by the state. The motive was acquisition, and one would reward
handsomely a middle-man who took the risk to acquire items for pomp and
glory. If one was in pursuit of the unnecessary items of life, then one used whatever means were available to get hold of them. If you had to give something in
exchange, then so be it, for that was a necessary evil.
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In outlining the five institutional forms of the ancient Near Eastern economy,
my account has remained largely synchronic, but what of diachronic analysis?
Here the key question concerns the means of achieving stability over against
crisis. Such periods depended on different combinations of the institutional
forms. One combination, with dominant and subordinate forms, may achieve
relative stability for a longer or shorter time. When it succumbs to crisis, an effort
may be made to restore the same combination or develop another. Each period of
stability – or ‘regime’ – entails a set of compromises in order to achieve a modicum of continuity. In this light, I suggest we understand the well-known periods
of expansion and contraction, or rather growth and collapse of economic and
political power in the ancient Near East. From the first moment of the Uruk
upsurge88 in the fourth millennium to the collapse of the Persian empire a few
centuries BC, different combinations of the these institutional forms may be
identified.
For my purposes, here, three such combinations are relevant. Up to the sustained economic crisis at the end of the second millennium, the dominant form
by which temple and palace supported themselves was the estate system. The
type of management and labour may have varied over time and space, but it was
the controlling extractive form for more than two millennia. By contrast, by the
first millennium, there is a distinct shift to tribute-exchange as the preferred form.
The Assyrians, Neo-Babylonians and Persians may have refined its workings, but
they based imperial expansion by means of the many faces of plunder. In each
case, a particular institutional form is dominant, while the others are subordinate. Or are they? I would suggest that the allocative forms were always present,
often widespread, but that the nature of the records (palace, temple and landlord
archives) do not always allow us to see them in action. They show up only in the
archaeological record and are most obvious during prolonged periods of economic
crisis, especially those of the third millennium and the centuries in the middle
and at the end of the second millennium (the transition from Bronze Age to Iron
Age). In these situations, subsistence survival, with its related kinship-household
and patronage, are the dominant forms, the tried responses to times of troubles.
Christian communism will return in a moment, but first let me point out that
the reconstruction I have outlined here is in many respects a thorough reshaping of debates over economics within biblical criticism. Most of those who work
in the area – refreshingly informed by Marxist categories – assume at least two
modes of production, a tributary one based in city-states and an oppositional
88. It seems as though human beings first gathered in settled communities to drink
beer and then eat some bread. Bakeries and breweries were not separate affairs, but
actually parts of the same building. Even more, about half of the total cereal crop,
especially barley and wheat, was used for making beer. Braidwood 1953; Geller 1993;
Protz 1995, pp. 201–3; Corran 1975, pp. 19–22; Boer 2006a.
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communitarian or domestic or household mode based in the villages of the
countryside.89 We can, they argue, identify traces of the tensions between them
in the biblical texts, so much so that early Israel – a thoroughly indigenous,
Canaanite entity – may be seen as a communitarian/domestic/household mode
of production set up in opposition to the tributary mode of the Canaanite citystates. I can see little reason to argue for distinct modes of production,90 for
what is variously described as tributary and domestic/household are really parts
of one economic system. It is, as Deleuze and Guattari argue in a somewhat different context, a thoroughly internal affair,91 which I prefer to analyse in terms
of the régimes of allocation and of extraction within a sacred economy. After all,
here is the basic tension that kept the system functioning in the first place.
In light of my reconstruction of the sacred economy, the pattern of polis and
chora established by the Greek invaders was actually an accommodation to the
prevailing economic situation. The changes they did bring about involved the
construction of more cities, with the effect of burdening the village communes
with ever more punitive demands for tribute. But this process may be understood as an effort to assert a greater role for the extractive rather than allocative
institutional forms – to the detriment of the latter. Initially at least, the Romans
took over the same system, adding a layer of extraction beyond the local poleis.
However, the greater the extraction, the greater the resistance from the villages
of the chora. Eventually, by the first century BCE, they were faced with the economic collapse of these older rural economic patterns along with the desperate
resistance of those who saw their way of life being destroyed.
Christian communism, I would suggest, evokes the older patterns of allocative
and social life based on subsistence survival and the village commune, which
were later to become the chora of the Hellenistic era. A utopian and idealised
effort to recover that older life, all that remained was a pattern of shared distribution and consumption, but its economic basis in agricultural patterns of subsistence survival and kinship-household, and a home-spun system of customary
law was fading if not lost already. It did not help matters that the representation
89. Gottwald 1999; Gottwald 2001; Meyers 1988; Jobling 1991; Jobling 1998; Yee 2003.
See the detailed analysis in Boer 2005b.
90. The multiplication continues, such as a ‘patron-client’ mode or even a
‘Mediterranean’ one. See Carter 1999 and T. Thompson 2000, pp. 177–81.
91. Deleuze and Guattari 1988, pp. 111–30; Deleuze and Guattari 1980, pp. 140–64;
Deleuze and Guattari 1986. Yet their creative re-reading in terms of a central despotic
signifying régime, with its multiple patterns of resistance from pre-signifying (tribal),
counter-signifying (nomadic war machine) to post-signifying (the scapegoat Israelites
themselves), is focused on the wrong place. The central economic engine of the system
was with the village communes and agricultural production, rather than the temple-city
complex of the despotic régime. See further Boer 2011a, pp. 271–310.
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of Christian communism in the Book of Acts places it in Jerusalem, entirely
divorced from any rural base.92 Above all, it was never going to succeed as an
image of the new movement, for it was based on a regressive resistance to the
new economic and political system of the Romans. In this respect, Paul’s much
more ambivalent effort at providing a story of transition, based on the death
and resurrection of Christ around which his overlapping oppositions clustered,
would work much better. Yet as I argued above, it was precisely Paul’s failure
to offer a clean passage from one to the other, along with his political ambivalence and the lack of clarity as to how much his ekklesia was really a break, that
enabled his approach to dominate and encompass conflicting positions in the
Christianity that followed.
Here too we find the reason why the hard sayings of Jesus – at least those
put in his mouth by the gospel writers – against wealth, exploitive landlords,
privilege and power would become decidedly uncomfortable for the later church
(as Ste. Croix has traced so well).93 They too came from the realm of the chora,
trailing its ancient history in the economic patterns of the village communes.94
They too were forms of resistance against Roman domination and the poleis and
for that reason caused more than a few headaches for those who wanted to file
away the sharp points of his critique. As Horkheimer points out, the ‘dangerous
doctrine’95 and ‘inflammatory speeches’96 of the founder of Christianity, his
uncompromising attitude of mind, resistance to power and disdain for his own
life,97 were hardly the ingredients for a successful and long-lasting movement
with its deep political ambivalence.

Conclusion
Paul’s shaky transitions, Christian communism, and, indeed, the gospel representations of Jesus offer different responses – at a literary and ideological level – to
92. As Kautsky and Luxemburg astutely saw, albeit without the benefit of an adequate
economic reconstruction; see Luxemburg 1970; Luxemburg 1982; Kautsky 2007; Kautsky
1977.
93. Ste. Croix 1981, pp. 103–11, 418–25, 433–8; Ste. Croix 2006, pp. 345–68.
94. Above all, see Horsley 1996, Horsley (ed.) 2008.
95. Horkheimer 1978, p. 222; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 394.
96. Horkheimer 1996, p. 49; Horkheimer 1985g, p. 185. See also Horkheimer 1991a, pp.
292–3; Horkheimer 1985m, p. 297.
97. Horkheimer 1996, pp. 35–6; Horkheimer 1985g, pp. 174–5. Also, ‘he thought little
of prevailing rules and customs; he acted contrary to accepted ways; he was much closer
to the heretic than the orthodox’. See Horkheimer 1996, p. 156; Horkheimer 1985h, p. 277.
See also Horkheimer’s comments on Christianity coming into the world as a scandal to
the prevailing norms and customs, in Horkheimer 1982, p. 283; Horkheimer 1988h, p. 430.
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the deep economic and social tensions ripping their world apart. To that collection we may add the stern concern for order in the pastoral epistles (1 and 2
Timothy and Titus), or the Apocalypse with its bloodcurdling and lurid depictions
of mayhem for all who oppose God. Arguably, the one that has been most influential is Paul’s response for the reasons I have laid out in this chapter. It is not
for nothing that the key moments of disruption within the history of Christianity
have turned on the interpretation of Paul’s texts. For Paul’s uncertainties left
open the possibility of taking very different positions on the basis of his arguments, whether resistance, accommodation or somewhere in between. He may
have offered an alternative story of transition, a new ekklesia not sanctioned by
the status quo, but his was also a position that suited the Empire all-too well.
Yet these tensions at a literary level would only be exacerbated by juxtaposing
different responses together in one collection of texts in which the patterns of
resistance, reaction and accommodation are themselves only exacerbated. From
there on Christianity had no option but to struggle with the multivalence of the
texts it decided to call sacred.

Chapter Five
Kairós

Last of all, as to one untimely born . . .1

This chapter marks a transition in the structure of my
study, moving from historical explanations to promising forays, from a relatively tight sequential argument
to extensive reconnaissance missions into new territory. To recap, and thereby situate the shift: in the first
part of this book, I charted a route from the preliminary
concerns of atheism and theology and then through a
sustained argument concerning myth, political ambivalence and economic history itself. However, in this
second part, I broach three topics that may be seen
as extensive forays into promising territory for the difficult love affair between Marxism and theology: time,
ethics and fetishism.
I begin with time, or rather kairós, a term full of
possibilities in the intersection between Marxism and
theology and arguably one of the great organising categories for a spate of recent and not so recent efforts
to rethink revolution. The narrative of this chapter
has a number of twists, so let me outline it briefly
before sinking into the detail. I begin with the agreed
definition of kairós as the right or critical time, the
opportune moment that must be seized. Under this
meaning, with its heavy debt to the New Testament,
I gather the efforts by a motley collection of Marxists
to reshape our understanding of revolution. This is
only the first (and not so spectacular) step, for kairós
has much more to tell us. Yet, before I call kairós back
1. 1 Corinthians 15:8.

208 • Chapter Five

to the interrogation room for a few more questions, I seize the moment to lay
to rest a few (quite erroneous) assumptions about the relationship between
Marxism and Jewish and/or Christian eschatology. Marx and Engels make an
appearance here, as do biblical genres and the figure of Ernst Bloch.
From this point, I open the investigation to wider usage and move back before
the New Testament to ancient Greece, where it becomes clear that kairós refers
not merely to time but also to space, with bodily and social senses. Now kairós
becomes that which is in the right and proper place and time. Most importantly,
the opposite of kairós in these texts is not ch/kronos, the ordered march of time,
but ákairos, what is in the wrong time and place. In this light, it becomes clear
that the efforts by the New Testament writers to appropriate kairós for their
own agenda bear the traces of these earlier meanings. Thereby, subsequent
efforts to develop a kairological politics by these Western Marxists also contain
elements of this sense of kairós as the proper place and time for revolution. In
response, I propose that a better term is ákairos, the untimely and out-of-place.
Now Antonio Negri reappears on the scene, not so much for his uninspiring
comments on kairós (they are quite run of the mill), but for an uncanny and
unwitting insight into kairós and ákairos. I mean, here, his working distinction
of measure and immeasure, which I read in terms of the biblical themes of created order and chaos.
By this time, I have thrown my lot in with ákairos, immeasure and chaos. In
that company, I turn in the conclusion to reconsider the connection between
the theological doctrine of grace and revolution. Here, Alain Badiou joins the
discussion, especially his effort to ‘laicise’ the Pauline doctrine of grace as a version of his own event, which in its turn is a thorough attempt to provide a solid
philosophical theory of revolution. In my perpetual effort to relativise theology,
I understand grace not as a doctrine that needs to be laicised or ‘secularised’, but
as one (passing) shape that revolution may take.

At the crossroads of time
I begin with a basic exercise in examining the semantic cluster surrounding the
word kairós. In our current usage, kairós refers almost exclusively to time, designating both a point in time as well as a period of time. On this score, the New
Testament bears heavy responsibility.2 In that collection of texts, kairós may
mean the period when fruit becomes ripe and the harvest is ready (Mark 11:13;
12:2; Luke 20:10), a season such as autumn or spring (Galatians 4:10), the present (Luke 12:56; 18:30; Romans 3:26; 8:18; 2 Corinthians 8:14), a designated period
2. See Kittel, et al. 1985, pp. 389–90; Barr 1969.
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that is more often signalled by the plural, kairoí (Matthew 16:3; 21:41; Acts 1:7).
But the term also identifies a specific moment, often in the dative ‘at the right
time’, which may be opportune or favourable, or it may be dire and risky (Luke
4:13; 12:42; John 5:4; Romans 5:6; 9:9; Galatians 6:9). Increasingly the word takes
the definite article, ‘the time’ (o kairós), and in this form its sense is the time
that is fulfilled, or of crisis or the last times. Indeed, o kairós is one of the New
Testament’s major eschatological terms, specifying variously the time of Christ’s
appearance (Mark 1:16) or his own death (Matthew 26:18; John 7:6, 8), the fulfilment of his words (Luke 1:20), eternal life after death (Mark 10:30), the time of
salvation (2 Corinthians 6:2), the longed-for, albeit troubled, time of final conflict, the end of history, the reign of the Evil One and Christ’s return to vindicate
the faithful (Matthew 8:29; 13:30: Mark 13:33; Luke 19:44; 21:8, 24; Romans 13:11;
1 Corinthians 4:5; 7:29; Revelation 1:3; 11:18; 12:12, 14; 22:10). In all this, a crucial
distinction operates within the biblical sense, between the unexpected and the
expected. The New Testament stresses again and again that o kairós will occur
at a moment we, from our perspective, do not expect. And yet, when seen from
God’s perspective, that time is specifically appointed, occurring at the right and
proper time that God has designated. This distinction will become vital in the
later treatment of ákairos, which opposes this sense of the correct time. In various ways, these senses dominate, for good or ill, our sense of kairós, holding up
and, as I will argue later, restricting kairós as a term devoted to time and gathering the semantic field around that point.
But let me stay with this sense of kairós for a while, for towards this point
in time converges a significant number of thinkers of revolution with a Marxist bent, especially Walter Benjamin, Giorgio Agamben, Antonio Negri, Slavoj
Žižek, Fredric Jameson, Alain Badiou and Ernst Bloch. At a critical, rather biblical crossroad I await not the devil and his desire for my soul but a disparate
crew of thinkers of revolution. They are not so much ‘political theologians’, a
title imposed after the fact and troubling for its implication, but rather kairological thinkers.3
To begin with, the bumbling Walter Benjamin offers variations on kairós, or
Jetztzeit, the ‘now-time’, as he prefers to call it.4 Poking around inside the baleful
myth and dreadful nightmare of capitalism, especially in the context of an apparently unstoppable fascism before the Second World War, Benjamin tried to find
different ways to break through its suffocating hold. For him capitalism, especially
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was a mix of both fascination
3. This exclusive focus on the temporal dimension of kairós also afflicts the recent
work of Marramao 2007.
4. Benjamin 2003, p. 395; Benjamin 1982a, p. 702.
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and fear.5 The efforts to break out are determined by the biblical heritage not
merely of kairós, but of o kairós, as both a moment and a period of imminent and
final crisis. As far as the moment itself is concerned, he prefers not to invoke the
conventional Marxist category of revolution, but to seek his answer in one image
after another. It may be waking from a dream, with appropriate dialectical debts
to the surrealists.6 Or it may be the enigmatic dialectic at a standstill,7 or perhaps
the flash of a camera, a ‘flash with the now’,8 a ‘posthumous shock’ that overcomes the merely temporal relation between past and present.9 Fascinated by
the techniques of recording images, Benjamin tries to explore this break through
a theory of the image, through what is suddenly emergent, like a flash, in language itself. Another metaphor draws upon the explosive terms of birth in order
to rethink history – the well-known ‘monad’ reduced and concentrated in the
bowels of history which must then undergo a violent expulsion from the continuum of the historical process.10 The image is one of a bomb, in which the monad
(the historical object) explodes to open up the possibility of a new era, a new
life. In other words, history – understood as a homogenous course, a continuous
passage from past to future – becomes the barrier that must be blown apart in
order to pass into a new moment that is thus opened up in the breach. As I have
argued elsewhere, this terminology of giving birth is both heavily maternal (seen
from a male perspective in which germination and birth seem to happen simultaneously) and thoroughly mythical, but it provides Benjamin with his beloved
5. Thus, in the great Arcades project (Benjamin 1999; Benjamin 1982c) he writes of
the mythic landscape of hell that runs beneath the booming commercial city above.
6. ‘Accordingly, we present the new, the dialectical method of doing history: with the
intensity of a dream, to pass through what has been, in order to experience the present
as the waking world to which the dream refers!’ Benjamin 1999, p. 838; see also pp. 845,
854–5, 863, 883; Benjamin 1982c, pp. 1006, 1012, 1023, 1033, 1057–8. As Cohen 1993 and
Pensky 1996 point out, the influence of surrealism is more obvious in the earlier drafts
of The Arcades Project. Benjamin differed from the Surrealists in emphasising not so much
the dream itself as waking from the dream. If the dream is one way of characterising the
mythic world of nineteenth-century capitalism, then the rupture is the stunned moment of
awakening. See Benjamin 1999, pp. 831and 261–4; Benjamin 1982c, pp. 998 and 577–80.
7. Benjamin 1999, p. 431; Benjamin 1982c, pp. 575–6.
8. Benjamin 1999, p. 432; Benjamin 1982c, p. 576.
9. Benjamin 1973, p. 132.
10. ‘If the object of history is to be blasted out of the continuum of historical succession, that is because its monadological structure demands it. This structure first comes to
light in the extracted object itself. And it does so in the form of the historical confrontation that makes up the interior (and, as it were, the bowels) of the historical object, and
into which all the forces and interests of history enter on a reduced scale. It is owing to
this monadological structure that the historical object finds represented in its interior
its own fore-history and after-history’ (Benjamin 1999, p. 475; Benjamin 1982c, p. 594).
This text is of course the forerunner of the more well-known one on the monad from
the theses ‘On the Concept of History’. Benjamin 2003, p. 396; Benjamin 1982a, Volume 1,
p. 703.
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shocks, arrests, blasts, and explosions – all of which try to rip apart the thick
blanket that keeps history from opening out to a new moment.11
Benjamin also invokes the seasonal, periodic sense of kairós with his muchdiscussed messianism. Here we find the explicitly theological idea of (weak)
messianic or fulfilled time, which is set over against the humdrum mechanical
version. And lest one misses the explicitly biblical tones of Benjamin’s usage,
he points out that ‘the idea of fulfilled time is the dominant historical idea of
the Bible: it is the idea of messianic time’.12 There is no need to delve into the
intricate and at times tense debate over Benjamin’s use of messianic categories,
suffice to point out, here, that both his efforts to pinpoint the rupture in business-as-usual capitalism and to find an intensified messianic time that breaks up
the monotony of mechanical time fit easily within the two senses of kairós – as
a purely temporal category.
Hard on the heels of Benjamin comes Giorgio Agamben, who expressly sets out
to expand and systematise Benjamin’s scattered insights. Like Benjamin, Agamben draws heavily on the Bible for his approach on kairós, although now the letters of Paul in the New Testament provide the crucial insights. Paul redefines, in
Agamben’s eyes, the messianic era as an in-between time; it is ‘the time that is left
us’.13 Kairós becomes a suspended moment – really o kairós – between an instant
of chronological time and its fulfilment. For Paul, this is the stretch between the
first advent of the messiah – ‘Jesus Messiah’ in Agamben’s translation – and his
final return (Christ has come and will come again).14 While the time of chronos, the regular beat of ordinary chronological time, leaves us powerless and
weak, messianic or ‘operational’ time is that moment and period which we seize
and bring to an end of our own making.15 Indeed, Agamben names this time
that remains kairós, which is the storming of a moment of chronos that enables
its fulfilment.16
11. See also Benjamin 1999, pp. 857, 862, 863; Benjamin 1982c, pp. 1026–7, 1032, 1033.
12. Benjamin 1996, pp. 55–6; Benjamin 1982b, p. 134. For a detailed discussion and critique,
with all the references, of Benjamin’s use of the ‘messianic’, see Boer 2007a, pp. 96–103.
13. Agamben 2005, p. 68.
14. Of course, in Paul’s letters and indeed in Agamben’s reading of those letters, this
kairological moment is inescapably Christological, for Christ comes once, dies and is
resurrected, is therefore present with us from that moment on, even when he has gone,
and yet remains to complete that presence on his return. The kairós is then Christ’s life
and death, one that seizes a moment of chronos, but one that can come to fulfilment
only with his return.
15. Even more, this heightened moment is conversely a period of deactivation, when
the law (Agamben’s other great motif in his interpretation of Paul) is deactivated so that
its potentiality may be pumped up, awaiting its fulfilment. Like the scribe whose full
potentiality is manifested when he does not write (suffering perhaps from writer’s block),
energeia [act] becomes disengaged so that dynamis [potentiality] may flourish.
16. See also Agamben 1999, p. 168. My purpose here is merely to identify those who
cluster under the umbrella of kairós. For a sustained critique of Agamben, see Boer 2009b,
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Close to Agamben is Negri’s treatment of kairós, although the initial impression is that little connects it with its biblical heritage. In an effort to recast the
whole theory of time, he defines kairós as the ‘moment when the arrow of Being
is shot’ and as ‘the immeasurability of production between the eternal and the
to-come’.17 Yet the biblical distinction between kairós as moment and as period
of time is clear, as also the resolutely temporal focus. On the first count, kairós is
a rupture at the right time, the ‘exemplary temporal point’.18 It is an opening up
in time that is eminently creative; it is the edge of time when Being is created.
In the passionate and rigorous Kairós, Alma Venus, Multitudo,19 Negri does his
best to block the theological undertones of his take on kairós. However, at other
moments when he invokes kairós he is more willing to acknowledge the biblical
and theological traces in his position. For instance, in the conversations with
Anne Dufourmantelle, he observes that with kairós we are always at the point
of creativity; it is the moment each day when, ‘one creates God’: everything one
does is a creation of God, since ‘to create new Being is to create something that,
unlike us, will never die’.20 Further, this process of creativity is marked by naming, especially the common name. ‘Whatever thing I name exists’,21 states Negri
in Kairós, Alma Venus, Multitudo, without comment on the connections with
God’s naming of the various items of creation or Adam’s naming of the animals
in the early chapter of Genesis, but later he is happy to agree that naming ‘is at
once the Bible and what makes epistemology possible’.22
Kairós as a period of time – between the eternal and the to-come – constitutes Negri’s opposition to the measurable piling up of time as past, present and
future, in which our present is a moving point between the fixed detritus of the
past (to be collated, measured and studied by historiography, to be celebrated in
triumph or mourned as disaster) and the future (as a repeat performance of the
past). In their place, he proposes that the ‘before’ should be understood as the
sign of eternity – time rests in the eternal – and that the ‘after’ must be recast
as the ‘to-come’. Once again, it is not difficult to pick up a theological undertone: kairós operates not merely sub specie aeternatis, for it is part of eternity;
from that context, kairós, as a perpetual moment of creativity, looks towards an
eschatological ‘to-come’. In its passage, kairós gathers more and more features:
pp. 181–204. For a trenchant criticism of Agamben and Badiou, see Ojakangas 2009. For a
comprehensive assessment of and effort to move the debate further concerning Paul and
political philosophy, see Blanton and De Vries (eds.) 2013.
17. Negri and Defourmantelle 2004, p. 104, and Negri 2003, pp. 154, 180. See also Negri
2008, p. 97; Hardt and Negri 2004, p. 357.
18. See Negri and Dufourmantelle 2004, pp. 104–6.
19. Negri 2003, pp. 139–261.
20. Negri and Dufourmantelle 2004, pp. 146–7.
21. Negri 2003, p. 147.
22. Negri and Dufourmantelle 2004, p. 119.
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it is immeasurably productive, the home of living labour, restlessly in motion,
multiple, common, the source of joy, corporeal and material, and thereby resists
domination and oppression. It is not difficult to see the connection with Negri’s
exegesis of Job, for whom kairós is the point of contact between Job’s lived time
of pain and divine epiphany, the creative labour of suffering opening out to
liberation.23
Despite all this compelling energy, Negri still rests with a very temporal kairós,
opposing it to chronological time and then attempting to reshape it in terms of
revolutionary creativity and desire.24 Indeed, the reading of Job that I mentioned
above shows how regular Negri’s approach to kairós really is. For Negri, Job provides an energetic counter to the idea that time is empty, static and measured.
This sense of time came into its own only with neo-Platonic thought, when time
became abstract, a form of being, transcendent and dominating – precisely when
Christianity became the dominant ideological force of empire. By contrast, in Job
one finds that time is concrete, lived, painful, common, immanent and – most
importantly for my purposes here – filled with theophany. A stark contrast with
abstract and dominating time, is it not? More specifically, Negri argues that in
Job, time is both being towards death (he quotes Job 7:4, 6–8 and 9:25–6) and
a fullness and state of happiness (now it is 29:2–6). As content and part of existence, this time in Job is the point of contact between lived, concrete time and
the linear movement of divine epiphany – here, Earth and Heaven touch as Job
pulls God down to Earth, bends transcendence to immanence,25 and forces God
to answer his insistent questions. This ontology of time is nothing less than the
‘immeasurable opening of kairós’.
Equally biblical but more Benjaminian is Žižek. He has been enthused by the
possibilities opened up not only by Paul, but also by the gospels and elements of
the Hebrew Bible, especially the law. Yet the Bible and theology constitute one
dimension of a search for a truly radical break, a genuine kairós that brings him
closer to Benjamin.26 The nagging problem for Žižek is that he is caught in an
irresolvable tension: on the one hand, he holds to the argument (most forcefully
put in Lacanian terms) that any revolution will run into the mud, since it still
operates with the same coordinates as those which it seeks to overthrow; on the

23. Negri 2009.
24. For an incisive critique of this conventional, albeit troubled distinction, see
Marramao 2007, p. 40.
25. See also Negri and Fadini 2008, pp. 666–8.
26. Žižek 2000; Žižek 2001b; Žižek 2003; Žižek 2006, pp. 69–123; Žižek and Milbank
2009. See further Boer 2007a, pp. 334–90 and the lucid survey by Kotsko 2008.
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other hand, he voices a desire for a genuine revolution, which is cast in various
terms, whether theological, Leninist, good old communist or what have you.27
In more detail: Žižek is ever wary of available options for revolution, whether
perversion, protest, acts of sabotage, support of the hungry and poor, since each
of them fits within the logic of capitalism. The reason is that there is always
an underside to any revolutionary moment, when the Real comes back with a
vengeance and the revolution runs into the mud. Since all social systems operate in basically the same way, there is little point in following conventional patterns of revolution and overthrow, for the new system will merely be a variation
on the same. So the problem is: how does one make a genuine break, shake
up and change the very coordinates themselves so that we will not follow the
same pattern of disappointed revolutionary aspirations? Or as Žižek puts it, ‘it
is easy to suspend the big Other by means of the act qua real, to experience
the “non-existence of the big Other” in a momentary flash – however, what do
we do after we have traversed the fantasy?’28 The search for an answer to that
question sends Žižek on a path that includes: the feminine formula of sexuation
or the non-all; the Jewish law which is deprived of the law’s usual fantasmatic
support (that is, which feeds off its own transgression);29 the moment of grace
(following Badiou) as an incalculable and undeserved irruption beyond human
agency; the Christian realisation of the Jewish rupture of the traumatic kernel
through the cross (God or the big other really is impotent); Lenin’s unique effort
to shift the coordinates by which we live with the assertion of actual freedom
(in which one chooses to change the conditions of formal or limited freedom).
In each case Žižek seeks a radical kairós that must be sustained, a thoroughly
radical break, a crack through which all the lost causes may pour through. And
yet, he always hesitates, never sure whether the cause will run into another dead
end, wondering whether refusism is not the best answer.30
27. I cannot help wondering whether this tension, to which Žižek returns again and
again, marks the trauma of the failed revolution in Slovenia, in which he was a full
participant? See also Boer 2007d.
28. Žižek 1996, p. 133.
29. For an excellent survey of Žižek’s changing positions regarding the Jewish law, see
Kotsko 2008, pp. 88–93.
30. ‘This is how we pass from the politics of “resistance” or “protestation,” which
parasitizes upon what it negates, to a politics which opens up a new space outside the
hegemonic position and its negation. We can imagine the varieties of such a gesture
in today’s public space: not only the obvious “There are great chances of a new career
here! Join us!” – “I would prefer not to”; but also “Discover the depths of your true self,
find inner peace!” – “I would prefer not to”; or “Are you aware how your environment is
endangered? Do something for ecology!” – “I would prefer not to”; or “What about all the
racial and sexual injustices that we witness all around us? Isn’t it time to do more?” –
“I would prefer not to.” This is the gesture of subtraction at its purest, the reduction of all
qualitative differences to a purely formal minimal difference’ (Žižek 2006, pp. 382–3).
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In this wake of Benjamin belongs Fredric Jameson as well, who invokes a kairological rupture as a key to utopia, except that he keeps such a rupture relatively
low-key.31 For example, in a curious effort to recover the abolition of money as
a political programme, he writes:
Thus the revival of the old Utopian dream of abolishing money, and of imagining life without it, is nothing short of precisely that dramatic rupture we have
evoked. . . . The lived misery of money, the desperation of poorer societies, the
pitiful media spectacles of the rich ones, is palpable to everyone. It is the decision to abandon money, to place this demand at the forefront of a political
program, that marks the rupture and opens up a space into which Utopia may
enter, like Benjamin’s Messiah, unannounced, unprepared by events, and laterally, as if into a present randomly chosen but utterly transfigured by the new
element.32

Less an exploding bomb or violent rupture, this break is a mild if insistent political demand that would, Jameson hopes, lead to the complete reshaping of the
whole economic system. Thus, the abolition of money may lead to replacing the
wage relationship by means of labour chits and work certificates, alternatives to
market exchange and consumption and so on. Or the call for full employment
at a living wage would raise not merely issues directly related to labour, but also
host of other issues, such as ‘crime, war, degraded mass culture, drugs, boredom,
the lust for power, the lust for distraction, the lust for nirvana, sexism, racism’,33
all of these being symptoms of unemployment or alienated labour. By this time,
so many things will need to be changed that the system makes a qualitative leap
and becomes something very different. In all this, the rupture itself clearly falls
into the category of kairós, although it is not some violent, cathartic bloodbath
out of which utopia will emerge, but a relatively modest collection of non-violent
proposals to get things moving.
By contrast, Badiou’s rereading of kairós is much more spectacular and more
obviously biblical (here he is closer to Agamben and Žižek), for the Apostle Paul
provides an illustration of a system he had developed beforehand. Yet it is far
more than an illustration, for Paul emerges in Badiou’s thought as exemplary
instance of the event and its procedures of truth.34 Paul identifies and names
31. Low – key despite his various statements – the future as ‘radical and systemic
break’ (Jameson 2005, p. 228) and disruption as ‘the name for a new discursive strategy’
(Jameson 2005, p. 231).
32. Jameson 2005, p. 231; emphasis mine.
33. Jameson 2005, pp. 147–8.
34. Badiou 2003b; Badiou 1997; Badiou 2006a; Badiou 1988. Alongside love, art, science
and politics, one can trace the ghostly presence of a fifth, theological procedure of truth
in Badiou’s thought. See further Boer 2009b, pp. 155–204. For an astute engagement from
New Testament studies, see Welborn 2009.
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an event – the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth – which becomes for him the
truth. Around this truth forms a militant movement made up of subjects called
by the event and characterised by fidelity to the truth Paul names. Badiou offers
two unique developments to the notion of kairós we have encountered thus far.
To begin with, an event can never be apprehended directly, for it becomes a
truth only if it is named as such (although the two are inseparable). Thus Paul
comes after the ‘fact’ of Christ’s resurrection,35 identifies it as something unique
and extra-numerary, and thereby establishes that truth-event. As with any event
in the four zones of politics, science, art and love, it leaves in its wake linguistic
traces, like the strange and wonderful detritus after a roadside picnic, or what
Badiou calls procedures of truth.36 In other words, the event itself may be a specific moment of kairós, but its procedures becomes the new, intensified kairological period that follows. The second development will have ramifications for
the discussion of ákairos below, for the event itself is unexpected and incalculable, crashing into our mundane reality to rearrange the very coordinates of
that reality. One cannot earn an event through hard work and planning, predict
it through careful calculation, assume it is inevitable or indeed that history will
be on one’s side. Does not this unexpected dimension of the event break from
the biblical heritage of o kairós as the designated time of the end? Although one
may identify a potential excess that does threaten to break away, in Badiou’s
formulation that unexpectedness fits in rather well with the biblical adage to
keep watch, for one knows not the day or hour (Matthew 25:13).
I have left Ernst Bloch until last, for he offers one of the most sustained reflections on kairós and tries to push beyond the biblical heritage of the term. He
does so in two ways. The first is via a dialectical relation between novum and
ultimum, while the second concerns his focus on realised eschatology and the
miracle. As for novum and ultimum, which together function as a succinct definition of his approach to utopia, a few crucial pages of The Principle of Hope37
outline what he means. The semantic cluster of novum concerns what is new,
fresh, unheard of, novel and revolutionary. Bloch’s own definition comes in his
usual thought-twisting style: ‘the still unbecome total goal-content [noch ungewordenen totalen Zielinhalts]’.38 Let me exegete this statement for a moment.
35. I write ‘fact’ here within quotation marks, for the problematic feature of Badiou’s
engagement with Paul is that the crucial event of the resurrection is for him a ‘fable’.
36. The pure event – or ‘events’ since the event is multiple and not one – can never be
apprehended directly. It can be identified only via the proclamation of a truth, that is, via
its consequences. So also with Badiou’s other key moments – May ‘68, the mathematical
discoveries of Cohen, Gödel and Fraenkel, the breakthrough of Galileo, the poetry of
Mallarmé, or the simple words ‘I love you’ – are always inadequate names for an event
that has been.
37. Bloch 1995, pp. 200–5; Bloch 1985a, pp. 230–5.
38. Bloch 1995, p. 202; Bloch 1985a, p. 233.
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Out of the two crucial elements in the novum – possibility and finality – the first
is embodied in the curious phrase ‘still unbecome’. Possibility is, then, the opening up of the future, which is not merely still coming, nor indeed has it become
reality: it is incomplete, has not yet become reality, has still to become such a
real future. Thus it is open and unbecome. As for finality, the phrase ‘total goalcontent’ captures the sense of fixing on a goal in that opened-up future, or as
Bloch puts it, the ‘goal determination of the human will’.39 Bloch characterises
the novum as both possible and final, open to the future and fixed on a goal
for which it strives again and again, in order to contrast it with innovation for
its own sake, the endless, repetitive and frenzied parade of fashions, each one
claiming to be revolutionary – like those toothbrushes that are ‘revolutionary’
in design and yet all seem to be the same. And that is Bloch’s point, especially
against Bergson: change for the sake of change is but more of the same and
falls into the logic of capitalist marketing, the need for perpetual turnover, builtin obsolescence and the generation of artificial needs (such as shoes for every
conceivable activity). Against the pseudo-novum, the genuine novum is nothing
other than the horizon of utopia.
However, the most effective way to overcome such a pseudo-novum of endless
and meaningless repetition is to link the novum with the ultimum. For Bloch,
the ultimum designates what is last and highest, consistent with its basic Latin
meaning. Ultimum includes within its semantic field what is furthest, the most
remote, the last and the end, but also what is the highest and greatest, as well as
the goal. On its own, the ultimum has had quite a career, designating not merely
the traditional category of ontological transcendence, but also the doctrine of the
last thing, whether that is Jewish and Christian eschatology, the Heraclitean and
Stoic doctrine of world conflagration or indeed Hegel. It becomes, then, either
the self-sufficient prime mover that is beyond the world or it evokes the eschatological end of history. The catch with the first is that the ultimum is removed
from history; with the second, the invocation of the last thing becomes a reversion to the first thing. Bloch is perpetually on his guard against such reactionary
senses of the end of history, where we just return to where we began; the omega
becomes the alpha and the whole cycle begins again. For these reasons, the ultimum needs the novum.
Now the two terms converge on temporal kairós, especially when they become
the ‘the highest newness [höchste Neuheit]’.40 The perpetual search for the new
comes to its last and highest point in the ultimum; the possibility opened up by
the novum realises its goal in the ultimum. In dialectical terms, if the ultimum
releases the novum from repetition, then the novum frees the ultimum from a
39. Bloch 1995, p. 202; Bloch 1985a, p. 232.
40. Bloch 1995, p. 203; Bloch 1985a, p. 233.
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reactionary return to origins and the retreat into the un-moved mover. Or as
Bloch puts it, ‘the newness in the Ultimum really triumphs by means of its total
leap out of everything [totalen Sprungs aus allem] that has previously existed’.41
Not a bad definition of kairós – a complete leap out of all that has gone before
into something entirely new.
As far as the biblical terminology of kairós is concerned, Bloch stresses that it
both a realised eschatology and embodied in the miracle, all of which relies on the
fact that kairós is inseparable from the message and mission of Jesus of Nazareth.
Kairós is the urgency not merely of apocalyptic anticipation, but of the reality of
apocalypse brought about in Jesus himself. Bloch explicates the core New Testament sense of kairós as ‘the measure is full, the time complete’42 here and now:
‘Jesus preached of Kairós, of time which is fulfilled and which is consequently
mediated by and through history’.43 This kairós is at the forefront of Jesus’s message, full of apocalyptic and thereby utopian realisation, and in his miracles, which
embody such a rupturing kairós within them at each moment they are enacted.44
Indeed, in terms that anticipate both Benjamin and later Jameson, miracle is a
concrete definition of kairós and thereby of how Christ might be understood.
Miracle is a ‘blasting apart of the accustomed status quo’, a ‘formal point of interruption’ that is absolutely good, and, in a convergence of Bloch’s comments on
utopia as novum and ultimum, a leap ‘which stems from explosive religion [den
vom Sprengglauben herstammenden]’.45 For Bloch at least, kairós leads us straight
to the core of utopia. Yet, this kairological utopia also bears a strong element of
unexpectedness and unnacountability (more than Badiou). That is, the novum et
ultimum, the eschatological miracle, may in some respects be seen as untimely,
one that is out of place with the accumstomed coordinates of existence. This
dimension will become vital in the treatment of ákairos.
We are all children of kairós, it would seem, even if the specific ways of articulating kairós vary from one to the other. Blast, flash, time that remains, creative
tip of the arrow of time, the moment of bending transcendence to immanence,
fulfilment, apocalypse, rupture, event as laicised grace, novum and ultimum,
miracle – they are all variations on a persistent biblical motif. Three key elements run through each of the proposals considered: kairós is resolutely temporal, and it designates both a specific moment of ruptural crisis and a period
of opportune, revolutionary time. Some also (Benjamin, Agamben, Negri)
emphasise the contrast with abstract, mechanical time, cast in terms of ch/kronos
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.

Ibid.
Bloch 1972, p. 135; Bloch 1968, p. 181.
Bloch 1995, p. 1264; Bloch 1985a, p. 1492.
Bloch 1995, pp. 1303–11; Bloch 1985a, pp. 1540–50.
Bloch 1995, pp. 1306–7; Bloch 1985a, pp. 1544–5.

Kairós • 219

versus kairós. Only with Bloch did we note a possibility of breaking from this
biblical dependence.

Eschatology
At this point I would like to reinterrogate kairós, for it has not yet told us everything. But before doing so, I need to make a slight excursus in order to deal with
eschatology. There are two reasons for doing so: to fill in some of the background
to kairós (as a temporal term); and to deal with the perennial problem of the
relation between Marxism and eschatology, a problem that has caused more
than one hard-nosed Marxist to squirm and shuffle.
As we saw earlier, o kairós, ‘the time’, is the preferred New Testament term
for the end times with its trials and tribulations; others include ‘day of judgement’, ‘armageddon’, ‘the millennium’ and so on. However, that term has its
own background in the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament) themes of eschatology,
messianism and apocalyptic; more of those in a moment. As far as Marxism is
concerned, how often do we hear the charge that it is a secularised Jewish and/
or Christian eschatology? From the time of Nikolai Berdyaev and Karl Löwith
at least, the claim has grown in authority from countless restatements.46 It has
become such a commonplace that as soon as one raises the question of Marxism and religion in a gathering, at least one person will jump at the bait and
insist that Marxism is a form of secularised eschatology (or messianism, the term
so many use erroneously). These proponents argue that Jewish and Christian
thought has influenced the Marxist narrative of history, which is but a pale copy
of its original: the evils of the present age with its alienation and exploitation
(sin) will be overcome by the proletariat (collective redeemer), who will usher
in a glorious new age when sin is overcome, the unjust are punished and the
righteous inherit the Earth. Most of the time, the argument is used as ammunition in the hands of conservative and liberal critics, but apostate Marxists such
as Berdyaev and Kolakowski add to the chorus of voices proclaiming that there is
a dreadfully smelly theological corpse under the floorboards. Unfortunately, the
response of Marxists to such criticism has been to increase the distance between
Marxism and its Jewish or Christian heritage, to expunge any last vestiges of that
46. Berdyaev 1937; Löwith 1949; see also Kolakowski 1981, pp. 372–5, and, from a virulent right-wing perspective, see Rothbard 1990. For a more Jewish angle, see Fischman
1991, pp. 94–108. The most dreadful and perhaps honest version of this argument is that,
since religious belief was so fundamental to people’s worldviews at the time, Marx and
Engels were hedging their bets in case Christianity proved to be right. This came as
a comment to a paper I had delivered on Christian communism in the work of Rosa
Luxemburg and Karl Kautsky.
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dreaded religious heritage. That response is wrong-headed, it seems to me, for it
allows the enemy to determine the field of battle.
I would rather choose my own battleground, and in doing so, I make three
points. First, eschatology is first and foremost a genre of biblical literature, where
we find that it must be distinguished from messianism and apocalyptic. Second,
Marx and Engels did not derive historical materialism from any Jewish or Christian form of eschatology, or indeed from messianism or apocalyptic. Third, the
explicit connection between Marxism and eschatology comes later, especially at
the hands of Ernst Bloch. I shall deal with each point in turn.
As far as eschatology is concerned, I need to do some basic ground-clearing,
for there is a woeful tendency in much recent philosophical writing to mangle
terms that are quite distinct – eschatology, messianism and apocalyptic are
assumed to mean roughly the same thing, namely, the destruction of this age
and the inauguration of a new one.47 In light of this situation, we need to pause
for a few moments and offer some terminological clarity, for they are distinct
categories, with their own characteristics, although seeping into each other at
the edges.48 And I stress that although they are taken as theological and philosophical categories,49 if not worldviews and social phenomena (although ‘millenarianism’ usually does its duty, here), eschatology, apocalyptic and messianism
are primarily literary categories, genres of biblical and extra-biblical literature in
their own right.

47. Walter Benjamin, Ernst Bloch, Giorgio Agamben and Slavoj Žižek are all guilty
of gleefully mixing these terms, as are their numerous commentators. Throw in the
phenomenologists of the ‘theological turn’ in France – Michel Henry, Jean-Luc Nancy,
Jean-Luis Chrétien, Jean-Luc Marion and so on – and we have an epidemic.
48. The following discussion fills out the brief outlines in Boer 2007a, pp. 99–101 and
Boer 2009b, pp. 189–91.
49. The most significant efforts to construct theological systems on eschatology come
from those hangovers of German theological dominance, Wolfhart Pannenberg and
Jürgen Moltmann. They have tried to argue that eschatology is not about the future from
the standpoint of the past or present, but that it is about the future from the standpoint
of the future. So, present and past are drawn into the future rather than the future
becoming a result of the past and present. While Moltmann’s theology is one of hope,
Pannenberg’s seeks an eschatological ontology in which God’s being cannot be separated
from his rule. Given that assumption, if the kingdom is an eschatological reality, then
God must be understood in an eschatological fashion. Perhaps the best way of explaining
Pannenberg’s take is as follows: imagine a huge library representing your life with each
book a narration of that life from a specific point in time; you can pick up any book and
read your story ‘from that point’. That is the eschatological rationality. We can know it
only in the future but it turns out to be retroactively applied throughout time. In short,
such an eschatological perspective is ‘ontologically’ retroactive. Needless to say, both
Moltmann and Pennenberg are a long way from biblical categories. See Moltmann 1965;
Moltmann 1974; Moltmann 1996; Moltmann 1999a; Moltmann 1999b; Moltmann 2000b;
Pannenberg 1969; Pannenberg 1991–3; Pannenberg 2002. See also Mostert 2002, pp. 129,
152–82. Many thanks to Mark Crees for guidance on these matters.
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Some rapid definitions:50 the word eschatology was an invention of German
biblical scholarship of the nineteenth century51 and it designates a distinct category of literature and thought. Out of our three terms, it is both the broadest
category and probably the earliest. Its concern is with the transition in the near
future from the present undesirable age to another that is qualitatively better,
a shift from hardship to peace and plenty. In all cases, it is Yahweh, the main
god of the Hebrew Bible, who brings in the better world. Even though we might
describe the well-known feature of the promised land as an eschatological motif
(and in many circumstances it has functioned in precisely this fashion), it is only
with the prophetic literature that eschatology emerges as a distinct genre.
A few examples, from Isaiah 35, 42 and 61:
Behold, the former things have come to pass,
and new things I now declare;
before they spring forth I tell you of them.52
Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened,
and the ears of the deaf unstopped;
then shall the lame man leap like a hart,
and the tongue of the dumb sing for joy.
For waters shall break forth in the wilderness,
and streams in the desert;
the burning sand shall become a pool,
and the thirsty ground springs of water.53
The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me,
because the Lord has anointed me
to bring good tidings to the poor;
he has sent me to bind up the broken-hearted,
to proclaim liberty to the captives,
and the opening of the prison to those who are bound;
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour,
and the day of vengeance of our God.54
50. The literature on these terms is rather large, to say the least, but good starting
points are Reventlow (ed.) 1999 and Braaten and Jenson (eds.) 2002.
51. See Caird 1980, who gives a good account of the history and uses of the term, although
his suggestion that it is a metaphorical way of providing a theological interpretation of
history betrays his own heavy and lamentable theological tendencies. See also Schweitzer
1998, the classic New Testament study from a century ago which argues that Jesus should
be understood as an apocalyptic figure. This argument, picked up by theologians such
as Moltmann and Pannenberg, leads directly, I would suggest, to the near-cult status of
eschatology as a theological framework for contemporary theology.
52. Isaiah 42:9.
53. Isaiah 35:5–7.
54. Isaiah 61:1–2.
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Stretches of texts such as these appear throughout the various prophetic texts in
the Hebrew Bible, and the generic markers are quite clear: Yahweh’s agency, the
word of the prophet, an emphasis on the process of ending social, economic and
bodily ills, the emergence of a new age of freedom and plenty and an unavoidable use of figurative language, or, as I have argued elsewhere, the inescapable
use of mythological language.55
Messianism, too-often regarded as a defining feature of eschatology, is usually assumed by biblical scholars to be a subset of eschatology. In this case a
particular individual, divinely appointed and directed, brings about the transition from old to new. The messiah, or ‘the anointed one’, is in the earlier material mostly a royal figure based around the figure of King David, but then later,
especially at Qumran in the Dead Sea Scrolls, we find royal, priestly and possibly
a prophetic messiah for whom Moses, Aaron and Elijah become the models. Of
course the Christians will claim Jesus as messiah as well, but by this stage messianic eschatology is much more highly developed and depends very much on
the saviour figure.
One more example:
There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse,
and a branch shall grow out of his roots.
And the spirit of Yahweh shall rest upon him,
the spirit of wisdom and understanding,
the spirit of counsel and might,
the spirit of knowledge and the fear of Yahweh.
He shall not judge by what his eyes see,
Or decide by what his ears hear;
But with righteousness he shall judge the poor,
And decide with equity for the meek of the earth;
And he shall smite the earth with the rod of his mouth,
And with the breath of his lips he shall slay the wicked.56

A distinct logic connects eschatology and messianism, for if God brings about
the eschaton, then he may as well delegate the task to a chosen individual. And
yet, I want to hold on to the difference, for it seems to me that one of the distinct problems with religions such as Christianity and Judaism is their reliance
on messiahs or saviour figures, or what has become known as the cult of personality.57 In other words, I can see some value in eschatology, but far less in
messianism.
55. Boer 2009d.
56. Isaiah 11:1–4.
57. See Boer 2007a, pp. 433–5.
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The final genre is apocalyptic. Although it also has at base the move from old to
new, here we have a body of revealed knowledge [apocalyptein, in Greek] about
the end times; efforts at very specific calculations of the end, usually through calendars and numerology; a dualism between good and evil, between God and the
devil and a host of angels and demons; an esoteric method of interpreting the
sacred scriptures to find hidden messages; the destruction of the present age and
the inauguration of a completely new one (the ‘New Jerusalem’); and an overly
metaphoric language that provides a coded narrative of the end times.
Although there is one full apocalyptic text in the Hebrew Bible, the Book of
Daniel, and one in the New Testament, the Apocalypse or Revelation, we find a
plethora of this literature in extra-canonical texts, at Qumran and in the period
of the New Testament. While apocalyptic is intriguing as a genre of literature
and at times of political action, I am as sceptical about its benefits as I am concerning messianism, if only because of the reactionary crackpots who engage in
apocalyptic speculation today. A deeper reason lies in the radical dependence
of apocalyptic on divine intervention and the absolute necessity of the saviour
or redeemer figure. All the same, apocalyptic is not completely without virtue,
for it cranks up the expectation of the end, rendering it imminent rather than
off in a somewhat distant future. Yet, while such fervour for the end means you
cannot get comfortable in the present age, it is also notorious for failed predictions and futile political action that expects God to arrive with his chariots
and horsemen.
On one level, we can understand eschatology as the base category, the primary
genre of which messianism and apocalyptic are both derivatives and sub-genres
that developed subsequently.58 Or, at least, this is the case with the Hebrew Bible
(Old Testament), for by the time of the New Testament – from where the dominant perception of kairós begins its influential career – the apocalyptic element
had come to the fore, sweeping up eschatology and messianism within itself in
the figure of Jesus.

58. One might object that I have fudged the meaning of eschatology: does the
term not signal a concern with the end, with the eschaton? In this sense it comes
closer to apocalyptic. The snare lies, however, in the mix of Hebrew and Greek terms.
Eschatology and apocalyptic are derived from Greek, whereas messianism is a Hebrew
term (mashiakh). To be consistent, either we need Hebrew terms for all three – perhaps
the genres of the nabi, messiah, and ro’eh, or prophet, messiah and seer – or we need
Greek terms, such as eschatology, Christology and apocalyptic. If it came to the crunch,
I would prefer the Hebrew terms, not least because Christology (Christos is the closest
Greek term to mashiakh) is just a little too overloaded. Yet, the ‘prophetic’ has a host
of other associations that would take too much labour to overcome, so I will stay with
the accepted terminology, save to emphasise that ‘eschatology’ designates not so much
speculation about the time after the end, as the process itself, albeit figuratively.
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I have stressed that these are literary genres first, that they refer to types of
literature. Genres, of course, do not exist in isolation, the mere whim of writers’
imaginations. They relate in all manner of complex patterns to worldviews, or
rather, to ideological frameworks that both generate and give voice to the aspirations of various groups, political movements and even classes that overlap and
bleed into one another – so also with eschatology, messianism and apocalyptic. With an influential text such as the Bible, the situation becomes even more
delectably complex: although in their initial forms, these genres of literature may
transmit the ideological frameworks of certain groups and classes (who are now
lost in the fog of history, even though biblical scholars carry on their unending
and often fruitless task of trying to identify what these groups might have been),
they have also had the effect of gathering collectives around the texts, generating
a host of subsequent religious and political movements with real historical effect.
For whatever enlightened or misguided reasons, these figurative and mythological texts have had and continue to have historical repercussions, inspiring one
after another group to claim that the messiah has arrived or will arrive tomorrow, or to proclaim that Armageddon will happen on Tuesday next week.
I have given these matters some attention, since some clarity is sorely needed,
especially in Marxist engagements with these categories. But that leads me to
my second topic, the alleged influence of biblical and theological eschatology
on Marx and Engels. Like so many others, did Marx and Engels take some of
the strands of this influential tradition and weave them into their own work?
Despite all the smug assertions that they did, the answer to that question is a
resounding negative. Let me summarise the main points of that answer:59 Marx
actually studied the key prophetic Book of Isaiah – a major eschatological biblical
text – in 1839 under Bruno Bauer at the Friedrich Wilhelm University. The previous year Bauer had written an extensive work on the Hebrew Bible,60 but the last
thing Bauer would have been teaching Marx was an eschatological understanding
of Isaiah. Both the developing tradition of critical German biblical scholarship
and Bauer’s own growing argument concerning the false particularity of religion
(over against free self-consciousness) forestalled any eschatological interpretation – which was, after all, the traditional one of the church. As for Engels, he
had been a devout Reformed (Calvinist) Christian in his youth, read the New
Testament in Greek, and was keenly interested in the raging debates over biblical interpretation. Even more, he was fascinated by the Book of Revelation in
the New Testament. However, a close reading of his engagements with that text
show that he systematically negated the apocalyptic reading of history that such
a text has generated from generation to generation. Instead, Engels deals with it
59. For the detail of the argument presented here in summary, see Boer 2012, pp. 124–5,
284–92, 317–18.
60. Bauer 1838.
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playfully,61 appropriates it satirically,62 and uses its language to express his own
growing self-awareness that he was leaving behind the faith of his youth.63 The
telling piece of evidence that Engels was not the conduit for eschatological or
apocalyptic themes in Marxism is his later engagement with the Book of Revelation. By the 1850s, Engels, following Bauer, argued that it was a purely historical
text, giving us a window into early Christianity before the elaborate theological
formulae and high-sounding ideas. Indeed, he dismisses any historical residue of
the text: ‘All this has now lost its interest, except for ignorant persons who may
still try to calculate the day of the last judgment’.64
All this is very well, it may be argued; Marx and Engels may not have consciously appropriated an eschatological perspective on history, but they may
still have absorbed such a perspective by osmosis, as it were. The trap with that
objection is that Marx and Engels consciously set themselves against the prevailing form of socialism at the time, which was decidedly religious and deeply
eschatological. That socialism, which they first encountered as it filtered across
the border from France, was, as we saw earlier (in Chapter Two) of a distinctly
Christian type. These early socialists argued that the original form of Christianity
was communist – as found in the legendary accounts of Acts 2:44–5 and 4:32–5
where the early communities had ‘all things in common’ – and sought to transform Christianity’s teachings into codes of ethics without all the supernatural
trappings.
So we find Saint-Simon’s critique of capitalism tied in with an argument that
both the Protestant Reformation and medieval Catholicism had distorted the
nature of early Christianity, which was really a religion of brotherly love and
not a dualistic one that elevated heaven and debased earth. Despite the inevitable fractions in the movement after Saint-Simon’s death, defections to Fourier and ill-fated efforts to usher in the new age, this type of early socialism
heavily influenced some German radicals, such as Heinrich Heine, August von
Cieskowski and Moses Hess.65 As we saw earlier, it also influenced some of the
early leaders of the German communist movement, much to Marx’s and Engels’s
chagrin – Hermann Kriege, Karl Grün, Gottfried Kinkel and Wilhelm Weitling.
In reply, Marx and Engels consciously opposed the apocalyptic flavour of this
early communism, especially as it entered Germany through Moses Hess. In his
Die Heilige Geschichte der Menschheit and Europäische Trierarchie, Hess both

61.
62.
63.
64.
65.

Engels 1839c; Engels 1839d; Engels 1841a; Engels 1841b.
Engels 1842a; Engels 1842b.
Engels 1842c, pp. 238–40; Engels 1842d, pp. 312–14.
Engels 1883a, p. 117; Engels 1883b, p. 15. See further Boer 2010b.
See especially Breckman 1999, pp. 131–76.
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introduced communism to Germany and gave it a distinctly apocalyptic tone.66
His widely read Europäische Trierarchie proposed that the fusion of the Young
Hegelian criticism of theology, French socialist politics and English industrial
materialism would bring about the total collapse of the existing order and usher
in a new age. For Marx and Engels, this approach to communism was off with
the pixies and had nothing to do with the realities of political organisation.
How then did the connection between Marxism and eschatology take place?
Moses Hess soon faded from view in the history of Marxism, so it was left to none
other than Ernst Bloch to make explicit a connection with which Walter Benjamin was playing in his own idiosyncratic fashion.67 Bloch drew from the Bible
the various eschatological, messianic and apocalyptic strains into what he called
‘warm Marxism’. For Bloch, they gave expression to a deep utopian longing, a
hope for a better world no matter how forlorn that hope may be. Any reader of
his magnum opus, The Principle of Hope,68 or that fascinating Marxist interpretation of the Bible, Atheism in Christianity,69 will soon come across myriad biblical
references, allusions and extended treatments of texts. And the reader will also
meet the argument that biblical eschatology is the forerunner of Marxism, the
atheism of which is the logical and historical outcome of the deep impetus of the
Bible itself. Let me be perfectly clear: Bloch does not recognise the underlying
biblical eschatology of Marxism and seek to make it a virtue; instead he is the
first to make this connection in an extraordinary tour de force, thereby setting
that connection on its path.70
I have tarried with eschatology for a time and soon we will be able to resume
our journey with kairós. But what I have sought to do is fill out some of the
background to the way kairós came to designate the end times in the New
66. Hess 1837, 1841, 2004. See the excellent discussion of Hess in Kouvelakis 2003,
pp. 121–66.
67. A precursor to Bloch’s warm Marxism may be found in Anatoly Lunacharsky,
comrade of Lenin, God-builder and first Commissar for Enlightenment after the
Russian Revolution. God-building proposed a place for enthusiasm, feeling, the gods
as utopian ideals of potential human achievement and appropriation of the Christian
socialist tradition, all of which was embodied in the Revolution. However, since Lenin
had condemned God-building in his debate with Lunacharsky in the first decade of the
twentieth century, the latter’s project fell into official disrepute and his two-volume
Religion and Socialism (1908, 1911) was not republished – ‘officially’, since at an unofficial
level Lunacharsky held to most of his positions after the Revolution. Due to this publishing
non-history, the works disappeared from view and Bloch had to rediscover many of the
themes proposed by Lunacharsky all over again. For a full discussion, see Boer 2013a.
68. Bloch 1995; Bloch 1985a.
69. Bloch 1972; Bloch 1968.
70. The embarrassment over Bloch’s overt appropriation of eschatological themes
has contributed to the avoidance of Bloch by many hard-nosed Marxists. The exception
here is Daniel and Moylan 1997, although Peter Thompson’s new Bloch centre at the
University of Sheffield will hopefully overcome the continuing neglect of Bloch.
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Testament – that is, through the connection with eschatology, messianism and
apocalyptic. At the same time, I have taken the opportunity to debunk some misconceptions about the supposed debts of Marx and Engels to a secularised form
of Jewish and/or Christian eschatology, as well as indicate where the explicit
connection was in fact made. That point was, of course, Ernst Bloch; his work
opened up the possibility of appropriating kairós into Marxist thought.

Ákairos
But now it is time to return to kairós itself, which needs to be subjected to a few
more searching questions. Despite the strength of the biblical kairological tradition, this provides a limited picture of the dimensions of kairós. In particular, the
biblical heritage serves to conceal a range of class and economic traces that are
associated with the term. So in order to identify those traces, I shall take a step
beyond this biblical legacy and widen our search to consider the Greek context
of kairós.
When I first began chasing down kairós, so that, puffing and cornered, it would
finally tell me the full story, I undertook the simplest of exercises. I began with a
comprehensive lexicon of New Testament Greek, where of course the temporal
senses of kairós we encountered earlier were laid out with an impressive range
of examples. But then I reached across to a lexicon of classical Greek, its page
corners darkened with finger oils from many years of leafing through its pages.
A cursory glance seemed to confirm the familiar sense I had uncovered earlier:
kairós appears initially as a temporal term, designating the right, critical and
proper time or season. But now the deeper implications and associations of the
word’s semantic cluster began to emerge. For the word has deeper economic
undertones, which come to the surface with difficulty: in a largely agricultural
economy, kairós indicates the right season for planting or reaping, with a particular emphasis on the time that the fruit is ripe, so much so that kairós also
bears the sense of fruitfulness and advantage.
All the same, we are still in familiar territory, dealing with time and its permutations. Along with philosophical commentary, biblical exegesis and theological
elaboration, this delving into classical Greece seems to confirm the sense that
kairós designates the right time and a time of crisis. But now my search, moving
deeper into this territory, began to bump into one surprise after another. The
first of these was that kairós is not only a term of time but also of place, indeed
that the spatial sense is earlier.71 And in this spatial sense, kairós designates what
is in or at the right place, particularly in terms of the body. Kairós and especially
71. Rickert 2007, pp. 72–3.
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its adjective, kaírios, designate a vital part of the body. For example in Homer’s
Iliad, the adjective is used to mark the right place on the body for an arrow to
find its mark. And in the works of Pindar, Aeschylus and Euripides, the word
means a target, especially on the body in battle: it is the point where a weapon
can inflict the most damage.72
So now we have an extended sense of kairós, one that goes well beyond time.
Even more, both temporal and spatial meanings of the term find their basis in
the sense of measure, proportion or fitness. As time, kairós is then a distinct
measure or the appropriateness of time – the exact, critical and opportune time.
As place, it becomes measured space, as well as the way space is proportioned,
preferably ‘correctly’ when one refers to the body where everything is in its right
place. Given the distinctly masculine dominance of Greek culture, especially of
elite, ruling class males, it takes little imagination to see that such a kairological, that is, properly proportioned body, would be a male body, athletic, warlike and virile. One gains a distinct sense that kairós actually refers to what is
in its right place and time, duly measured, appropriate and opportune. Indeed,
although kairós takes on a range of meanings – convenience, decorum, due measure, fitness, fruit, occasion, profit, proportion, propriety, symmetry, tact, wise
moderation, as well as opportunity, balance, harmony, right and/or proper time,
opening, timeliness – the semantic cluster coalesces around the idea of what is
duly measured and proportional; in short, the right time and right place.73
Not quite the sense of kairós to which we have become accustomed, for its
deeper sense concerns measure, proportion and harmony. However, I am interested in uncovering the economic and class dimensions of kairós. In order to
identify those features we must follow a path through two further dimensions
of kairós, namely, the expansion of its sense to a universal category or law, and
its concern with the harmony of opposites. As for expansion, let us begin with
Hesiod, in which agriculture unfolds to include economics. In that agricultural
text par excellence, Works and Days, Hesiod writes: ‘Observe due measure, and
proportion (kairós) is best in all things’.74 Here, kairós means the right season of
the year for planting, cultivating and harvesting crops and fruit. But it also indicates the right place, due to soil, landform and amount of moisture, for planting
a particular crop or orchard. However, note that kairós inescapably bears an economic sense, for the business of agriculture is not merely concerned with soils
and seasons and the right practice, but also and fundamentally with economics.

72. See Onians 1973, pp. 343–7; Rickert 2007, p. 72.
73. See further Rickert 2007; R. Thompson 2000, p. 75; Kinneavy 1983; Carter 1988;
Untersteiner 1954; Enos 1976, p. 44; Sipiora 2002.
74. Hesiod 1973, p. 81; cited in Rickert 2007, p. 72.
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Two further examples illustrate a far greater expansion of kairós. Thus, Plato
writes in The Laws:
Pleasure and pain, you see, flow like two springs released by nature. If a man
draws the right amount from the right one at the right time, he lives a happy
life; but if he draws unintentionally at the wrong time [ektos tōn kairōn], his
life will be rather different. State and individual and every living being are on
the same footing here.75

As with Hesiod, due measure and proportion are invoked here, now in terms of
a harmony of opposites, in which one draws appropriately from pleasure and
pain in relation to individual happiness. The key, however, lies with the last sentence, for Plato indicates that kairós applies not merely to individual life, but
also to the state and ‘every living being’, an expansion that includes medicine,
navigation, sex and universal harmony.76 A further example comes a little earlier from the Pythagoreans, for whom kairós embodies a universal law in which
opposites, ‘bound together by harmony, give life to the universe’.77 Kairós has
expanded its sense considerably, for now it is a law of the universe, if not crucial
to the creation of that universe in the resolution of the tension between form
and matter.78
Already we have moved to the question of conflict and resolution, the second
step on the path to the economic and class dimensions of kairós. As we have
just seen, in both Plato and those upon whom he relied, the Pythagorans, kairós
involves a doctrine of the harmony of opposites. While Plato speaks of pleasure
and pain, Pythagoreans such as Empedocles were concerned with the opposites
of form and matter, odd and even, right and left, limited and unlimited – all of
them embodied in the fundamental conflict of monad and dyad. The universe
could be generated only through the resolution of this conflict.79
So kairós now involves a universal principle focused on the balance or harmony
of opposites. Yet, given this fuller meaning, a question lurks in the shadows of this
classical kairós: what is its opposite? Not chonos, and thereby chronological, measured and dominating time – the position emphasised in Benjamin, Agamben and
Negri, and indeed a standard opposition in most philosophies of time. In classical
Greek, merged chronos-kronos became a byword for an old fool or dotard, especially
in the comedies of Aristophanes. As a proper name, Kronos is, as is well known,
the father of Zeus; but he also designates that period before the current era, the
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.

Plato 1970, p. 62; Laws I: 636d–e. See also Foucault 1985, pp. 57–9.
Eskin 2002.
Untersteiner 1954, pp. 110–11.
Carter 1988, p. 102.
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distant past which may be either a golden age or the dark ages, depending on
one’s perspective.
Instead of chronos-kronos, the opposite of kairós is determined by a series of
prepositions: in the text from Plato quoted above, we have already seen that the
opposite of kairós is ektos tōn kairōn, without or far from kairós, or simply wrong.
Other prepositional opposites include apó kairoû, away or far from kairós; parà
kairón, to the side of or contrary to kairós; pró kairoû, before kairós or prematurely; kairoû péra, beyond measure, out of proportion and unfit. These senses
all bear the weight of what is outside the zone of kairós, untimely and out of
place. And all of them may be gathered under ákairos. If kairós designates the
well-timed, opportune and well-placed, then ákairos means the ill-timed, inopportune and displaced. I cannot emphasise enough how important this opposite of kairós is: over against measure we have beyond measure; timely versus
untimely; in the right place versus the wrong place. One who is ákairos is in the
wrong place at the wrong time.
Kairós has by now considerable expanded from its temporal sense, now designating space, universal law in which the resolution of opposites is crucial, and
being opposed by ákairos. In light of these developments, it becomes possible to
identify the economic and class dimensions of kairós and ákairos. In order to do
so, we must ask: due measure, timeliness, harmony and universal law for whom
and for what purpose? The answer begins with Wood, who has made clear in
regard to Plato that he embodies the thought of an aristocratic and anti-democratic elite, in short a ruling class ideology.80 A characteristic feature of such an
ideology is the claim that its own particular perspective is applicable to all, that
it is a universal law. A further dimension in our search for the class dimensions
of kairós involves an unwitting insight by Kinneavy, who was instrumental in
recovering kairós as a term in recent debates over ethics and rhetoric. Asked
whether kairós is a political term, Kinneavy responds:
In its origins it was. As a matter of fact, you may remember that the symbolic reference was to kairos as a god. He was a god in Greece, and he was
represented as a young man, a student at the two-year, kind of junior-college
preparation they had for policing and for war.81

But what kind of young man does this god represent? Here Aristotle, true to the
spirit of his teacher Plato, provides the best definition. Such education is appropriate not for persons of low tastes, who are the vast majority: ‘The utter vulgarity of the herd of men comes out in their preference for the sort of existence a
80. Wood 1997, pp. 142–3; 2008, pp. 50–98.
81. R. Thompson 2000, p. 79; see also Kinneavy 1983, p. 93.
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cow leads’.82 In other words, only ruling class males, precisely Plato’s and
Aristotle’s students, if not of every philosopher-teacher,83 are capable of philosophical reflection, rhetorical training and political leadership, thereby excluding slaves, peasants, artisans and women. Yet this particular ideology is assumed
to be universal, applicable also to those members of the vulgar herd.
At this point a connection opens up between kairós-ákairos and a wider series
of moral, class and economic oppositions, each of which favours one term over
another. As Ste. Croix has shown, the apparently innocent Platonic question,
‘what is good [agathós]?’ is far from innocent. It has distinctly class assumptions,
in which ‘good’ designates the values of the ruling, propertied class and ‘bad’
[kakós] those of the ruled. Overlapping with good vs. bad are a host of other
terms that reveal the intersections between politics, class, ethics and even physical appearance: wealthy vs. poor, noble vs. ignoble, brave vs. cowardly, wellborn vs. ill-born, blessed vs. cursed, lucky vs. unlucky, upright vs. lowly, elite vs.
masses, pillars of society vs. dregs, beautiful vs. ugly.84 Within this constellation
the opposition of kairós and ákairos finds its home, if not the organising principle itself.85 Thus, the harmony of opposites is a harmony from the perspective
of the ruling class in which an apparent harmony is actually the domination of
one term over another. The universal law of kairós becomes the claim of a particular perspective to universal status at the expense of others.86
It has become apparent that kairós has a rather unsavoury class sense.
The body out of proportion, one that is ‘ugly’, is also the body of the poor,
exploited majority of Greek society – what, following Negri, we might call the
82. Aristotle 1955, p. 30; Eth. Nic. 1.5; see also pp. 309–10; Eth. Nic. 10.9.
83. For the importance of kairós as a principle of teaching such students, see the
discussion of Isocrates in Sipiora 2002, p. 14.
84. See Ste. Croix 2006, pp. 338–9, who provides a host of related terms: oi tas ousias
echontes, plousioi, pacheis, eudaimones, gnōrimoi, eugeneis, dunatoi, dunatōtatoi, kaloi
kagathoi, chrēstoi, esthloi, aristoi, beltistoi, dexiōtatoi, charientes, epieikeis – all for the
‘good’ propertied classes; for the ‘bad’ unpropertied classes we have oi penētes, aporoi,
ptōchoi, hoi polloi, to plēthos, o ochlos, o dēmos, oi dēmotikoi, mochthēroi, ponēroi, deiloi,
to kakiston. See also Ste. Croix 1972, pp. 371–6. One might gather a similar collection of
terms with such moral, class and economic overlaps in our own day: uneducated, trailertrash, bogan (an Australian with a similar sense), rabble, low culture, unfashionable, and
so on.
85. Sipiora 2002, p. 3.
86. A contemporary example of the way kairós offers a ruling class perspective may
be found in the work of Kinneavy, who seeks to provide a universal code of ethics based
on kairós: ‘My code is based upon five principles: respect for life, respect for family,
respect for property, respect for truth, and respect for liberty’ (R. Thompson 2000,
p. 84). Kinneavy goes on to argue that this universal kairological code provides the basis
for the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, albeit used appropriately. Thus, if
someone attacks him or his family, the kairological response would be to a defence that
entails extinguishing someone else’s right to life. He remains blind to the fact that such
a code is the expression of a specific, bourgeois ideology that claims universal validity.
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monstrous.87 From here kairós may also, in connection with this cluster of other
terms, apply to social measure and order. A kairological social order has everything in its proper place – aristocratic elites, exploited peasants, driven slaves,
women and so on. Such a proportioned and fit society, one characterised by
‘eugenia’, ensures that the ruling elite remains precisely where it is. Disorder and
immeasure, what is contrary to kairós and thereby ákairos, designate an unfit
and unhappy society, one in turmoil and on the rocks, when time is out of joint
and events take place outside their proper time and season.
To take but one example, is not the wildcat strike an excellent example of
ákairos? For the ferociously independent Georges Sorel, the strike was as much
a potent political weapon as it was a myth.88 This great admirer of action over
against contemplation saw in the general strike the most forceful weapon in the
war of socialism against capitalism. More recently, for Antonio Negri and his
comrades the industrial involvement of the 1960s and 1970s, with its ongoing
battles and wildcat strikes, was a key component in the development of workerism, or operaismo. And both Negri and Sorel still have a point, given the way
business and the owners of capital seek to curtail the possibility and effectiveness of the strike. While we still see the use of scab labour to replace striking
workers, in our own time the big end of town prefers to pressure governments to
enact more and more legislation in order to restrict the strike to an ‘appropriate’
time, carefully measured and portioned out. They say: you may strike only at this
point (kairós) in the process of negotiating a new award; before or after is illegal
and you will be charged. The untimely, ákairos strike must be brought to order,
allotted its place and time.
Kairós has turned out to be far more multifaceted than its biblical heritage
has suggested. Not content to be restricted to a temporal register, it has now
spilled out to include agricultural and bodily spaces, the sense of measure and
then blurted out its potential class allegiances. The implications for my earlier
gathering of kairological theories of revolution should be obvious, but some care
is needed. To begin with, a key term such as kairós inescapably carries with it the
rich and at times unwanted dimensions of its semantic cluster. This is so for both
the distinctive biblical appropriations of kairós as it is for the Marxist efforts to
rethink revolution in light of that category. Further, a crucial dimension of that
legacy is the opposition in which kairós is located. As we have seen, the opposition is not, as many have argued, between chronological and kairological time,
between the mechanical march of time and the opportune moment; rather, the
87. Negri and Casarino 2008, pp. 193–218.
88. Sorel 1961. For Sorel the myth of the general strike, with its collective, motivational
and irrefutable nature, was as necessary and as powerful as the act itself. See further my
discussion of myth in the second chapter.
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opposition is between kairós and ákairos, between timely and untimely, wellplaced and out of place. In this light, kairós begins to show its true colours. Not
quite a shift in sides to that of mechanical, abstract time, yet the word now
becomes associated with moral, economic and class associations that stress
order over chaos, proper functioning society over against the improper, the right
time and place against the wrong.
What of the shift into biblical usage? Is that not a change in direction, indicating the opportune time of crisis, the unexpected end time? The full picture
provides us with two elements in that appropriation, with a distinct emphasis on
the temporal. First, the sense of a right and proper time is indeed found in the
Bible, with respect to the seasons and harvest, which take place at the appointed
time. However, the minor role this sense has indicates a more systematic avoidance of the ordered class and economic dimensions of kairós. Or rather, they
are not so much avoided as occluded, conveniently relegated to another sphere,
hidden and thereby unknown. Let us put it in terms the unexpected, for kairós
is clearly represented as such in the Bible. Here, we need to take into account
a tension between human and divine perspectives. From our earthly perspective, we may not know the day or hour of the Lord’s return and thereby must
be prepared for the unexpected. Yet from a divine perspective, that kairós has
already been appointed by the one who knows precisely when it will occur. For
us, it may be unexpected and certainly unannounced, but for God it will occur
at the right and proper time.
All of which has distinct implications for the appropriations of kairós in order
to recast revolution. Initially, it may seem that the emphasis on the undeserved
and unexpected dimensions of kairós – as blast, rupture, event and miracle – signals that some dimensions of ákairos have crept into the Marxist appropriations
of kairós. Thus, revolution has a spontaneous, unseasonable, immeasurably
creative element that cannot be predicted or planned. The rupture or event or
miracle crashes through the door without a polite knock, or perhaps like a thief
in the night; we should be always alert, for we know not the day or hour, as
the New Testament would have it. Apart from the fact that this dimension is
contained within the biblical notion of kairós, as I have just indicated, it also
resonates a little too uncomfortably with certain elements of capitalism. For
instance, the emphasis on the unexpected nature of kairós sounds like ‘good’
business practice, as when one seizes an unexpected turn in the market to one’s
advantage. Opportunity, innovation, creativity – these are watchwords for ‘successful’ business. The catch, here, is not merely that one may also see a greater
plan beneath the unexpected, in which the biblical God becomes Adam Smith’s
famous ‘invisible hand’, but that the leaders of business and of wealthy nations
are always well-positioned – in the right place and time – to take maximum
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advantage of such apparently unexpected turns. In other words, the sense of
kairós as an unexpected moment still assumes the right and opportune time, the
crucial flashpoint that will kick-start the revolution.
Thus, the Marxists I considered in the first part of this argument risk an
unwitting connection with those associations, thereby providing a bulwark for
the status quo they seek to oppose and overthrow. Does not Benjamin’s fulfilled
messianic time sound uncomfortably close to Fukuyama’s argument for the end
of history with the ‘end’ of communism in Eastern Europe?89 Does not Agamben’s time that is seized out of chronos and brought to fulfilment lend itself
a little too easily to astute business practice? Is not Negri’s infinitely creative
moment at the tip of the arrow of being too close to the bourgeoisie’s attribution
of supernatural creative power to labour, as Marx pointed out in Critique of the
Gotha Programme?90 Does not Žižek’s tension between a search for the genuine shift in the coordinates of existence and refusism echo the business executive caught between the big break-through and throwing it all in for a cottage
in the woods? Is not Jameson’s growing rumble of a low-key rupture too much
like a social-democratic reform program that has made its peace with capitalism? Is not Badiou’s event comparable to an unexpected stock market crash
that enables one to buy bankrupt businesses at basement prices? And does not
Bloch’s miraculous leap into the highest newness risk veering towards Schmitt’s
counter-Reformation notion of the miracle as the constitutive exception that
supports, sub specie aeternitatis, the status quo?91
All of them run the danger of siding unwittingly with the well-proportioned
over against ill-fashioned bodies, ruling elites rather than downtrodden peasants
and slaves; in short, with the interweaving of moral, economic and biological
factors, kairós sides with the good, beautiful, well-born, wealthy and educated
aristocrats. But is there nothing retrievable from these various efforts at a kairological revolutionary politics? I hinted earlier that the point where they may
break out of the heritage of kairós lies in their emphasis on the undeserved,
unannounced and unexpected dimension, with a particular emphasis on Bloch’s
miracle as the novum et ultimum, now on a radical political trajectory in which
miracle is but one, theological code, for revolution. However, what is needed is a
push that will take this element of kairós out of the spatial, social and economic
89. Fukuyama 1992.
90. ‘The bourgeois have very good grounds for falsely ascribing supernatural creative
power to labour; since precisely from the fact that labour depends on nature it follows that
the man who possesses no other property than his labour power must, in all conditions
of society and culture, be the slave of other men who have made themselves the owners
of the material conditions of labour. He can only work with their permission, hence live
only with their permission’ (Marx 1891a, p. 81; 1891b, p. 17).
91. Schmitt 2005, p. 36.
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dimensions that trail the term from its Greek and thereby biblical heritage, a
shove that will take it away from its associations with the well-proportioned ruling elites and towards the ill-proportioned and untimely, that is, to the bad boys
and girls, ugly bodies, poor peasants, cowardly slaves, ill-born labourers, cursed,
unlucky and lowly masses, in short, to ákairos. The catch is that the opposition
itself is one determined by the ruling classes, a way of asserting their own right
and proper role and of marginalising those who would oppose them. If we were
to shift to an akairological perspective, then the very terminology would shift
and the opposition itself would be cast aside.

Measure and immeasure (Negri)
Now that we have thrown in our lot with ákairos, I would like to return to Negri,
not to reprise or even adapt his rather ordinary comments on time but to mine
a central concept that is full of inadvertent promise – the opposition between
measure and immeasure [misura and dismisura]. I am intrigued: measureimmeasure immediately connects with my earlier discussion of the basic sense
of kairós-ákairos; yet Negri makes nothing of the link (I can only assume that he
does not know of the semantic cluster of kairós). So I seek to do what Negri does
not and bring the two together.
However, before I make the connection, I need to ask what Negri makes
of measure and immeasure. This opposition may be regarded as a substantial
realignment of some old philosophical distinctions, especially those between
eternity and contingency, universal and particular. And in Negri’s commentary
on the biblical Book of Job (my focus in what follows),92 measure-immeasure
also becomes the way of reorganising a significant number of topics: pain, time,
ontology, value, labour, power, evil, creation, theodicy and cosmogony. I have no
need to dig deep into each topic here,93 for the importance of that opposition
lies elsewhere, at least for my purposes. Briefly put, measure and immeasure take
on different values; they intersect with the themes of chaos and creative order;
and they overlap (unbeknownst to Negri) with kairós. Let us explore each point
in some more detail.
To begin with, Negri (through Job) dismisses all forms of measure and comes
out as a champion of immeasure. However, this is only the beginning; although
Negri wants to dispense with a negative, retributive measure in favour of a creative
immeasure, that chaotic moment is only a transition to a new, positive form of
measure. That is, by the time Negri has finally worked his way through the Book
92. Negri 2009.
93. See the last chapter of Boer 2011a.
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of Job, the values attached to measure and immeasure have shifted: initially,
measure is a negative feature and immeasure takes on a positive sense; but then
immeasure shifts to a negative register and a new, creative measure emerges.
One example of the baleful effects of measure suffices for my purposes – the
pervasive doctrine of retribution, which is expounded with impressive sophistication by Job’s supposed lawyer ‘friends’, Eliphaz, Bildad, Zophar, as well as the
late addition of Elihu. The logic of retribution is well known: if I perform an act,
whether good or evil, I will be rewarded or punished for it. Retribution assumes
a vast universal balance: evil in one place or moment is balanced by good in
another time and place, and vice versa. But the doctrine means far more than
this, for evil also brings with it an appropriate punishment: laziness brings hunger and penury, greed brings retribution and so forth. So also with goodness, for a
beneficial act leads to the appropriate and carefully measured reward. The wallet
returned will rebound in the universal calculus with an unexpected recompense.
How pervasive such an approach remains! At a religious level, it is astonishing
how many still believe that a reasonable collection of good works will earn them
some reward in the afterlife (salvation by works-righteousness) or perhaps that
their evil works will come back to haunt them in some unforeseen way. Funeral
eulogies invariably wheel out the list of stellar achievements of the dead person
in question, no matter how cranky, grumpy and malicious that person may have
been. So also in the Book of Job: his friends opine that Job’s suffering must be
due to some evil he has done, however unknown or unwitting it might have
been. He had better search far and wide, they advise, to recall what evil he has
done. In this moral universe, evil and good appear in measured quantities. The
other items on our earlier list fall under the same pervasive logic. Thus justice
becomes a quantifiable category; it involves matching the appropriate reward
or punishment with whatever act has been committed. Ethics, too, becomes a
calculation of benefits and drawbacks of this or that act. As does labour, for
capitalism operates on the basis of determining how much labour is spent on a
job, how overtime is to be calculated, what the right wage is for the labour-time
given and so on. The operation of retributive measure seems so commonsensical, working its way into the smallest mundane acts: the cost of a loaf of bread,
whether I should reciprocate that invitation from people whom I cannot stand,
the grades that a child receives at school – the lex talionis of everyday life.
Through his reading of the Book of Job, Negri dismisses these variations on
measure as restrictive and exploitative. Yet, just when it seems as though he
has granted measure a negative value and, by default, immeasure has taken a
positive sense, the terms begin to shift in his hands. Immeasure – that which is
outside of and beyond measure – turns out to be more multifaceted than initially
appeared to be the case, so let us track that change carefully. As the chaotic

Kairós • 237

excess that measure tries to control, immeasure may seem like a fundamental
challenge to the ordering efforts of measure, but then we find that the exploitation of labour becomes immeasurable, as does evil itself.94 Even more, God joins
this gaggle of excessive oppressors; indeed, he is their great mentor, representing all that is immeasurable, imbalanced and disproportionate: ‘God is the seal
of the clearest, fiercest, deepest of social injustices’.95 No measured God of the
scholastic theologians here, no ordered being with static attributes,96 for this
God is an immeasurably oppressive one.
How to oppose both the deadening effect of measure and the endless evil
of exploitation? At this point, a more positive sense of immeasure emerges in
Negri’s interpretation of Job: exploitation, evil and even God find themselves
opposed by the immeasurable nature of pain and suffering – the central topic of
the Book of Job. Negri argues that the only way to overcome the immensity of
evil is through the immeasurability of pain. Dialectically put: only through the
depths of undeserved and guiltless suffering are we able to glimpse something
worthwhile, which is nothing less than power, the creative power of labour. In
other words, not only do we have two types of immeasurability – endless suffering and pain versus immeasurable evil and exploitation – opposed to one
another, but the creative possibility of labour-power emerges from the midst of
the pain of exploitation.
Soon enough, I will stitch this sense of immeasure in with what I have called
ákairos, but before I do, there is one last step in Negri’s narrative, namely, the
revaluing of measure. It, too, becomes more complex, for it is not restricted to
the dreadful patterns of payback, in which reward and punishment are appropriate to the initial act. Measure may take on a more positive hue, dismantled and
reshaped for a new task. Negri speaks of ‘an immensely powerful, creative ontology that emerges from chaos’,97 which I take to be, as it were, a return to the chaotic immeasure that precedes creation so that the world may be re-created from
the beginning. In other words, through the two types of immeasure, one evil and
oppressive and the other creative and powerful, a new measure emerges, the
creation of a very different and just order.
Let me summarise the moves as follows: negative measure → negative
immeasure → positive immeasure → positive measure. In sum, if we think that a
retributive system of carefully measured patterns of labour, time and value are
bad enough, then we are in for a shock; immeasurable labour and exploitation
are far worse. Yet, in the midst of this untold pain and suffering, a new creative
94.
95.
96.
97.

Negri 2009, pp. 8–9.
Negri 2009, p. 43; see also pp. 28–9.
Negri and Dufourmantelle 2004, p. 80.
Negri 2009, p. 73.
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power emerges, one that leads to a thoroughly new measure, a new order that
has nothing to do with the old.
That is all very well, but is not the far more interesting moment that of
immeasure? I must confess to being drawn to immeasurability rather than some
search for a new measure, particularly because Negri’s terminology overlaps significantly with that old mythological (and biblical) pattern of chaos and created
order. The bare narrative sequence of the story of creation is deceptively simple
and perhaps too well known: out of chaos comes the careful ordering of creation
in which every thing finds its place. We might fill out this bare structure with all
manner of detail – chaos may be the destructive force of older, cranky gods, as
in the Mesopotamian creation myth, Enuma Elish, or it may be the formless and
void state of the ‘deep’, the tehom, in the account of Genesis 1, or it may be the
pure absence of apparent form and clear demarcation, the proverbial primaeval
swamp. In response to such chaos, creation involves victory over chaos (variously a monster, the sea, a serpent, woman, an older opponent from an earlier
generation of the gods), the demarcation of Heaven and Earth, planets in their
paths, seasons at the right time, and the careful ordering of created life, usually
in some form of hierarchy that places humans at the top or, as is more often the
case, subordinates human beings to the gods. Or we might turn to the flood narrative of Genesis 6–9 for another version of the same story: the initial creation
(measure) has turned out to be flawed, characterised by extraordinary evil and
exploitation. In order to begin again, God makes use of a beneficial chaos (the
flood) to wipe out the old and begin again with a new, created order. Or, in
Negri’s own take on this narrative, when ‘measure fades into the disorder of the
universe and evil is reflected in chaos, in the immeasurable’,98 we need ‘the collective creation of a new world’ that ‘is able to reconstitute a world of values’.99
Negri is not shy about these cosmological connections, evoking the creative
power of labour, the bringing into being of which human beings are capable, and
above all – for my purposes at least – ‘a great chaos, a great immeasurableness’100
(this from the commentary on Job) that makes it clear enough that the connection is not at all forced. As I argued earlier, this immeasurable chaos may be one
of endless exploitation or it may be the highly productive one of depthless pain
and suffering.
One feature of this cosmological chaos is worth emphasising, for too often it
slips by without notice, camouflaged behind the screen of natural chaos: it is
also, if not primarily, a political chaos. Once again, Negri unwittingly brings the
98. Negri 2009, p. 49. See Job 28:23–7.
99. Negri 2009, p. 14.
100. Negri 2009, p. 52.
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connection to the fore,101 although now in his opposition between eugenics and
the monster, the one a favoured theme from the Greeks onwards (meaning to
be well-born, good and beautiful – in short, the myriad overlaps of moral, biological and class terms I noted earlier) and the other a marker of what resists. In
the creation myths, the monster is the one that must be overcome through the
creation of order. These stories of creation are usually depicted, as we explored
in my discussion of political myth, as cosmogonic (creation of the natural world),
theogonic (creation of the gods), and anthropogonic (human beings come into
the picture). Nice and neat, but far too limited, for these myths are also what
I have called poligonic.102 They deal with the origins of, and thereby provide
ideological justification for, the current political and social order. As we saw earlier, the Mesopotamian myth Enuma Elish is keen to point out that the Babylonian king is a direct descendent of Marduk, the warrior and creator god, and the
myth spends a good deal of time with the ordering of society, the construction
of Babylon and the establishment of the state. Similarly, the creation story in
the Bible does not end with the seven days of Genesis 1 or indeed the alternative
story of Genesis 2 with its more earthy narrative of the garden. It runs all the
way through the stories of the patriarchs and matriarchs (Abraham and Sarah,
Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Leah and Rachel, and then the twelve sons and
one daughter, Dinah), the migration to Egypt, Moses and the Exodus, wilderness
wandering and formation of a state in waiting, and then ends with the conquest
of the promised land. In other words, it is primarily a political myth of creation.
So, if created order means political order, then the chaos against which that
order continually struggles is as much political as it is natural. Primaeval abyss
and catastrophic flood are inseparable from disobedience regarding the tree of
good and evil in the garden, from murmuring and insurrection in the wilderness,
from the perpetual challenges to the divinely given power of Moses and so on.
Now, at last, I can come back to the matter of kairós, which begins to look
rather different from my initial foray into Negri’s treatment of that theme. Two
lines intersect at this point: the extraordinary way measure slots into kairós,
immeasure into ákairos; and the way in which chaos and order have an inescapably political dimension. As for the first line, recall that the basic sense of
kairós is indeed measure and that the temporal and spatial senses of the term
are modifications on this basic sense. Kairós is both the properly proportioned
body (physical, political and social) and the right or opportune time. It takes
little imagination to see that the myths of creation – especially in their poligonic
dimension – express this double sense of kairós: they provide narratives as to
how everything finds its spatial (from the heavenly bodies through the creation
101. Negri and Casarino 2008, pp. 193–218.
102. See further Boer 2005–6.
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of human beings to the seat of power in the city) and its temporal (days, months,
seasons and their proper relations) order.
What then is contrary to kairós, is outside it or far away from it, or indeed
beyond kairós? Immeasure, obviously, or as I have called it earlier, ákairos – the
ill-timed, unseasonable, and out of place. Negri, as we saw, wants to find a retooled
measure and indeed kairós, but he tarries long with immeasure, with the monstrous and thereby with ákairos. Here the very political nature of chaos comes
into play, for if chaos marks the constitutive resistance to oppressive power, then
we need to dwell in the midst of that chaos. Among others in the innovative
operaismo movement in Italy, Negri should be the one to identify most closely
with such resistance; as he has argued repeatedly, state and economic power
are not givens to which people resist; no, that resistance is primary and to it
oppressive political and economic power must constantly respond and adapt. So
it is with the narratives of chaos, which have already been joined by our comrades, immeasure and ákairos – the fathomless, ill-timed and displaced. We see
it again and again in those creation myths where chaos – disobedience, murmuring, insurrection, challenges to divinely appointed leaders – is the constitutive
force that must be countered in ever new ways. But we also see it in our own
day with the running riots in Paris in 2006 and in Greece in 2008 and then again
in 2010, in the ‘hooligans’ and disaffected youth who burn cars and smash shop
fronts, the brazen disregard for police, the massed protests in Seattle, Genoa,
Copenhagen and countless other moments of anti-capitalist protest. All of these
are dubbed as chaotic and monstrous, threats to social order and the state, the
result of outsiders breaching the borders, the work of thugs and criminals. They
are, I would suggest, manifestations of ákairos.

By way of conclusion: political grace
It is time to review my argument thus far. By now the conventional and rather biblical understanding of kairós – as the right season and opportune moment – has
little credence, even if it allowed me, initially and temporarily, to gather together
some of the major thinkers of revolution (Benjamin, Agamben, Badiou, Žižek,
Bloch, Jameson and Negri). On the way, another standard assumption concerning Marxism’s secularised eschatology was also shown the door. But it was only
when I explored the other senses of kairós, uncovering its quite unattractive spatial, moral and economic dimensions, that I could side with ákairos, enriching
it with Negri’s immeasure and not his measure, with the monstrous rather than
eugenics. Here the various lines came together, especially in the immense possibilities of immeasure, which is not only cognate with ákairos, but also intersects
with the theme of chaos as a distinctly political motif. In short, I have sided
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quite clearly with those who are untimely, not in the right place, chaotic and
beyond measure. Indeed, I prefer the akairological and the immeasurable over
the kairological.
However, I would like to finish on a slightly different note, offering a few observations on a connection that has always captivated me: the relation between
grace and revolution, a translation between a theological doctrine and a political
praxis. Needless to say, this connection is a prime instance of ákairos. In order to
bring out the akairological dimension of both grace and revolution, I beckon to
the shaggy head of Alain Badiou, for I wish to interrogate his theory of the event
in light of ákairos. Why? Not only is Badiou quite explicit about his effort to
laicise Paul’s doctrine of grace,103 to offer a militant rereading of grace in terms of
the event and its truth, but that event is itself the most rigorous effort to rethink
the possibility and nature of revolution.104 It will be objected that Badiou began
this chapter in the camp of kairós. True enough; in my earlier discussion I did
locate him in that camp, but it seems to me that Badiou and his thought are
most amenable to cross over and warm their hands by the fire of ákairos.
Before I question him more closely, let me reprise the continual need to relativise theology and biblical themes. A ‘no road’ sign bars the way to any fruitful
progress in thought if we continue to think – as so many argue – of theology
or the Bible as the fons et origo of political thought, philosophy and what have
you. In what follows, I do not assume that grace is in some way the ultimate
source – hidden perhaps under the dense undergrowth of secularism – of any
idea of revolution; rather, revolution (in the way Badiou articulates it) and the
doctrine of grace (in a certain Protestant inflection) are two forms, however
momentary and incomplete, that such thought may take.
As we saw earlier, for Badiou Paul’s identification and elaboration of an event
as well as the building of a faithful, militant group is an exemplary case of the
truth-event. I am less interested, here, in the event, its inseparable naming, the
procedures of truth, conventionally and somewhat arbitrarily identified as science, art, love and politics (although one may also glimpse a ghostly fifth procedure in theology), or indeed the fidelity, confidence, and collective nature (faith,
hope and love, of course) of the militant group that forms in the wake of the
event. Or rather, I am interested in that naming or identification of the event,
but not in light of those four procedures: it is Badiou’s own ‘naming’, if I may

103. Badiou 2003b; Badiou 1997. See also his treatments of Pascal and Kierkegaard
in Badiou 2006a, pp. 212–22; Badiou 1988, pp. 235–45; Badiou 2009, pp. 425–36; Badiou
2006b, pp. 447–57.
104. A point emphasised in an informed and insightful essay by Alberto Toscano
(Toscano 2004).

242 • Chapter Five

put it that way, of how the event itself works that is the most seductive aspect
of his theory.
Badiou is perfectly clear: like grace, the event is supernumerary; it cannot be
anticipated or planned within the way things are, or what he calls the order of
being, the state of the situation or the ‘there is’; the event is therefore entirely
unexpected and one certainly does not earn the event as a reward for this or
that revolutionary good work; it smashes its way into the ordinary run of collective life, after which nothing can be the same. Or, to use Negri’s terms, the
event cannot be measured in any known way, for it is immeasurable and incommensurable. Now it becomes possible to rearrange Badiou’s theory in terms of
kairós and ákairos – in the full senses that I have developed above. The ‘there is’
or the order of being becomes the realm of kairós or measure (to keep Negri in
the picture). Seasons and times have their correct place; right moments appear
in good time; bodies, both physical and social, are properly ordered; entrepreneurs seize the moment when it comes in order to make a killing; the good, the
beautiful, the upright and the well-born ensure that the ugly, the bad, the lowly
and the ill-born know their place – all is measured and measurable, in its due
time and place; in short, kairós. But then an event crashes the party, contrary to
kairós, beyond measure, untimely and distinctly out of place. Like the old bum in
smelly clothes who sits at a fine table in a restaurant and pulls out his scavenged
cigarette butts and soiled burger found in a bin, this event is ákairos.
As with this theory of revolution, so also with its translation into the doctrine
of grace in its raw, unadorned form – the reason why it appeals so much to
Badiou. Grace, too, does not compute, does not fit the expectations of priests
obsessively poring over their holy books, does not meet the expectations of a
people longing for military deliverance, makes no sense even to the closest of followers, bursts in without human agency or anticipation.105 In theological terms,
grace simultaneously suspends, completes and therefore dispenses with law, ethics, and any notion of love that is tied to the law.106 In its form, the doctrine of
105. Lest this comment on human agency be misread, let me point out that ‘God’
in the doctrine of grace should be understood as a placeholder for non-human agency.
Examples of non-human agency in revolutions include nature – witness the role of
environmental factors such as rainfall patterns, flooding, seismic events, disappearance
of fish stocks and even the seasons – and the irrational, especially given that human
agency is assumed to be rational agency. Still useful in thinking about the revolt of nature
is Horkheimer’s essay of the same name. See Horkheimer 2004, pp. 63–86; Horkheimer
1991b, pp. 105–35. In theological terms, such a restriction to rational human agency
classes as salvation by works. Indeed, the primacy of human agency becomes a sign of
arrogance, a hubristic assumption that human beings can save the world on their own,
or at least make that world a better place.
106. Žižek’s engagement with Badiou and then Christianity’s revolutionary core
is an excellent negative example of avoiding the traps of law, ethics and love. Žižek
follows a tortuous path through Paul and the New Testament to Lenin. On the way, he is
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grace is an instance of Badiou’s event, but the catch is that its content troubles
him: God becomes a man in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, dies and is then
raised from the dead. A ‘fable’, says Badiou, which does not concern him at all,
at least as far as the content is concerned. As I have argued in the chapter on
myth, the fabulous nature of the story is not to be avoided, for it is crucial to the
role of such a fable.
But what interests me is the raw form of the doctrine of grace, which is something that frightened even its first theorist, Paul in the New Testament, and produced all manner of ambivalences that are still with us. After emphasising the
radical freedom of grace in relation to the law with respect to the Galatian church,
Paul found – as we saw in Chapter Four – that he had to try and rope grace back
in, for it kept sparking radical fires in the early churches. No, he wrote to the
Corinthians and the Romans, grace does not mean that women may participate
freely in worship, nor does it mean sexual freedom or a complete disregard of
the law. No, he argues, for the law is good, or there is another law, the law of
Christ that we must follow. No, he points out, we cannot live in the full freedom
of grace since we must show concern for those not as strong as we are, ensuring
that our outward observance is suitable and law-abiding. In trying to tighten the
reins on grace, Paul found himself in all sorts of knots. Similarly in the Roman
Catholic Church, grace became restricted to the walls of the church itself – extra
ecclesiam nulla salus, no salvation outside the church. Grace had its designated
roles, in the sacraments (which were slowly limited to seven by the fifteenth century in the conflict with the Orthodox churches) or in priestly ministration. Or
grace becomes a partner, as in Molinism,107 with human striving and obedience
to God’s law in the process of salvation. Even John Calvin, who kept seeing the
radical possibilities of grace and taking dreadful fright from it, sought to channel
perpetually waylaid by love (which he elides with grace) and ethics. But it is only when
he realises, towards the end of The Puppet and the Dwarf, the full import of grace that
he is able to see Lenin’s point: only through grace, with its absolute suspension of the
law and ethics, does Lenin’s actual freedom make sense, the over-riding of any and every
ethical and political code that there might have been. See Žižek 2000; Žižek 2001b; Žižek
2003. See my detailed discussion in Boer 2007a, pp. 335–90. By contrast Agamben simply
gets lost in the law when reading Paul: Agamben 2005; see Boer 2009b, pp. 181–204.
107. Luis de Molina (1535–1600) argued in his Concordia liberi arbitrii cum gratiae
donis of 1588 that human works and obedience to the divine commandments have
a complementary role along with grace. Opposing the Reformers’ emphasis on grace
alone, Molina argued that freely chosen human cooperation with the gift of grace was
the ultimate cause of the efficacy of grace. This effectiveness, which means the ability of
human beings genuinely to obey God, comes not from grace itself, but from the human
decision to obey. Thus, in opposition to the Protestant position on the total depravity of
human beings, who can do no good on their own, Molinism attributes to human beings
as much involvement as possible in ensuring their own salvation. Molinism attempts to
escape espousing self-earned salvation by arguing that the free act of human beings to
cooperate with God is itself foreknown by God.
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it along carefully constructed channels: Christian freedom means only spiritual
and not temporal freedom; grace follows a two-step programme of redemption
and sanctification, kept firmly in the pocket of the Holy Spirit; above all, grace
does not mean the revolutionary doctrine that those frightful anarchist anabaptists took it to mean, with their liking for seizing control of cities (Münster in
1534–5), or that firebrands such as Thomas Müntzer and the peasant revolution
of 1525 took it to mean.108 Perhaps the most mundane instance of grace’s domestication is the way it has become a term for the prayer before a meal.
In contrast to these continual efforts to contain grace and tie it down, I prefer
a grace that is unrestrained and unrefined, is untimely and out of place; ákairos, in the same way that Badiou’s event is. Nonetheless, I do not argue that
grace and the event are identical, or indeed that the theological idea of grace is
the source of Badiou’s event or indeed any other comparable theory. Grace is,
I would suggest, the theological shape that idea and practice may take. So also,
Badiou’s event is another, more philosophical and political shape it may take. Or
indeed, Negri’s immeasurable multitude may be seen as yet another possibility.
Yet grace, event and immeasure are not the partial manifestations of a pure type
of revolution, for they exist only in these particular shapes, constructed ad hoc
for the purpose in question, translated and rearticulated in different languages.
I have reshaped much in the argument of this chapter. Kairós has given way to
ákairos; timely, well-placed and ordered proportionate measure has given way,
especially in light of its moral and class connections, to the unruly, chaotic and
immeasurable. But then the unearned, even unworthy, doctrine of grace had
added to this sense of ákairos, albeit in interaction with its translation as revolutionary event. All the same, thus far I have opted for relativising theology, for the
contingency of different positions, and I have suggested the metaphor of translation: grace and revolution may be translated into one another, with the usual
losses and gains, overlapping but not exact semantic fields and so on. Instead of
this minimal option, what if we took a stronger, dialectical one? On this register, I would suggest that through this materialist translation can the doctrine of
grace realise its political potential. Restrained within the confines of theology, it
continues to under-perform, unsuited to its strange role. But as a revolutionary
doctrine, it is full of the gunpowder of political change and overthrow.

108. See further Boer 2009c.

Chapter Six
Ethics

Morality itself is a special case of immorality.1

The second reconnaissance mission deals with ethics,
which may be defined here as the means of greasing or
oiling social relations so that they work more smoothly.
More specifically, ethics assumes multiple others with
whom and between whom social relations are problematic, thereby seeing its task as overcoming those
problems in order to make social relations operate in
a more improved manner. By defining this as greasing
social relations, it should be clear that I am profoundly
suspicious of ethics, a suspicion shared by Marx for
whom ethics is a mystifying ideology that justifies that
status quo and keeps the ruling class in position. That
suspicion that is aroused whenever I encounter a certain cluster of unthinking phrases. It may be a discussion over global warming or environmental politics
and someone will say, ‘ethically speaking. . . .’ Or it may
be the question of asylum seekers and refugees and
another will say, ‘if we approach this ethically. . . .’ Or I
may suggest an ambit claim, an overdone proposal in
order to make what I really want to propose seem perfectly reasonable; a moral warrior will look at me sourly
and pronounce, ‘that’s not ethical’. Or I may be talking
with an apostate lefty over a beer, and she will suggest I
become involved in that oxymoron, ‘ethical investment’.
The invocation of ‘ethical’ effectively seeks a closure to
argument and an unassailable position with which we
1. Nietzsche 1968, p. 254, §462.
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must agree, for it really seems to mean what is ‘good’, or more often ‘I think this
is correct and you had better not disagree, for my position invokes a higher order
before which your position counts for nothing’. After all, who does not want to
be ethical? All such approaches, I suggest, are actually moralising, telling people
what they should or should not do.
Why the negative reaction? Is not politics inherently ethical? And does not
the Left seek to take a better ethical approach to economics, society and politics? Do we all not want apply the oil can to our social relations, and indeed our
sense of connectedness to nature, so that they may work better than they do?
As will become clear soon enough, the reasons for this suspicion are both political and theological: among a good number on the Left, ethics has sidled up to
politics, absorbing it in the process into a bloated hybrid; theologically, as ethics pushes to the front, other items become sidelined, especially the doctrine of
grace, which, as I argued in the preceding chapter, may be seen as a theological
version of the theory of revolution. In its place comes an emphasis on salvation
by works, good deeds that will smooth the path to (social) salvation.
So I mount an argument against ethics, or rather, against ‘ethics’ as a lubricator for social relations, which then becomes a marker for that which is ‘good’. For
some reason, the critical corner of ethics is crowded to overflowing, with voices
raised, feet trodden upon and books produced at a furious rate. It seems especially the case among those on the Left (both mild and militant): Gayatri Spivak,
Luce Irigaray, Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, Terry Eagleton, Slavoj Žižek and
Alain Badiou are only some of those crowding the scene. And when I pick up a
work by one of them, a trail of other names appears, although each one chooses
a different collection with whom to deal. Turtles all the way down, except that
in each the turtles are not the same. Since I do not wish to produce a heavy
tome on ethics, I need to be even more judicious in my choice of sparring partners, drawing out the key elements of my critique and proposal from dialogue
partners on the Left. In the following discussion, I begin with some definitions
and then critique the two bleached forms ethics takes today – care of the self
(Foucault) and relations to the ‘other’ (Butler and Eagleton), usually designated
as the stranger or the neighbour or some such term. From that moment, I draw
out my criticisms, using as a springboard Badiou’s outright dismissal of the ‘ethical ideology’ of the other as an apology for the ‘state of the situation’, for the way
things are (although I am less enthused by his solution in which ethics becomes
both encouragement and warning in post-evental militancy), as well as Žižek’s
effort to exacerbate the alien nature of the other by smashing his way through
the imaginary and symbolic other to the unknowable, traumatic and obscene
other. I share their suspicions of ethics as it is parleyed about in these times,
especially in the way it easily becomes moralising, offering advice as to how we
should live our lives, but I take a different track.
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My critique begins by asking a preliminary question: how is the ‘other’, a given
of so much ethics, produced in the first place? Is it needed for the formation of
the self or is the discourse of ethics itself responsible for producing the ‘other’?
The answer is that the discourse of ethics does so, but in the process it obfuscates
its arrogation of other discourses that also produce others, as well as concealing
the socio-economic connections that enable such productions. The result is that
ethics gives the impression that the other is a given upon which ethics may set
to work. However, that concealment requires further interrogation, specifically
in terms of its biblical and class dimensions. On the biblical side, the ‘other’ trails
the dust of the pernicious theme of the chosen people. The process of claiming
to be chosen requires the production of all manner of ‘others’, of strangers who
are not part of that select group. By this time, someone may well object that ethics is not so much an issue of self, other, stranger, neighbour, social relations or
chosen people, but actually of goodness. In response, I tackle goodness in terms
of its problematic theological associations and then its Greek heritage (Socrates
and Plato).
Once I connect that proposal of an ethereal goodness for which we must strive
with class assumptions concerning good and evil, I focus on my main objection,
focussing on Aristotle, arguably the founder of the classical philosophical tradition of ethics. Not only was Aristotle clear that ethics pertains to the male ruling
class elite (ethics are simply not appropriate for the herds), but also the very
terminology of ta ethika bears those class assumptions. Thus, the Greek ethos
and Latin mos (the basis of ethics and morals) refer to custom, habit, the known
status quo in terms of social relations. They certainly should not be disrupted,
particularly if you happen to belong to the ruling, propertied class. In response
to these structurally inescapable connections, I ask whether the term can be
appropriated, emptied and refilled by those opposed to the ruling classes. In the
end that may be impossible, so I suggest that a position opposed to ruling class
custom and habit be pursued, that is, aēthēs and praeter morem, unethical and
unmoral. That is, I seek not an amoral position, which dispenses with ethics, but
one that seizes ruling class ideology and turns it against itself. In the end, even
these terms should be understood as place-holders for an entirely other terminology that may be more appropriate.

Ethics, morality and moralising
I shall not spend a great deal of time mapping the vast and varied terrain of ethics. However, it can be argued that reflections on ethics are caught in the bind
of moralising. Either one commits to a version of moralising or one attempts to
escape the bind by refusing to moralise. The problem with moralising is that
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it is a version of preaching in which the congregation is told what wrongs to
avoid and what the right behaviour should be. The scene is all-too well-known.
The priest, minister or pastor thunders from the pulpit against fornication, sloth,
murder, slander, idol-worshipping, bestiality, poisoning the neighbour’s hedge,
fighting over the flower roster, necrophilia and harbouring evil thoughts against
the Conservative Party (all without distinction); by contrast the upright items
include not lusting after one’s neighbour’s spouse (or indeed one’s neighbour),
not stealing, keeping the Sabbath, telling the truth, supporting one’s community,
stoning one’s child should they give cheek and giving handsomely to the priest’s
Mercedes Benz fund.2
At a philosophical level, such moralising may take two forms: the care of the
self and how we should react to and behave towards the ‘other’. How should I
care for my body, my mind and soul? What is required to stay healthy, vigorous, sensitive and tolerant? Or at a more sophisticated level, what is required
in the construction of a self that is by no means a given. Ethics, then, comes
down to the assumption – asserted explicitly or implicitly – that the way I live
or construct my life, or at least would like to live my life, is the way you should
live yours. As for the ‘other’, the question becomes: what is the appropriate way
to respond to the stranger in our midst, the refugees from that country where
our government sent the army, the immigrants with a vastly different cultural,
social and religious background to the one with which we are accustomed? And
how should we respond to that greatest ‘other’ of all, the non-human, or as it is
sometimes called, the ‘more-than-human other’? Or, on a more mundane level,
how do we deal with the neighbour in our own small social network, attempting to find ways in which we can all get on. In these cases, ethics becomes the
process of producing a code of acceptable conduct for relating to those ‘others’.
I will have more to say on both the care of the self and the response to the
‘other’ soon enough, but they are both regarded as central categories of ethics.
And both are forms of moralising, a favoured pastime that has not escaped the
ubiquity of television programmes (Oprah Winfrey has much to answer for), selfhelp manuals, the desire for makeovers and the obnoxious need to ‘sell’ oneself
in order to make any headway in the world.
What I have called moralising has a more reputable philosophical pedigree,
variously designated as normative ethics or an ethics of good or of responsibility.
One identifies a desirable end or purpose and devises an ethics that will enable
people to attain that end. For example, in medical ethics the purpose of medicine is to cure a patient (which includes preventative measures). On the basis of
this purpose, we can then argue for patient-doctor confidentiality, since that will
2. See, for example, Romans 1:29–31; 1 Corinthians 6:9–11; Galatians 5:19–24.
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encourage the patient to trust the doctor and thereby provide more information
so that the doctor may come up with a more accurate diagnosis. By analogy, the
same principle applies to a society, the relations to others or the care of the self.
The key is to identify what the chief end might be, which is itself based on various arguments concerning the human condition – human nature, the relation
between God and human beings, the greater good of society and so on. Once
these basic elements are established, we can then determine what the appropriate moral action might be, even if it seems contradictory, to achieve that end.
A classic example is war. We may conclude that a desirable good is peaceful
existence, without the threat of conflict, destruction and enslavement. However,
to ensure that end, it may be necessary to go to war in order to preserve that
possibility of peace – for our society at least.
This type of ethical reflection leads us to a distinction between reflection and
action, reasoned consideration and the appropriate acts that embody those considered conclusions. Yet they are intimately related, the one leading to the other
and then back again. In other words, ethics is normative, involving the investigation of moral principles and their justification in terms of basic principles. If
we follow Aristotle’s approach, then this is an inevitable connection: ethics as
careful reflection and as practical advice are two parts of a whole. Ethics is, as far
as Aristotle is concerned, a form of practical knowledge (and thereby a branch
of politics) which sought on the basis of reasoned deliberation upon chosen acts
to enable upright and well-born citizens to conduct their lives and those of their
communities well, that is, towards the end of happiness (a poor translation of
eudaimonia) by means of the famous prudence – phronēsis or ‘mean’ – in relation to the virtues.3 Or, as I would put it, the business of normative ethics (in its
various forms of virtue ethics, deontology and consequentialism) is to engage in
moralising.
However, this version of ethics faces a profound contradiction, namely, that
between the specificity of any society or group and the search for universal
norms for ethics.4 This contradiction is really the other side of the problem with
3. Aristotle 1955, pp. 25–7, 55–6; Eth. Nic. 1.1–2 and 2.1. Despite all their differences,
the ethics of such varied thinkers as Aquinas, Spinoza, Hobbes, Hume and J.S. Mill are
also normative.
4. A contradiction brought to the fore in the useful, if somewhat flawed, history of
ethics in MacIntyre 1998. As MacIntyre puts it in the Preface to the revised edition:
‘these philosophical attempts to present rationally justifiable universal claims to moral
allegiance, claims upon human beings as such, claims about human nature as such, in
the local and particular terms which each culture provides for its moral philosophers as
their starting-point, had generated for each major moral philosophy its own particular
difficulties and problems, difficulties and problems sometimes acknowledged and
sometimes not. The subsequent history of each such moral philosophy revealed the
extent to which each possessed or lacked the resources necessary to become aware of
and to resolve those difficulties and problems – each by its own particular standards. And
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which I began this section: to moralise or not to moralise, or in the terms in
which I am now operating, to connect universal norms with a specific context
or to refuse such a connection. The problem is both obvious and simple: the
ethical norms determined for one group will be limited by ethnicity, gender, age,
religion, sexuality and economics; any universal principles will be a projection
of that particularity. As Adorno puts it, ‘the more you admit empirical conditions, the more you rule out the possibility of any objective definition of the
good life and of moral action’.5 In order to avoid the dreaded bogey of relativism, a favoured path has been to divorce utterly the connection between ethical
reasoning and practical advice. It may take different forms, such as restricting
oneself to critiquing and assessing the moral principles of other ethical systems
(a good example here is utilitarianism), or it may seek to develop a system by
means of a radical refusal of empirical knowledge, intentions or human ends (the
sheer formalism of Kant), what Adorno calls an ethics of conviction,6 or it may
retreat as far as possible from any threat of relativising through moralising into
the realm of meta-ethics. In this case, there is a retreat from content, principles,
let alone advice, into the exploration of the logical consistency or otherwise of
ethical thought. For example, a meta-ethical approach argues that one must first
determine whether ethical positions rely on objective and universal truths or
are the result of the specific concerns of a group or even an individual. Without
deciding on this matter, one cannot determine what argument is appropriate in
order to develop and defend an ethical system. Meta-ethics, however, especially
in its claim to constitute ethics as such, preserves the universal applicability of
reasoned reflection, craftily identifying relativity as an item for analysis rather
than considering the nature of that analysis as subject to the same concerns.
As I pointed out earlier, these efforts to dig out and deepen the abyss between
practical advice and reasoned reflection are responses to the perceived problems
of the initial connection of reflection and advice in ethics, a connection I have
dubbed moralising. At least two replies have been made against such a drastic
retreat into the rarefied air of pure thought, replies convinced that the remove
from the immediacy of ethics and moralising is at best fictional. One is to return
to the Aristotelian approach, facing the contradiction of universal precepts and
specific advice and seeking to dress up moralising as desirable and necessary.
by this standard the major claimants in modern moral philosophy . . . seem to me . . . to
fail’ (MacIntyre 1998, pp. xvi–xvii). At the same time, MacIntyre goes on to defend a
revamped and cleaned-up Aristotelian approach.
5. Adorno 2000c, p. 107.
6. As Adorno points out so well, Kant knew that any concession to intention or
subjective human ends or goals would compromise the universal nature of his argument.
The catch is that it faces insuperable contradictions. See Adorno 2000c, pp. 127–45.
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Some of those I consider below fall into this group, such as Foucault, Eagleton
and Butler. By contrast, I prefer another path, one that is indebted to Adorno,
for he persistently locates the inconsistencies of any moral philosophy (Kant is
his main target), the contradictions and problems that render any ethics highly
problematic. However, since Adorno runs the risk of following a meta-ethical
approach, I wish to give him a push, for I want not to dispense with moral philosophy, but to undermine it from within, seeking to take a position against ethics through ethics itself.
Before I proceed, a few basic words on usage are needed. As is reasonably well
known, ‘ethics’ as a term (in the plural) was coined by Aristotle: ta ethika, ‘the
ethical matters’, a word that then set in motion a sub-discipline of philosophy
and then later theology. However, as Aristotle himself explicitly recognises in The
Nicomachian Ethics,7 its basis lies with the Greek term ethos, a lowly word that
speaks of custom and habit. And since, argues Aristotle, these community habits
are not natural, one needs practice and training in order to develop the correct
habits. I will have much more to say about this etymological background to the
term, save to point out here that the Latin translation is mos. But we know that
word almost exclusively in its plural, as mores, the habits, unwritten codes and
patterns of behaviour of a society or an individual. Both words, ethika and mores,
ethics and morals (or preferably moral philosophy) are interchangeable, at least
etymologically, and that will be my practice here. I do so for two reasons: first,
to run against the tendency to see ethics as one rung above morals, the former
speaking of extended and systematic philosophical reflection of a social nature
and the latter dealing with the codes by which individual human beings live –
sexual morals or religious morals and other such private matters. The second reason why I equate the terms is due to the fact that it is only lately that ethics has
attained this higher status, largely through repetition. It is worth recalling that
the terms have not always been arranged in this way. Take for example Adorno’s
lectures, published as Problems of Moral Philosophy:8 Adorno finds ethics a little
trendy for his liking, far too close to the slick advertising (or so it seemed back
then) that began to invade Europe in the wake of the American invasion at the
end of the Second World War. Indeed, it comes close to the moralising he abhors –
a sense that I obviously share with him. And so Adorno prefers moral philosophy
as the proper task of philosophical reflection, although he seeks to show how
such a philosophy is riven with contradictions, so much so that it is difficult to
produce such a philosophy in the first place.

7. Aristotle 1955, p. 55; Eth. Nic. 2.1.
8. Adorno 2000c.
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Care of the self
Much of contemporary ethics, especially on the Left, concerns the stranger, foreigner or ‘other’, in itself a move to get beyond the sense that ethics applies to
our group, our society. On the other side of the equation is the one who cares for
the other, a self that also needs care. Enter a large chain bookshop, perhaps like
Borders, and the self-help shelves loom before you, a vast obstacle you need to
negotiate in order to get anywhere else in the shop. Here are books with glossy
covers, bristling with images of ageless authors, impossibly white teeth, wrinkles
smoothed out – all speaking of the value of precisely the book in question. If
you follow my advice, the image wants to say, you can be just like me – youthful,
successful, happy, with internal plumbing like a twelve-year-old and a libido like
a woman of forty.9
To my dismay, I find them broken down into ever more subgenres, such as
the spirituality section with its formulae for inner peace, happiness and endless orgasms; or the fitness books, packed with advertisements for plastic tubs of
brown powder with all those supplements necessary for bulging muscles, popping veins, paper-thin skin and shrunken libidos;10 or the cookbooks for cleansing
one’s liver, or weaning oneself off carbohydrates, or perhaps curing everything
from the common cold to AIDS by drinking copious amounts of water; or books
full of advice on how to repair relationships, become a loving, trusting and randy
partner; not to speak of that trusty line of works for whom the cursed Dale
Carnegie is responsible, namely, how to win friends and influence people.
It should come as no surprise whatsoever that our bookshops are crammed
with such self-help works, for if we turn on the television every now and then
or have children to send to school, then we are bombarded with graphic and
gruesome advice that smoking is bad for you (a man with tubes in his nose talks
about seeing his grandchildren but then dies soon afterwards); or that driving
while under the influence puts your life in grave danger (a teenager relates
through sobs that he has just killed his best friend); or that obesity is at epidemic proportions (so coin-shaped contestants with slabs of fat larger than the
Ross Ice Shelf of Antarctica compete to see who can lose the most weight); or
that we really should exercise more to keep us trim and taut for that unexpected
moment when the clothes must come off (three women – for these television
shows come on mid-morning when the men have gone to work – of different
sizes, graded from fat to firm offer an aerobic routine to help you move from one
to the other, hopefully firm rather than fat); or the need to watch that cursed sun
and its rays, slipping on a shirt, slopping on sunscreen and slapping on a hat.
9. See, for instance, Žižek’s comments in Žižek 2005b, pp. 55–6.
10. See further Boer 2009e.
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But let us return to our bookshop, where we will find, sadly, that one or two
philosophers may be found on the self-help shelves too . . . such as Alain de
Botton, with his cute books (transformed into audio books, DVDs and television
shows), on love, status, travel, happiness and work.11 Alongside his own smooth
and self-indulgent reflections, he rips out chunks of text from their contexts,
dripping blood and gore and odd pieces of gristle, from philosophers, artists and
writers in order to offer advice as to how to make life more pleasant and . . . nice.
So we find Van Gogh, Ruskin, Huysmans, Wordsworth and Flaubert on travel,
Christopher Wren, Le Corbusier and Norman Foster on the architecture of home,
and Socrates (on unpopularity), Epicurus (on lack of money), Seneca (on frustrations), Montaigne (on inadequacy), Schopenhauer (on broken hearts) and
Nietzsche (on difficulties) and so on. Self-help for the thinking woman and man,
philosophical soufflé, philosophy as a ‘school of life’ – the actual name for de
Botton’s new institution, which teaches courses on careers, relationships, politics, travels, families, offers psychotherapy in a way that one might get a haircut
and has – no surprise here – a shop selling the necessary accoutrements of a
soothed life.
Not quite so banal but of the same ilk was the later Foucault. His acolytes may
find my locating him – this ethereal solver of all our philosophical and political problems – in such company a deep affront. Is not his challenge to ethics
like no other, dismissing concerns of social greasing, questioning the very basis
of ethics in human nature and the subject and for that reason focusing on the
construction of the human subject in the first place? Granted to some extent,
for Foucault clearly – in fact, clearer than most – saw the problems I have mentioned in the previous section, specifically the tension between universal precept and particular origin, as well as the concomitant problem of moralising,
but he chose to deal with those problems by what he and his followers thought
was a radical turn, questioning the basic assumption of a human subject. To my
mind, this turn by Foucault was drastically mistaken, devolving in his late work
to what he calls, in the third volume of The History of Sexuality, the care of the
self.12 That third volume was actually an effort to bring together the two different
directions of the previous two,13 the first concerned more directly with sex and
the second with the self, especially the argument that the ancient Greeks were
not so much interested in moral codes or even a hermeneutics of the subject
but techniques of existence, modes of subjectivation, processes that require a

11. Botton 1994, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2006, 2009.
12. Foucault 1986.
13. Foucault 1981; Foucault 1985.
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Greek ‘to act upon himself, to monitor, test, improve and transform himself ’14
as an open-ended programme; the third was then an effort to mediate the two,
focused on an ‘intensification of the relation to oneself by which one constituted
oneself as the subject of one’s acts’15 in the first two centuries of our era, all of
which comprises an attempt to produce a genealogy of ethics through which we
constitute ourselves as moral agents, defined by our relation to sexual activity.
Equally revealing are his posthumously published lectures, course outlines and
interviews, especially those which speak about ‘technologies of the self ’, where
he maps out the project that came to be the incomplete History of Sexuality.16
These ‘technologies’ – one of those arresting and fuzzy terms so beloved by
Foucault – are the specific practices used by individuals in constructing their
own selves. Or in Foucault’s words, these practices ‘permit individuals to effect
by their own means, or with the help of others, a certain number of operations
on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to
transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality’.17
In the perpetual effort to map his changing patterns of thought, this technology of the self marks a shift in the last years of his life from the interest in
power, domination and what he came to call ‘governmentality’, to the actions
an individual exercises in constructing his own self (the pronoun is quite deliberate, for the model in the end is Foucault as his own project). He does so by
making a troubled classicist move, turning to the perceived roots of the West in
ancient Greece and Rome, specifically the first and second centuries CE, as well
as the ascetic Christian practices of the third and fourth centuries. And so we
come across a diverse and changing collection of practices: reflection, writing,
listening, letters to friends and self-disclosure, examination and review of self
and conscience, ascesis as an act of mastery over oneself in order to acquire
truth (Stoics) and then later renunciation (Christian),18 interpretation of dreams,
exomologesis as the recognition of the fact of sin leading to repentance through
14. Foucault 1985, p. 28. See also his comment concerning ‘a stylization of attitudes
and an aesthetics of existence’ (Foucault 1985, p. 92).
15. Foucault 1986, p. 41.
16. See especially Foucault 2000, pp. 223–51, 269–80.
17. Foucault 2000, p. 225. See also Foucault 1985, p. 28: ‘the individual delimits that
part of himself that will form the object of his moral practice, defines his position relative
to the precept that he will follow, and decides on a certain mode of being that will serve
his moral goal’. Foucault delineates this technology as the fourth type, the others being
technologies of production, sign systems and power, which he acknowledges – in a rare
moment of attributing the source of an idea – come from Habermas (see Foucault 1985,
p. 177).
18. I find the interest by the later Foucault in asceticism not so much a personal
agenda for the construction of his own self as the appeal of a way of life rather different
from his own (earlier) drinking, drug-taking and sexual practices.
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renunciation of the self, exagoreusis as a dual process of obedience and contemplation that achieves its goal through verbalising and thereby renouncing your
will to a master. These various practices carry through, flowing together and then
running off into different channels, from the probably spurious Platonic dialogue
Alcibiades I, through the Stoics and on to the early Christians.
More extensively, Foucault offers four categories for the care of the self,
modalities providing a full range of ethical concerns that are summed up in four
words: what, why, how and end.19 ‘What’ concerns ethical substance, the material
of ethics, which he describes as the will to truth, or, more prosaically, that aspect
or part of oneself which is concerned with moral conduct. ‘Why’ deals with the
mode of subjectification, the form it is given or the mode of self-stylisation: it
explores the way in which one recognises one’s moral obligations, establishing a
relation to the rule and recognising that it needs to be put into practice. ‘How’ is
the ethical work itself, entailing critical activity, thought interacting with experience, the work performed to change oneself into the ethical subject of one’s
own behaviour; in short, the process of self-formation. And ‘end’ or telos entails,
obviously, the purpose of ethics, the being to which one aspires by behaving in
a moral way. For Foucault, this is nothing less than disassembling the self, of
releasing oneself from oneself – his curious definition of freedom that emphasises the specific practices of freedom rather than liberation of a given human
nature from its constraints.20
The overwhelming focus is on the ethical subject: out of what, for what reason, in what way and to what purpose is that subject constructed? However, in
developing this fourfold schema, Foucault works in his characteristic fashion,
plundering the thought of others without attribution, reshaping categories to
suit his own wishes. In this case, he has, with a wink to those in the know, taken
on Aristotle’s four causes – material, formal, efficient and final. With trademark
audacity, Foucault welds together the usual starting point for ethical reflection –
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics – with the Metaphysics. For Aristotle, as is wellknown, the material cause is ‘that from which, as its constitutive material,
something comes, for example the bronze of a statue . . .’.21 In Foucault’s appropriation, it becomes the ethical substance, a more intangible matter than Aristotle’s bronze used for a statue, or, to add an example of my own, perhaps the old
wood one might retrieve in order to make a bookshelf for all those philosophical
self-help books, or indeed a bicycle from old parts in order to carry them home.
The formal cause, for Aristotle, is the account of what the statue or bookshelf is –
perhaps that bust of Lenin that I place on top of the bookshelf or the bicycle with
19. See Foucault 2000, pp. 262–9; Foucault 1985, pp. 26–7.
20. Foucault 2000, pp. 282–3.
21. Quotations in this paragraph come from Aristotle 1989, Book 5, Section 1013a.
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its two wheels, handlebars, chain, seat and carry-rack. Yet, both can arise only
from some idea, a plan that gives shape to the material at hand. For Foucault,
this formal cause becomes the mode of subjectification, the constitution of a
subject into which the ‘material’ sources of ethics are to be shaped. And then we
find the efficient cause (in English, ‘cause’ properly refers to this category), which
is ‘the source of the first beginning of change’. Aristotle uses the example of the
father being the cause the child, but in the case of our statue or indeed bookshelf
and bicycle, the crucial element is an agent which brings about the transformation, producing something with the statue mould, the hammer, nails, sandpaper
and dowelling, or the spanner, Allen keys and cable cutters. This agent brings
about change in the matter in order to produce the form of the object. So, too,
with Foucault’s interest in how the ethical subject comes about; it is not a given
but requires work, yet once again understood intangibly, as critical reflection,
thought on experience, the process of self-formation by reflecting and acting in
light of the books on ethics that I now have on my new shelf.
Finally (quite literally) comes Aristotle’s famous end or purpose, ‘that for
the sake of which’ something is done – deliberately, unintentionally or blindly.
Walking may be for health (Aristotle’s example – the first moment of ethics as
self-help?), the statue may be for adoration or as an ironic nod, the bookshelf
for books, which I have bought to make me healthy, wealthy and wise, and the
bicycle to transport those books, although it now may have other ends, such as
getting me to the shops or as a way to travel long-distance. And for Foucault, the
purpose of ethics is the constitution of the moral subject, one who acts in a moral
way. Now, Foucault’s effort to link ethical categories with the modes of causality
is not without warrant in Aristotle’s work, for the latter’s modes of causation are
woven in with the main features of his thought – form and matter, for instance,
or agency, or the outcome of physics where there is no conscious purpose. But
what has happened in Foucault’s appropriation is a de-substantialisation of the
four causes for the sake – paradoxically – of Foucault’s central concern, namely,
the self.
Why is Foucault interested in all this? To begin with, he wishes to recover a
nearly forgotten dimension of ancient practices, that of care of the self, rather
than the dominant memory of the ‘know thyself ’ of the Delphic oracle. The key
phrase is epimeleisthai sautou, which Foucault translates in a curious moment of
repetition as ‘to take care of yourself ’, to take ‘care of the self ’, ‘to be concerned,
to take care of yourself ’.22 He argues that for the Greeks and especially those
of the Hellenistic era the latter was far more important than the oracle’s brief
22. See Foucault 2000, p. 226. On p. 269 he uses epimeleia heautou, while in the third
volume he interchanges these two words. See the important discussion in Foucault 1986,
pp. 43–68.
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s tatement from Delphi. But the repetition of definitions is telling, for it marks
not so much an unresolved trauma as an obsession with the care of the self.
Why? He seeks not to return to an archaic age, but to see what can be recovered for the present for his own project of constructing the self. He wishes to
overturn the way in which morality has become based on external law, whether
theological or secular (he actually identifies this external law as secular, which
is a curious slip), as well as beat a path away from ‘knowing oneself ’, especially
since that has, since Descartes at least, become the basis for the philosophy of
knowledge. Above all, he wishes to challenge the overwhelming concern of ethics with the other by focusing on the self. Nonetheless, this self is a subject that
is not a given, not an essential unity upon which one gives due attention with
the aim of improving oneself. Rather, Foucault’s concern was with the self as a
problem, requiring production and manipulation and thereby becoming a basis
for ethics.
So rather than a code, provisional or absolute, rather than reflection as the
basis for action or an effort to resolve the moralising tension, and rather than
a concern with the other, the project of the self becomes the basis for morality
or ethics. It is an ingenious move, but one fraught with problems. I find myself
wanting to criticise his comments on theology: the deeply and unacknowledged
Roman Catholic nature of his take on Christianity shows up all too readily, especially when he suggests that salvation is the passing from death to life by means
of a set of rules of behaviour to transform the self. His abiding interest in confession, in self-knowledge as a basis for purity of the soul, in perpetually slipping by
the Reformation and preferring the Counter-Reformation as the major path, in
replicating the conservative theological argument for Christian exceptionalism,
all represent strange twists that hover between illumination and obfuscation.
But the major problem with this ‘turn to the self ’ is not only the content of these
late interviews, lectures and written texts. In them we find a constant process
of self-reflection, of critiquing his own earlier work, identifying where he has
changed direction and trying to make sense of it; is this not one of the tell-tale
signs of an intellectual becoming self-obsessed and self-indulgent?23 The very act
of turning to the self leaves its mark in the material that tries to account for such
a turn in his project. In fact, Foucault relished the inability of people to locate
where he stood politically, in their accusations that he has changed his mind:
‘I am not interested in the academic status of what I am doing because my problem is my own transformation’.24
However, a deeper and more persistent problem bedevils this project – that of
class. I will have more to say later about the associations between ethos, mos and
23. For example, see Foucault 1985, pp. 3–13.
24. Foucault 2000, p. 131.
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class, especially in connection with my earlier discussion of kairós and ákairos,
but the examples Foucault gives of the care of the self are telling: one of Plato’s
contested dialogues – Alcibiades I – in which Socrates instructs the young Athenian leader from the ruling elite; Stoics such as Marcus Aurelius; Christian fathers
pondering the ascetic life. All of these come from a small and literate elite, precisely those who had the time and leisure to be able to write, to think and retreat
and undergo self-examination and self-construction. The possibility of doing so
depended, as Ste. Croix has shown so well, on the surplus produced by slaves
and indentured peasants. Now, Foucault recognises this problem, pointing out
that the possibility of living the beautiful life was restricted to very few among
an elite, that Greek society in particular was a ‘disgusting’ virile and dominating
one in which women and slaves were passive objects of pleasure and in which
boys were a problem (since they would grow up to be men).25 But that is it. The
point does not make him ask further questions, especially to explore the nature
of ancient morality and its class and economic associations. Even when he discusses ethos, describing it in terms of a way of behaviour, clothing, appearance,
gait, calmness – all for the sake of ‘freedom’ – he fails to ask what these various
elements of ethos actually mean on the level of class and economics, especially
when they entail the glaring class signals of terms such as goodness, beauty and
honour.26 Instead, ethics turns inward, becoming nothing less than a relationship to oneself, a rapport à soi.27

Greasing the other
Defenders of Foucault will be quick to point out that in these same later texts
he does in fact concern himself with issues beyond the self. He devotes attention
to friendship (among gay men), to social, sexual and psychological outsiders,
to the inevitable turn towards others that the Greek ethos entails, even if that
relation was a form of mastery that followed from mastery of the self.28 Yes,
of course, one can find comments of this sort in these reflections, especially in
the interviews when Foucault was explicitly asked about ethics and the other.
But let me change focus for a moment, away from the texts of Foucault which
25. Foucault 2000, pp. 254, 257–8. In The Uses of Pleasure one struggles to find an
adequate discussion of class and economic issues. In the section designated ‘Economics’
(pp. 143–84) precious little appears, while in the chapter entitled ‘The Object of Pleasure’
(pp. 215–25) the brief comments on class in relation to sex with boys are very weak. The
same applies to the chapter called ‘The Political Game’ in Volume 3 of The History of
Sexuality. Foucault 1986, pp. 81–95.
26. Foucault 2000, p. 286.
27. Foucault 2000, p. 263.
28. Foucault 2000, pp. 170–1, 287.

Ethics • 259

draw one’s attention. When reading the interviews, the eye skips far too rapidly
by the questions posed, preferring to absorb, appropriate and perhaps critique
the words of the master; but the questions themselves are worth a look. For
instance, in the group session that was published as ‘The Ethics of the Concern
of the Self as a Practice of Freedom’,29 the interviewers show a distinct nervousness concerning Foucault’s extended deliberations on the care of the self. Yes,
they say, but that implies others, does it not? Of course, replies Foucault, and
promptly moves on. They press him, ever so gently, to include the other within
his exploration of this relationship with the self. He is willing to admit that these
matters are important, but only if one begins with the self as the basis of such
relations with others.
Thus far, I have argued that Foucault is responding to the impasse within
ethics, between specific instance and universal norm, between the urge for and
resistance to moralising, by problematising the human subject that has, he feels,
been the basis of prior ethical thought. However, another way of considering his
response is in terms of the bright Hegelian room in which the self is constituted
as a secondary procedure in a dialectic with the other. Once you grant these
terms, no matter how constructed, how lacking in an essential nature the self or
other may be, you are left with prioritising one or another of the terms. Foucault
has opted to go one way, through the self, while many would find that this care
of the self is a very limited form of ethics; a little self-indulgent perhaps. Instead,
ethics really deals with the stranger, the neighbour, or the ‘other’. In short, it
provides us with guidelines for relating to ‘others’, for adding a few drops of
lubricant to rusted and creaking social relations.
But who exactly are the ‘others’? They turn out not to be the physical, biological distinctions between bodies (animal or plant), but what I am tempted to call
‘ontological’ others. They may be the neighbours in a literal sense, those next
door with whom one must live. Easy enough to get on with the genial, helpful
neighbour (who is thereby ‘ethical’), but the real test comes with the annoyingly
repressed neighbour, the one who calls the police or fire brigade at the slightest
and, wishes to govern the whole street as a petty fiefdom. Or they may be the
hippies next door with their all-weekend parties, rave music and clouds of smoke
from inhaled illegal substances wafting in through the windows. Of course, this
sense of the neighbour is far too restricted for such ethics. The ‘other’ is actually
a collective category. Men and women, constructed in terms of different genders
within a distinct social formation, become ‘othered’. Ethnicity, now the preferred
term for the out-of-favour ‘race’, becomes another mode of otherness. Class too
is a collective form of the other, whether one claims in futile desperation to
29. Foucault 2000, pp. 281–301.
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belong to an aristocracy of an age now past, or sees the bourgeoisie or working
class as one’s class other. While blinkered Marxists, feminists and ethnic lobbies
argue with one another concerning the primacy of these forms of otherness –
what question does a parent ask of a child first? what form of oppression is the
foundation of all the others? will the solution to one solve the other forms? –
two newer forms of otherness have stolen the show: religious and environmental
others.
Muslims, Jews, Shintos, Scientologists, Christians, the John Frum religion (of
Vanuatu) – these and more become religious others. So, argue some in Australia,
Muslims should not be permitted in Australia since they are so different from
Australia’s Christian heritage. So, argue some in the Middle East, Israel should
be wiped off the face of the map. And so, some courts argue, Scientologists are
crackpots and do not count as a religion at all. Alongside the renewed primacy of
religious others come the environmental others, displacing disabled others, subcultural others (bikies, ferals, Chardonnay socialists, surfies . . .), homeless others,
poor others . . . The donkey in the field, the endangered Tasmanian Devil in the
forests, the Horny Owl in the hollow tree, the snake in the grass, the tomato in
the vegetable patch – all these have become the non-human other, the morethan-human other or perhaps the other-than-human other, in a rather clumsy
eco-critical excess of language.
A bewildering array of others, is it not? And it is certainly a rich field for ethics.
Everywhere I turn others confront me. On the train I meet women, hear half a
dozen languages, occasionally encounter a businessman or woman in a power
suit talking assuredly on the phone, may need to give up my seat for an elderly
or disabled passenger, avoid the feral kids drinking and smoking in the toilets
and watch the non-human other pass by through the window or in the collection of plants which the woman holds on her lap in the seat opposite. In short,
nearly everyone apart from me is an overlapped alien to me, an other with whom
I must learn to relate. That train carriage, with its ad hoc collection of others, is
a burgeoning microcosm for ethics – as it is understood by some.
We may define such ethics simply: it involves reflection upon and directions
for the ways in which I should relate to these myriad others. Its purpose: to
change the social relations within the world for the better. Before laying out my
criticisms of this approach to ethics, I restrict myself to two initially different
but ultimately quite similar examples of such an ethics – those of Terry Eagleton
and Judith Butler. The palpable reason for concerning myself with them is that
they do not make easy targets, offering not versions of bourgeois ethics (of which
the worst form must be business ethics, generated by philosophy and theology
departments in universities to forestall the bean counters in administration from
slashing such departments or closing them altogether) but coming from the Left
and seeking to challenge such bourgeois ethics.
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Quailing before the Real: Terry Eagleton
Terry Eagleton has joined the rush of the Left to offer opinions on ethics in a
recent lopsided work called Trouble with Strangers.30 His argument is as straightforward as is to be expected in these days of his recovered role as a Left theologian: Christian theology and socialism offer a far more profound sense of both
the depravity of human beings and the capacity for ground-shaking renewal.
After all, is this not the point of the narrative of Christ’s death and resurrection?
It leads one to what should be an entirely disinterested obligation to sympathy,
compassion, understanding and obligation to one’s fellow men and woman. But
why is this position expected? In most of Eagleton’s works after the turn of the
millennium,31 he has offered variations on the same, rather traditional Roman
Catholic form of theology: the intrinsic nature of God, who had no need to create
the world but did so out of love (God, therefore, does not depend upon creation
for existence); the power of simple, intrinsic virtues in constructing a metaphysical response to the equally intrinsic and apparently insurmountable forces of
evil (capitalism, selfishness, mayhem, bloodshed, cruelty and what have you);
the centrality of ethics and love as the process of selfless giving; the need for
forgiveness, especially political forgiveness; the role of genuine hope, especially
through and for the anawim (the poor, dispossessed and downtrodden), a term
dragged out of retirement from his early theological works. Through it all, ethics
sounds a regular beat as a central feature of that theology. In work after work
we find the same potted theology, with occasional references to Thomas Aquinas
and an old mentor, Herbert McCabe. And in work after work, Eagleton ritually
opines in his preface that Christianity may be responsible for some of the most
bloodthirsty acts in the last two thousand years, but is one of the few systems of
ideas that may offer some viable resources for the Left – to whom of course he
feels obliged to apologise for dipping into such a theology once again while also
castigating his comrades for their studied ignorance, indolence and hostility to
theology.32
The recent work of Eagleton has settled upon a three-legged stool: Marxism,
Lacanian psychoanalysis and theology provide largely the same message concerning the depths of human depravity and the possibility of overcoming it.
30. Eagleton 2009b. Loaded with quotation and exposition (perhaps to show that
Eagleton does read every now and then), it is an odd collection that includes Francis
Hutcheson and Aristotle, Shakespeare and Adam Smith, Heinrich von Kleist and
Kierkegaard.
31. Eagleton 2001, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2009a, 2009b, 2010. Often
scattered in various reflections throughout these works, the most complete statement
of what I no longer hesitate to call Eagleton’s theology may be found in Eagleton 2009a,
pp. 5–32, which he is ‘reluctant to label … liberation theology’, even though he sees the
connection (p. 32). See the detailed discussion in Boer 2007a, pp. 275–333.
32. Eagleton 2009b, p. vi; Eagleton 2009a, pp. xi–xii; Eagleton 2005, p. vi.
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Or rather, while psychoanalysis might provide an excellent description of our
fallen state, Christianity and Marxism have by far the best solution. But this
triangulation explains the choice of Lacan’s imaginary, symbolic and Real as a
grid for Trouble with Strangers – a decision that initially seems like windowdressing for some rather ordinary arguments concerning ethics but then turns
out to be quite forced. By the later stages of the book, the grid looks decidedly
lumpy, with Eagleton struggling to bend and stretch it to fit yet more ethical
positions: Shakespeare in the symbolic, Kierkegaard’s aesthetic, ethical and religious as imaginary, symbolic and Real, and then the leftovers gathered at the end
from Aristotle to Kant.
However, the trap with using these categories, particularly in the way Eagleton
presents them, is that they fall into a developmental pattern. Although Eagleton
notes Lacan’s dialectical reading of the imaginary, symbolic and Real, he takes
them either as stages in a child’s development, a potted historical narrative of
bourgeois fortunes, and, of course, as a progressive narrative structure in which
Christianity holds the trump card. The effect is obvious, for the imaginary is an
immature form, caught in the primitive mirror stage, and an ethics that falls into
this category is focused on the self. The symbolic is a step forward with its negotiation of the self and the other, but even this falls short of the terrible place of the
Real: the traumatic, indescribable kernel that keeps us all going but threatens
to destroy our world at any moment. Only at this point do we reach the Christian doctrine of sin, which is not only the springboard for a theological solution,
but also the moment where Marxism’s profound pessimism about the status of
exploited and alienated human beings comes into its own. Or, as Eagleton puts
it, the Lacanian Real is ‘a psychoanalytic version of Original Sin’.33 So psychoanalysis gets us to our fallen, sinful state, but from there we need theology and
Marxism. The problem now is that Eagleton simply assumes, without offering
any extensive analysis, that Marxism drinks deeply at the well of Jewish and
Christian thought.
What has all this got to do with ethics? One keeps anticipating a breakthrough,
a deep and thorough transformation of ethics in light of the traumatic and terrible Real. If we need to have a Lacanian structure, then let us make the most
of it. Does the passion narrative of Christ’s death allow us to stare that beast in
the face? Does it provide a narrative of transition, the ultimate psychoanalytic
cure? In the despairing cry of dereliction and abandonment – ‘My God, my God,
why have you forsaken me?’ – does the narrative take us through and beyond
the Real? Do we finally get past the subjective concerns of the imaginary and

33. Eagleton 2003b, p. 205.
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the interpersonal obsessions of the symbolic to a moment when the over-riding
desire of ethics is to help us get on better with our fellow man and woman?
The simple answer is no: Eagleton does not deliver. All we find are some
observations on disinterested goodness and virtue: Christ overcomes death and
despair basically through being nice and not expecting to be rewarded for it –
like lending my shovel to a neighbour and not expected anything in return.
According to Eagleton, Christian theology offers a number of simple, unprepossessing virtues that may actually overcome the depths of evil (and Eagleton does
not shy away from admitting that he seeks to recover a full-blooded ‘metaphysics’).
Kindness, love, justice, humility, modesty, meekness, vision, courage, dedication,
selflessness and endurance – all of these and more are marshalled again and
again to do battle with evil in a starkly dualistic universe.34 But the greatest virtue is love, which he takes not as the lusty desire for getting one’s clothes off and
connecting the plumbing, but as an indifferent, unconditional, impersonal and,
especially, a public and political law of love that has its benchmark in the love
for enemies and strangers. For Eagleton, this is the key to ethics, a self-less and
disinterested – as in not expecting anything in return – obligation to care for the
‘stranger’. The echoes of the biblical injunction to show kindness to the stranger
in our midst, for we too were strangers in Egypt, runs through Eagleton’s text.35
In the end, ethics is at the core of the Christian message, found on the cross of
Christ as an ethical act. And its concern is that other to whom we must show
self-less love, a banal goodness that will overcome evil.
At a theological level, as I have argued elsewhere, Eagleton’s overriding concern with ethics betrays the worst of his Roman Catholic background. It is a
short step from ethics to the law, for ethics in Eagleton’s account is really a code
of life for the religious Left. Follow these guidelines – the law of love – which
happen to be much the same in both Christianity and socialism, and you are on
the path to salvation. For Eagleton, this is a ‘scriptural’ theology, one tied into
the Bible, rather than an ‘ideological’ one, which turns out to be that of the later
Christian church. In making this facetious distinction, Eagleton subscribes, as I
argued in Chapter Three, to a fall narrative: the ‘scriptural’ theology is a more
genuine, radical one, but at a specific moment the church betrayed those roots,
took a sinister turn and offered a reactionary ‘ideology’ that was welcomed by
the overlords of this world.
The snare with this popular narrative of a theological fall (one shared with,
Eagleton might be interested to note, any reformer within the history of theology) is that there is no uniform pattern of thought in the biblical texts upon
which Eagleton claims to base his theology. This odd collection of texts is, as I
34. Eagleton 2003b, p. 120; Eagleton 2003c, p. 74.
35. Exodus 22:21; 23:9; Leviticus 19:34; Deuteronomy 10:19.
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argued in Chapter Three, thoroughly and deeply ambivalent, at cross-purposes
with itself, loaded with competing ideas, approaches and political possibilities.
To Eagleton’s argument for self-sufficient and disinterested evil and good (which
are then opposed to one another in a dualistic system – with no sense of contradiction with his argument for the intrinsic nature of good and evil), I can
simply pick up those texts, especially Isaiah, Ezekiel and Job, where God is the
source of both good and evil – as any thoroughly consistent monotheism needs
to argue. Or, as an alternative counter to the argument for disinterested evil,
I could pick up the contradictory and persistent theme that evil is an affront to
God, an affront of which human beings seem particularly prone. As with anyone
who wishes to construct some type of consistent theological system he must pick
and choose, opting for certain lines and ignoring others. And those lines tend to
be ones that come out of Eagleton’s own Roman Catholic tradition.
As far as ethics itself is concerned, Eagleton’s smooth prose slides towards
the themes of law and love, the ultimate law being to love one’s neighbour as
oneself.36 In such an amorphous collection like the Bible, many texts might be
marshalled to favour his position. I will fill a few in here, since Eagleton’s works
are remarkably free of actual biblical references. For instance, we find that Christ
came to fulfil the law; he does not remove one jot or tittle (as the Authorised
Version of King James would have it); the law is good, upright and just, and on
and on.37 And there are enough texts on love – agape, Christian love, which is
supposed to be more political, social and spiritual than eros and goes much further than philia – to suggest that love is meant to save. Is not love stronger than
hope and faith, as Paul argues in 1 Corinthians 13? In the ethical text par excellence, at least for Eagleton, did not God so love the world that he gave his only
son ( John 3:16)? But it is a truncated theology, one that favours texts concerning
love, law and ethics, caught in the end in the vicious cycle of the law – the result
is, as we find in Eagleton, a code of behaviour for a much more spiritual Left.
I am far less enthused with both ethics and love, partly due to their popularity today, but also for theological reasons. To begin with, the word ‘ethics’
hardly appears in the New Testament at all. Or rather, ethikos and ethika cannot be found. Ethos does appear, but it is a lowly word, preferred by that very
urbane author of Luke and Acts.38 Its meaning: the customs and law, whether of
the priests, the Jews, Moses or the fathers. At this level, it strikes me as passing
strange that Eagleton can claim that ethics is an inescapable feature of ‘scriptural’
36. Eagleton 2009b, pp. 291–2. Eagleton 2009b, pp. 195–6, 272, 323.
37. For example, Matthew 5:18; Romans 7:12; 10:4.
38. See Luke 1:9, 2:42, 22:39; Acts 6:14, 15:1, 16:21, 21:21, 25:16, 26:3, 28:17. Only two
occurrences appear outside this collection, one in John 19:14 and the other in Hebrews
10:25.
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theology. But one may object that ethics appears implicitly in the law and love.
Let us grant that position for a moment. The problem is, as we saw in Chapter 4, that law and love, as well as the body, flesh, Jews and Gentiles, male and
female, Jew and Greek and so on, are actually transformed, especially in those
texts conveniently ignored by Eagleton. Christ is the end – telos – of the law,39
since he negates it and thereby overcomes it – Hegel’s Aufhebung before Hegel.
Elsewhere, we find that we are ‘not under the law, but under grace’, that we are
freed from captivity to the law since the only way for true justice to be done
(theologically termed ‘justification’) is not through the law but through faith
in Christ.40 The theological term for this banishment and thorough reshaping,
negation and overcoming is grace – charis in Greek – and it works through faith,
which is itself given by God as an act of grace. Grace as rupture, unexpected and
undeserved, unable to be won through any ethical act, any obedience to a law,
leaves ethics in tatters – as Eagleton presents it. Grace does not institute a new
law code, slightly more enlightened and benevolent, calling on us to be good
and loving; it simply dispenses with any such code. On one point I agree with
Eagleton: theology does have a thoroughly dismal view of human beings. In my
own tradition (Calvinism), it is known as total depravity – which makes much
sense of the piles of corpses from warfare, starvation, disease and grinding poverty of the majority over, say, the last few thousand years. But that means no-one
can do any good on their own, let alone earn salvation. That is purely for grace,
for here – on a theological register at least – we do pass through the Real.
Two caveats. First, the position I have espoused is one possible line of interpretation, favouring one position in a collection of texts that is notoriously two-faced
(as I argued in Chapter Three). One may simply point out that Eagleton differs
from me (even without too many explicit references to texts) and prefers another
theological stream that is filled with ethics, love, virtues and so forth. One may
well support either position, or a range of others depending on the texts chosen.
Nothing new in that point, although it does mean that Eagleton’s claim to have a
‘scriptural’ foundation for ethics, as though there were one, proper foundation, is
special pleading. Nevertheless, he does face a deeper problem, for it is impossible
to find any explicit discussion of ethics as such in the New Testament; for that
we must resort to the law. Second caveat: as I argued earlier, that key theologian, the Apostle Paul, equivocates within his own thought. At times he crashes
through to a new insight, but then he holds back, fixes the breaches in the wall
and sends out the search party in order to find that fearful and dangerous insight
he has let loose. So Paul himself, as with the rest of the Bible, is in two or more
39. Romans 10:4.
40. See Romans 3:28; 6:14 and 15; 7:6; Galatians 2:16.
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minds – a signal in itself of the contested social formations within which he
thought and wrote.
At a philosophical level, Eagleton is ultimately unable to slip past the idea
that ethics concerns the proper relations with one’s others, or, as I prefer to
put it, greasing the mechanisms of society so that they run more smoothly. To
his credit, he sees little mileage in the care of the self and has questions for
inter-personal relations. And yet he cannot get beyond that point, for Christian
theology ends up offering a better way for us to relate to all those real, pulsing,
throbbing others out there. It may be disinterested love and goodness, with no
expectation of a reciprocal deal, but he is locked into the assumption that ethics
concerns the way you and I act in relation to others. Such a position is caught
on at least three snags: the idea of a chosen people to whom everyone else is
‘other’; the creation of the category of ‘other’ as a process of the self; and the role
of ethics as a discourse that creates and perpetuates the other. I will deal with
each objection after I have grappled with Butler, Badiou and Žižek.
Ultimately, Eagleton falls into a tired – no, well and truly buried – argument
that was common in the nineteenth century. Ethics, it was argued, or a moral
code for society, can only be based on Christian theology. Casting anxious looks
at the swelling mobs of anti-clerical protesters and openly secular social movements, church and political leaders opined that with the decline of Christianity
so would the social glue of morals disappear. For all his trumpeting of a more
radical ethics based on love and the death and resurrection of Christ, Eagleton makes largely the same argument (shared, incidentally, by conservative
Muslims). Values have been dropped by the wayside, he argues, as capitalism
and its empty consumerism have gained sway. We no longer have a robust metaphysical framework and ethics is left to wander about, thirsty and hungry, in
a moral wasteland. The solution is, then, a recovery of the Christian message.
I have argued elsewhere that this narrative has a distinct autobiographical resonance, covering what may now seem to an older man as the morally vacuous
years of smoking, drinking, flitting about the world as the proponent of the latest
phase of high literary theory and other items that cannot be mentioned in polite
company. But since the turn of the millennium, the explicit theological tone in
Eagleton’s works has sounded ever more loudly, so that now he writes openly of
old themes, such as the need for a bodily resurrection of Christ (for otherwise
the message is meaningless), the power of the resurrection of Christ and the
nature of God, and – a topic on which he has been a little cagey until recently –
the solidarity of the sacrificial meal and love feast of the Eucharist. Not only is this
an adequate replacement for self-sacrifice, should we miss the grand opportunity
to give our lives in service for others, but it is a pure blast from Eagleton’s past,

Ethics • 267

when he used to argue for the value of the Eucharist.41 The only item missing is
the old argument that the priesthood might become the Leninist vanguard.42 It
is no wonder the Archbishop of Canterbury reads him with approval.
The ethics of ethical failure: Judith Butler
I have less to say about Butler, largely because her position is more coherent
(paradoxically, it will turn out) than that of Eagleton. More inspired by Foucault
than Marx, Judith Butler’s Amsterdam lectures from 2002 seek to produce what
she calls an ‘account of oneself ’.43 This account is not merely a self-serving exercise, a means of coming to an awareness of one’s self through, say, the writing of letters. Instead, the subject is not the ground of ethics but a problem
for ethics – since all of these discussions concerning the self, ego, first person
and so on actually concern the subject.44 For all her creative engagement with
Foucault, here she goes beyond him, arguing that every account takes the form
of an address, directed not merely to someone, but to you in particular. Ethics is
therefore a thoroughly relational activity: ‘the scene of address, what we might
call the rhetorical condition for responsibility, means that while I am engaging in
a reflexive activity, thinking about and reconstructing myself, I am also speaking
to you and thus elaborating a relation to an other in language as I go’.45 Ethics
arises not in the account itself, whether it suffices or not, but in the dialogue. Are
both parties to this duality sustained by the interaction? Are they altered in the
process, hopefully coming to a greater understanding of one another in the act
of addressing each other?
Within the perimeters set by the discourse of ethics, this position is already
a step beyond Foucault. But the key to Butler’s argument is that the accounts
given are of necessity limited, lacking and broken, containing incoherencies and
remaining incomplete – her creative reworking of the poststructuralist argument
that the subject is divided, ungrounded and incoherent. This opacity, and indeed
apparent failure, is where ethics really begins. If my account is limited and incoherent, if the way I give an account is not quite the way I would like it, then that
should lead me to exercise patience with an interlocutor caught in the same
41. Eagleton 2009b, pp. 195–6, 272, 323. Compare Eagleton 1966a, pp. 69–84; Eagleton
1970, pp. 39–40; Eagleton 1968a; Eagleton 1968b.
42. Eagleton 1970, pp. 75–93.
43. Butler 2005. For a defence of Butler, see Loizidou 2007.
44. Butler 2005, p. 110, argues that both Foucault and Adorno effectively make
this move, yet she clearly moves beyond Foucault, taking a few scattered hints much
further.
45. Butler 2005, p. 50.
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bind. Patience, tolerance and an effort to understand – these flow precisely from
the awareness that both interlocutors struggle with comparable incoherencies.
The paradox is that Butler’s own account is very accessible and coherent, a situation that appears to trouble her as the account wears on, page after page. So
we find that the deadpan beginning, with its short sentences and simple syntax,
gives way to notes about slips of the typing finger and a noticeably lyrical style in
the midst of the second, long chapter on psychoanalysis. But she never explicitly
mentions that she is aware of the question posed to her own account; instead,
that troubling matter is shunted off into an extraordinary examination of Foucault’s interviews towards the end of his life, the ‘ethical’ that period we explored
a little earlier. Here Butler notes the inconsistencies, the lack of connections and
prevarications when Foucault is asked to give an account of himself.46 All the
same, that is not a shortcoming on his part, engaged in discussion as he is, but
of the very nature of ethical engagement.
In making this argument, Butler wishes to counter at least two positions. The
first one comes from Nietzsche, for whom the awareness of oneself – which for
Butler implies giving an account – comes from a violence suffered, a punishment
inflicted, an allegation or an accusation made, to which one must respond. Butler disagrees, arguing that an account, partial and halting as it is, need not arise
from violence. That point leads to her second countermove: she seeks to negate
ethical violence, which eventuates when one believes that one’s own position
is inviolable, true and clear, thereby enabling one to judge others who do not
measure up. This strategy is Butler’s response to the perennial tension, which
I have already mentioned on a number of occasions, between universal precept
and particular situation. For Butler, when the universal seeks to force itself upon
the particular, rather than – in similar dialogic fashion – relating to, negotiating
with and altering in light of the particular, then it engages in the violence of
imposed indifference.
Negotiation, relation, dialogue, mutuality – these are the keys to Butler’s ethics, which may be seen as a reconditioned Hegelian dialectic. They produce a
modesty of ethical accounts, seek to negate the violence of imposed absolutes
and universals, and become the workings of the subject, democracy, justice,
patience, responsibility, agency, hope, politics and the very definition of what it
means to be human. Much hangs, it seems, on the frail task of ethics. Above all,
ethics is the relation between a self and an other, I and you, ‘whether conjured or
existing’,47 which is the particular shape that the relation of the self and its social
46. Butler 2005, pp. 111–38. She focuses on the interview, ‘How Much Does It Cost for
Reason to Tell the Truth?’. See Foucault 1989.
47. Butler 2005, p. 21. She is keen to distance herself from those, like Levinas and
Laplanche, who prioritise the ‘Other’. See Butler 2005, pp. 84–101.
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context must take. Neither conditions the other in terms of absolute cause, for
they are semi-autonomous. They need each other, but do not cause each other.
If one grants the premises of ethics – self, other and the relations between
them – Butler’s account is one of the most persuasive and thought-provoking,
not the least gain being an extraordinary unpicking of the inconsistencies in
Levinas’s Zionism.48 But those premises are the issue. Ethics, for Butler, involves
the betterment of society, the greasing of social relations so that the creaking,
rusty parts may run more smoothly. And who does not want justice, tolerance,
responsibility, understanding and democracy, even if they do rely on the idea
of conscious and relatively free agents? Ethics is the stuff of interpersonal relations, social interaction and a political desire to change the world – gradually
and patiently – for the better. But this version of ethics is really one of reform,
a counsel against revolution, for that would be, according to Butler, the violent
imposition of an absolute moral code and indifferent universal.
In the end, Butler comes quite close to Eagleton with his simple and modest
virtues of goodness, justice, courage and responsibility. These values may be a
little banal, unexciting even, but they are the stuff of ethics. I would suggest
that Eagleton’s quailing before the Real, his failure to deliver on a radical ethics,
brings him into the same camp as Butler and other social reformers. On Butler’s
part, that moment explicitly comes when she argues that the most difficult ethical response to violence is that one must not respond with violence, exercising
patience and restraint rather than suddenly believing you are in the right to seek
revenge.49 This is an argument that Eagleton would love, for it is merely a secularised version of Jesus’s saying to turn the other cheek should someone strike
you.50 Ethics seems to take an inevitable theological turn even in Butler.
Blasting away the other
Self, other, and mediation between the two – these seem to be the options available within the ‘ethical ideology’, as Badiou calls it, which dominates recent
discussions. All of them wish to wash away the rusty accretions of a creaking
social machine, spray on the latest Teflon lubricant and get the parts working
more smoothly. And inevitably they tend to slip into versions of moralising, one
perhaps a little more gentle than the other, but moralising all the same. I have
already made it clear enough that I am less than enthused by these projects, but
before I outline my own responses, I shall pass through two who seek to take a
wrecking ball to contemporary debates on ethics: Slavoj Žižek and Alain Badiou.
48. Butler 2005, pp. 90–6.
49. Butler 2005, pp. 100–1.
50. Matthew 5:39; Luke 6:29.
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Despite their common ground – they both negotiate the work of Lacan –
their approaches to ethics are diametrically opposed. In the wake of Levinas,
Laplanche, Irigaray, even Spivak and a host of dimmer stars, the other reigns
supreme, at least in the domain of ethics. While Badiou argues that the problem is not the other but the same, Žižek pushes the other to its psychoanalytic extreme. For Badiou the other, alterity, difference, or whatever name it is
called, is the way things are; it describes the coordinates of the status quo: ‘what
we must recognise is that these differences hold no interest for thought, that
they amount to nothing more than the infinite and self-evident multiplicity of
humankind, as obvious as the difference between me and my cousin from Lyon
as it is between the Shi’ite “community” in Iraq and the fat cowboys of Texas’.51
We are all different, others to one another – so what! Ethics with its concern for
the other becomes a convenient ideology for that status quo, making us believe
that there is a problem and that we simply need to readjust a few things here
and there in order to make it all work more smoothly, with greater understanding, tolerance and patience. We must learn, so the advice goes, to celebrate our
differences, live harmoniously in multicultural societies. Or, in the terms I have
been using thus far, ethics assists in oiling the parts of a social system that is not
working so well.
Take, for example, the tendency in some universities today to establish centres for social inclusion and wellbeing.52 Much money is available for such
centres, both from liberal philanthropists keen to assuage their guilty consciences
and from governments which find themselves facing the downsides of aggressive
immigration policies. Ethics is, of course, central to these centres, which seek to
find strategies and offer advice – moralising again – so that all of us may feel as
though we belong to a more harmonious society and thereby feel good about
ourselves and our fellow men and women.
Thus far I can agree with Badiou, but I am not so sure of his solution. That
turns on what is by now his well-known, if problematic, event and its truth, in
which an event tears through the social fabric rather than smoothing it over, risking all to start again. The appeal of Badiou’s argument is that it runs against common sense. Is not truth singular, universal and thereby totalitarian and absolute,
rendering everything the same? Far better, then, to argue against such truth in
the name of multiplicity, difference and contingency. In reply, Badiou brilliantly
deploys mathematics to argue that universals are multiples, that sameness is not
51. Badiou 2002, p. 26; Badiou 2003a, p. 51. For insightful if preliminary engagements
with Badiou’s ethics, see Critchley 2000; Barker 1992, pp. 130–48; Hallward 2003, pp. 255–
69, Laclau 2004.
52. As has, indeed, happened at the university that pays me a little money for food,
clothing and shelter. Macquarie University (Sydney) had a similar centre.
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uniformity but may also be multiple, happening in contingent and unexpected
events. Through such an event, a truth appears, not singular but multiple, with
multiple claims to be universal and thereby the same.53
What happens to ethics in the face of such an event? As a liberal ideology of
the status quo, ethics is tossed aside as so much useless garbage, but as an ethics
of the event it lays claim to the basic ethical division between good and evil in an
entirely new fashion. The good designates what pertains to the event, marked by
fidelity to that truth; ethics is thereby what is needed to provide courage to keep
going, to keep the faith to that original truth. Evil, however, is what leads one
to: delusion, in which one confuses a simulacrum of an event for a real one and
becomes the terrorising follower of a false event (as with the Nazis); betrayal of
the truth through exhaustion and renunciation, giving up on a truth in the name
of one’s own concerns; disaster, or the effort to impose a truth in an authoritarian
manner, in the arrogance and hubris that comes from feeling that one has all the
answers.54 On this last point, the nagging doubt raised by Butler’s critique of the
violence of absolutes is laid to rest. So ethics – or rather, the ethic of a truth55 –
becomes a handmaiden to truth, offering discernment so that one does not confuse a simulated truth for the real thing (be careful!), courage so that one is
consistent and does not flag (keep going!), and temperance or discipline so that
one does not seek to impose a total truth (you’re not perfect!).56
I do not wish, here, to question Badiou’s description of the truth-event, for
others have begun to do so.57 However, the Badiouean invocation of good and
evil is problematic, not merely for the theological residue, but especially because
they reinstate the primary schema for ethics. It is the absolute code, the one that
53. Eagleton simply misses the point of Badiou’s event, especially its sound theological
pedigree in the doctrine of grace, when he opines, ‘Nothing is more traditionally modernist
than the dream of such an ineffable rupture with the actual’ (Eagleton 2009b, p. 261).
54. Badiou 2002, pp. 72–87, 91; Badiou 2003a, pp. 104–23, 126.
55. For Badiou there is no ethics as such, but only an ethic-of. See Badiou 2002, p. 28;
Badiou 2003a, p. 53.
56. Here lies much of the appeal for Badiou, for one gets the distinct sense that he has
spent many years being an outsider and not fitting in; hence the call to keep on going,
not being tempted or impressed by awards or recognition or status.
57. The various objections to Badiou’s perpetually modified position enhance
the contingent nature of his own argument for the event, no matter how absolutely
he presents it. For example, one may object that Badiou’s theory smacks of a certain
Romanticism (Critchley 2000), or that it is difficult to distinguish an event from a pseudoevent such as the Nazi moment or perhaps 9/11 (Surin 2009, p. 198; Žižek 1999, pp. 138–
40), or that the high-minded ‘perspective of the Last Judgement’ leads one to eschew
getting one’s hands dirty in gradual politics or state formation (Žižek 2006, pp. 321–3;
Žižek 2008, pp. 389–92), or that Badiou’s thought has totalitarian tendencies (Sharpe
2008), or that no such extraneous irruption actually exists, for the paradigmatic events
Badiou names can actually be thickly analysed in order to show that they were, in some
sense, possible within the matrix of social and economic life.
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has been betrayed by all those apologists for capitalism and its pernicious ideology and one that Badiou wishes to restore to its rightful place. Two counts may be
registered against the schema, here (another will follow in my discussion of good
and evil below): first, the Platonism bursts through, where the good remains an
absolute value, one to which we must look up, although for Badiou it is the truth
of revolution. What has always bothered me about Plato is that, as Ste. Croix
argues, he was the anti-democratic ideologue par excellence of the ruling class
in ancient Athens, the small propertied class which generated its surplus from
slave and indentured labour. So I am left puzzled by the way Badiou can favour
Plato and his creation, Socrates. More substantially, it is not that good and evil
have been bowdlerised by betrayal, deceit and simulation, and that what one
must do is restore them to their proper status, but that goodness itself is a problem. As I will argue below, I am far more interested, for both political and theological reasons, in what challenges the good, what is designated evil, especially
because I want to know who decides what is evil and for what reason.
Žižek begins at a similar point to Badiou, namely that difference is part of
the status quo and that multiculturalism and tolerance are integral to an obnoxious liberalism. Yet Žižek takes a different tack to Badiou, pushing the other
to its obscene and traumatic extreme rather than seeking to overturn it by the
event. In order to understand what Žižek does with the other, we need to track
through the three Lacanian categories of the imaginary, symbolic and Real, for
which ethics stands as the true ‘Borromean knot’ that ties them all together.58
In the imaginary the other is the person, mirror-like, who is like me, with whom
I enter into relationships, compete, love, hate, and so on. This is the status quo,
the way things are now and that upon which most ethics focuses. However, in
the symbolic, the other becomes the ‘big Other’, the impersonal rules of conduct,
whether the law, state, school, or unwritten moral assumptions, which theologians are apt still to attribute to God in some way. But Žižek really hankers for
the Real, where the other is inhuman, the traumatic and terrifying thing with
which I cannot enter into any contact. It is a monster that cannot be pacified
through dialogue or given a partial account in patience and mutual respect, for
if we did recognise this other, everything would fall apart. Lest we assume some
radical separation between the three realms, Žižek insists that they are entwined
with one another: the other at the level of the imaginary or symbolic, my partner
or the customary law of my town, always hovers on the edge of this traumatic

58. Žižek 2005a, p. 4. A longer version of the same argument appears in Žižek, Santner
and Reinhard 2006, pp. 134–90. See also Žižek 2001a, pp. 160–73; Žižek 2008, pp. 46–7.
Note the difference with Eagleton’s approach to the Lacanian triad, which I discussed a
little earlier.
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other of the Real. In effect, Žižek says: you want the other? Then here it is in all
its ontological monstrosity!
So when ethics tries to deal with the other, it does so at an imaginary level,
thinking that the other is one whom I must engage in dialogue, narrating our
accounts, trying to understand one another in patience, show some love and
trust and courage. But this approach forgets two points. First, there is always
a forgotten third in this ideal dyadic relation: the symbolic, which marks not
only the nameless and faceless others of the social network, but also the big
Other of the law. Second, beneath the calm exterior of my partner, colleague
or drinking mate lurks the traumatic other of the Real, which is mediated by
the symbolic. With this obscene, abyssal other no reciprocity is possible, no dialogue or engagement. We gain the impression that we can do so only because
the symbolic intervenes to render my other as a quarrelsome partner, demanding boss, annoying employee or drunk at the bar. One can read here the situation Žižek faced in the Balkans, where such a theory was all too traumatically
real: the neighbour down the street, whether Serb or Croat or Bosnian, Muslim
or Orthodox or Roman Catholic, with whom my children played and went to
school, became overnight my sworn enemy, burning with hatred, threatening
death, dismemberment and rape, ready to slit my throat at the first opportunity.
Here was the Real bursting forth with obscene urgency. One gets the sense that
Žižek’s perpetual return to such an issue, his obsession with the Real and the
repeated stories and jokes from the ‘former Yugoslavia’, are all part of a failed
effort to deal with that trauma – even in Slovenia, which suffered relatively little
in the Balkan War.59
What is the proper ethical response to such a situation? One does not engage
with the imaginary other, but engages the hidden third partner, the mediating
symbolic, by going straight for the Real other.60 How? You smash the other’s
face, seeking to break through the mirror, so that we confront directly the traumatic other with whom no dialogue is possible. Facing the monster, the abyss
and even God (who belongs very much to the Real) is the first step to a truly
radical break with the status quo which is undergirded by the Real. To my mind,
Žižek provides an answer to Eagleton’s failure, for Žižek does not quail before
the Real and asks what ethics might look like in that situation. Ethics requires,

59. See, for example, his sustained reflections in Žižek 2002, pp. 117–26. See also Boer
2007c.
60. ‘The true ethical step is the one beyond the face of the other, the one of suspending
the hold of the face, the one of choosing against the face, for the third. This is justice
at its most elementary. Every pre-empting of the Other in the guise of his or her face
relegates the Third to the faceless background’ (Žižek 2005a, p. 12; Žižek, Santner and
Reinhard 2006, p. 183).
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as Žižek urges provocatively, that we engage in ethical violence, smashing all the
known codes of ethics.
An immediate upshot of Žižek’s argument is its connection (one that he does
not pursue) with the ban on images of the second commandment in Exodus 20/
Deuteronomy 5.61 I will have more to say on the ban in the next chapter, but in
this case the image becomes the marker of the imaginary, the face of the other
with whom I am supposed to enter into cooperative dialogue in order to sort
out our differences. The response to images – and thereby idols – is to smash
them into pieces, grind them into dust and throw them into Gehenna, the disgusting pit of fire, garbage, offal and carcases outside Jerusalem. Better still, one
should simply not have images in the first place: no symbols of the divine, no
finger pointing to God, no mediation between God and me. Instead I need to
deal directly with the Real, with God, who is the unbearable, unknowable and
unfathomable other.
The ban on images, in its utopian starkness, has for me extraordinary appeal.
But I would like to read Badiou and Žižek in a different vein: I would suggest that
their varying takes on the ethics of otherness – seeking to break it up in the name
of an irruptive event for which ethics becomes a demoted assistant, or calling on
us to confront the obscene other, to grab the beast from our shoulder and stare it
down – are expressions of a desire for ethical insurgency. Badiou challenges the
ethics of the ‘there is’, the state of the situation, with a revolutionary ethics (for
which the event is perhaps the most thorough and rigorous formulation we have
seen for some time). Žižek seeks to undermine the ethics of otherness by taking
it to its disgusting extreme to render ethics inoperable as it is understood – and
thereby make it revolutionary.62 I wish to take this insurgent impulse, including its challenge to the obsession with the other, on a slightly different path.
And that is a path towards an approach that undermines ethics from within, an
insurrectionist counter to ethics that perpetually disrupts ethics as it is known.

Towards ethical insurgency
Thus far, I have limited myself to tracing the positions of some key thinkers on
ethics, moving towards Badiou and Žižek in their efforts to blast away the ‘other’
which dominates contemporary treatments of ethics. But now I will outline my
own misgivings, before arguing for what I call unethical insurgency. They concern:
61. See Žižek, Santner and Reinhard 2006, p. 141.
62. ‘We can now precisely locate the ethical act – or, rather, the act as such – with
respect to the reign of the “reality principle”: an ethical act is not only “beyond the reality
principle” . . .; rather, it designates an intervention that changes the very co-ordinates of
the “reality principle” ’ (Žižek 2001a, p. 167).
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the production of the ‘other’ through the discourse of ethics; the troubling connection of ethics with the biblical theme of the chosen people; and the connection with the theological concern with good and evil. As for insurgency, I seek an
unethical and unmoral politics. If ethics, as it has developed in current debates,
concerns not merely the way we must learn to relate to our myriad others but
especially the way to make society run more smoothly, then I am not interested –
hence the unethical.
Producing the other
A crucial but curiously unaddressed question is how the other is produced in the
first place.63 Here the alignments are somewhat different, for now Eagleton and
Badiou draw closer together in assuming the other as a given. For Badiou the
myriad others are unremarkable and therefore need no account of their production, while for Eagleton they are givens and thereby constitute the key problem
for ethics. By contrast, Butler prevaricates, suggesting that self and other may
be seen as either ‘conjured or existing’.64 For one who has consistently argued
that bodies and sexes are discursively and performatively constructed, this is
a curious moment of wavering. One would expect that the other is produced
discursively, in the broken and limited accounts that human beings give to one
another, but she does not take that option. Instead, she falters, loosening her
rigorous discursivity and allowing space for a preexisting other. Only Žižek, then,
provides a theory concerning the other’s production, and that is a psychoanalytic
one that plays off against one another the Lacanian triad of imaginary, symbolic
and Real.
But how is the other produced in ethics? I would begin by observing that without an other – male or female, Muslim or Shinto, African or Indonesian, refugee
or citizen, animal or plant – ethics would be out of business. In this situation
it needs to be asked: who or what tells me they are ‘others’? Instead of ethics
prescribing the way one should relate to a preexisting category of other, does
not the discourse of ethics create the other in the first place? I cannot see why
a person from China or Serbia or Greenland is alien, a stranger to me. I do not
see why the tree out my window, the chillies on the veranda or the kangaroos I
meet are foreign to me – unless, of course, there is a discourse that constructs
them as such.

63. On this matter, Foucault was both correct and mistaken: he assumed that the
radical question was to attack the givenness of the self; I suggest that the first step is to
question the givenness of the other.
64. Butler 2005, p. 21.
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Such a discursive production, however, never takes place in isolation, even
though a strictly discursive approach would like to give that impression. To
begin with, other discourses also produce others, such as the gendered other
of feminism, the colonial other of (post)colonial discourse, the class other of
political economy, or the sexual other of queer theory. In each case a specific
discourse produces an other as part of that discourse’s own operation. Of course,
no discourse operates in pure isolation, especially in terms of those I have just
mentioned. Each is usually aware of the many overlaps between them, producing complex and multifaceted others. The problem with ethics is that it tends
to conceal those overlaps, thereby arrogating non-ethical discursive productions
of the other. Žižek provides an explicit example in his deployment of Lacanian
psychoanalysis, for the dialectic of the Lacanian triad provides him with a specific construction of alterity that is then appropriated by ethics. It must be said
that he deploys that triad to undercut the conventional ethical concern with
improving one’s relations with the other, pointing out that the other is not quite
what it seems. Nonetheless, he draws that other from an alternate discourse and
assumes its pre-given status as far as ethics is concerned.
A further aspect of the connectedness of discourse concerns its relations with
its socio-economic context. At this point I need to introduce what may be called
the discursive link. By discursive link I mean the connection between a discourse
and its socio-economic context, which the traditional Marxist category of ideology renders explicit. Here the discourse of class is instructive, for the production
of class takes place at the intersection between socio-economic and discursive
factors. That is, the various others of class – working class and bourgeoisie, lord
and serf, slave and master – never emerge without both the interaction of socioeconomic conditions and discourses (or, more traditionally, ideologies) that
enable both those discourses themselves and the production of class others. Or
to use traditional Marxist terminology, objective and subjective conditions are
both necessary for the production of these others. Another example is the construction of sexual identities. As Peter Drucker has argued, the construction of
older lesbian and gay identities cannot be understood without the development
of capitalism, as also the more recent rise of alternative sexual identities among
disadvantaged and working-class young people – known as LGBT (lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender) or ‘queer’ – has taken place with the unwinding of
Fordism and the dominance of neoliberal economic practices.65 One may designate such a discourse as a political discourse, a term that also applies to postcolonial, feminist and environmental discourses, insofar as they are explicitly
aware of the discursive link in the process of producing others.
65. Drucker 2011.

Ethics • 277

The question remains as to why the ethical proposals from the Left that I
have considered do not make explicit this process of the production of alterity,
preferring either to assume the other as a given or borrow its production from
another discourse? I would suggest that the fault lies with ethics itself, for it
systematically conceals both the relations with other discourses, arrogating their
others, and the discursive link with its socio-economic contexts. And the reason
is the distinctly logocentric focus of ethical discourse. Two factors have played a
role in this matter: first, the Foucauldian shift from ideology to discourse, a shift
that was meant to breathe life into the supposedly tired category of ideology but
had the effect of effacing ideology’s connectedness with socio-economic factors;
second, the ‘linguistic turn’ in which language becomes the prime factor and
discourse becomes logocentric. The outcome is that the Marxist heritage, which
provided the springboard for such analysis, was discarded. That is, the ladder
which enabled discursive construction was kicked away, so much so that any
mention of Marxist analyses of class, gender or sexuality is dismissed as so much
‘essentialism’.66 Ethics thereby conceals its own process of producing the other,
giving the impression that others are givens so that ethics may get to work.
Chosen people
Nonetheless, is it not common sense that there are selves and others? Is this
not the way the world works? And should we not try to find ways for our selves
and others to get on better than we do? Let me continue to trouble this natural
assumption by connecting it with the theme of the chosen people.67 As is reasonably well known, a persistent theme throughout the Hebrew Bible is that the
children of Israel are God’s chosen people. Out of all the peoples of the earth,
they are the chosen ones, whom God opts to assist, punish, love and save.68 A
narrative construction, to be sure, but it sets up a pattern of us and them, the
favoured people and all the others, who then become the stranger, the alien, the
ger so beloved by Levinas. That theme of the chosen people has been a remarkably popular one, recycled by one group after another, whether a faithful revolutionary remnant, the British Israelites or a stumbling superpower such as the
United States.

66. The essentialism in question is usually a caricature, designating an unchanging
and thereby fixed ‘essence’, without considering, for instance, Marx’s early argument
concerning species-essence, which is itself changed by socio-economic circumstances.
67. See also Žižek 2008, pp. 53–5, where he points out that the more radical the
attempt at inclusion, the more radical its exclusion of anyone who does not fit in or
accept the terms of the chosen.
68. See especially Genesis 13:14–17; 15:1–20; 17:1–21.
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We might object that the idea of a chosen people has been misinterpreted in
such recycling, that it has been abused rather than used, for the Israelites chosen
in the Hebrew Bible are the least of all peoples, the most undeserving and often
the most sinful. Further, the task of the chosen people is to be a light to the
nations,69 offering themselves humbly to the task of enlightening all peoples and
bringing them to God. Does this not undermine the theme of a chosen people,
or at least turn it on its head? The trap with this theological response is that it is
based on a mythical narrative, a political myth that works overtime to develop a
collective self-understanding of a distinct identity. It matters little how lowly such
a chosen people might be, they are still chosen. Further, such a theme appears
to be imposed over an unruly collection of texts that show, upon closer analysis,
a profound anxiety about the identity of the chosen people. In narrative after
narrative, it turns out to be a mishmash of different groups – they are in fact
the strangers whom that overarching narrative tries to externalise.70 Add to this
the historical consensus that Israel as an ethnic identity is quite late and that it
arose as an indigenous grouping within Palestine – that is, that they are Canaanites or what we would now call Palestinians – and the theme of the chosen people becomes a matter of special pleading and brazen ideological construction.
In sum, through the effort to create a subjective identity as a chosen people, this
discourse too constructs others.
I give but one example of the way that the narrative of the chosen people
unravels within the biblical texts in question, showing how the other is produced.
It comes from a relatively unknown story, the deception of the Gibeonites in
Joshua 9. Here we find the Israelites under Joshua rampaging through the land
of Canaan in that mythical account of the conquest. The Gibeonites hear of the
exploits of Joshua and company at the walls of Jericho (as well as the sacking the
city of Ai); they know that they are next. So they equip some messengers with
worn-out, torn and mended sacks, wineskins, sandals and clothes, and find some
mouldy and dry provisions. The messengers set out on the short distance to meet
Joshua (for his army is just around the corner). When the messengers arrive,
apparently weary and dusty, they say: ‘we have come from far, far away, and we
have heard much about your prowess in war; so make a covenant with us’. Just to
reinforce the point, they say, ‘Here is our bread; it was still warm when we took it
from our houses as our food for the journey, on the day we set forth to come to
you, but now, look, it is dry and mouldy; these wineskins were new when we filled
them, and look, they are burst; and these garments and shoes of ours are worn
out from the very long journey’.71 We can imagine them swooning from hunger
69. Isaiah 51:4.
70. See Boer 2008, pp. 109–34.
71. Joshua 9:12–13; my translation.
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and thirst as they speak and the Israelites rushing to make a covenant with them,
assuring them of an alliance and assistance, giving them food, water, wine and
a place to rest.
Three days later, the army comes upon the cities of Gibeon and the leaders of
the Israelites, their stupid faces turning slightly red, confront the Gibeonites, ‘But
you said you came from far away!’ The Gibeonites merely smile. Caught in a covenant, Joshua and the Israelites cannot kill the messengers or destroy their cities.
In frustration, they make the Gibeonites hewers of wood and drawers of water.
Apart from the difficulty of extracting a moral from this story – the inestimable
value of a good lie, a tall story that will get you what you want – the story shows
despite itself a nervousness about what constitutes the chosen people and what
the other. Are the Gibeonites strangers or members of the chosen? Is the chosen
people a collection of disparate others, a situation that breaks down the very
category of otherness? And why produce the category of stranger or foreigner
except to produce a subjective identity?
Good and evil
A third objection picks up an old point from Fredric Jameson (with a heavy debt
to Nietzsche): ethics cannot avoid the theological opposition between good and
evil and should therefore be avoided.72 Usually made in passing, Jameson has
been castigated more than once for giving up valuable ground that the Left might
want to claim.73 All the same, after reading someone like Eagleton, for whom
goodness and disinterested neighbourliness are the keys to ethics, all of which
is based on a retrieved theology, Jameson may have a point: running through all
the complexities of ethical decisions, in which competing claims struggle with
one another, is the basic distinction between what is good and evil, or at least
between what is better and worse. And given the intellectual heritage of these
terms, especially in Western thought and practice, theology always seems to lurk
in the background.
However much I agree with Jameson’s suspicion of ethics, I am not sure that
this is his best argument. All I need to do is deploy the relativisation of theology
to show that the opposition between good and evil is not restricted to theology,
that the theological shape of that argument is but one shape it may take. So
why raise the issue in the first place? The reason is that I would like to criticise
the purveyors of ethics who find they must fall back on theology, the numbers
72. Jameson 1981, pp. 114–17, 234–6; Jameson 1990, pp. 86–7; Jameson 1991, pp. 289–90;
Jameson 2005, pp. 58, 250. Jameson’s comments tend to be brief, noting the regressive
nature of ethics and citing Nietzsche, Sartre and Freud as having shown the reactionary
ideological function of ethics in which evil becomes all that is other.
73. For example, see West 1982; Eagleton 2003a, p. 143.
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of whom seem to be swelling of late.74 So let us consider theology more closely,
for we will soon find that the question of good and evil becomes rather murky.
For instance, in the Bible, three options may be found, two of which have been
taken up by subsequent theological reflection: good and evil are embodied in
two entities, God and the devil, along with their cohorts; good is what God does
and is, evil is what human beings bring about through the exercise of free will;
and God is the source of both good and evil.
The first is found almost only in the New Testament, which came together
after an extraordinarily creative period of theological imagination. Spirits, good
and evil, angels and demons, began rushing into heavenly and hellish spaces
in the last couple of centuries BCE, racing for the last available berths in what
would become an overpopulated part of the cosmos. Once there, they began
a vigorous and vicious competition with one another and for human hearts, a
struggle that spills over into the New Testament (you will not find them in the
Hebrew Bible). On this score, good and evil fall into two camps, the sons of light
and the sons of darkness. For human beings, it is a relatively straightforward
matter of determining whence evil and good derive, albeit with some nagging
questions: what is the origin of Satan and those deliciously evil spirits (hence the
late, extra-biblical and retrofitted myth about the fall of Lucifer through pride)?
How do you know it is an evil or a good spirit? And so on. Needless to say, this
spiritual universe found itself elaborated upon, extended and then preserved, so
that it remains a vibrant element of Christian theology, at least in some conservative quarters, not to mention its extraordinary resourcefulness for literature,
film and popular culture.75
Equally popular in subsequent theology, especially today among those urbane
liberals who find all this talk of spiritual warfare between angels and demons a
little quaint, if not deeply embarrassing, is the argument that human beings are
responsible for evil. In the Bible it turns up in the story of the fall in Genesis 2–3
(at least on a certain reading of that story), in the pronouncements by a prophet
such as Jeremiah or Ezekiel that we are responsible for our sins,76 and in the call
to metanoia in the New Testament. In this case, God is the repository of good,
but evil enters the world because God created human beings with the capacity
to choose, with the free will to decide whether to opt for God or not, to obey or
disobey God’s commands. And so when human beings choose to disobey, to turn
their face from God and go their own way, sin and evil enter the world. On an
ethical front, this approach has more traction than the first with its flitting and
74. Apart from Eagleton’s wholesale embracing of theological ethics, see also Milbank
1999.
75. See the excellent study by Wray and Mobley 2005, especially pp. 27–74.
76. Jeremiah 31:29–30; Ezekiel 18.
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cackling spirits warring over our souls. God may be the repository of good, the
arbiter of absolute morality, but human beings have the option to act ‘ethically’
or not. For the Eagletons of this world, this situation opens up a whole swathe of
complex ethical situations – how can I know that this choice will be the good
one? what if my choice for goodness, love, justice and courage actually has some
negative side-effects? and is it not possible that even a choice for evil may work
for good? – but it is still tied to a problematic theological framework.
A third option, which runs deeply in the Bible, is far less popular, for reasons
that will become obvious. If one argues that there is but one God, that this God
created all there is, then the conclusion must be that God is the source of both
good and evil. It is a common theme in the Hebrew Bible, before the spirits
began colonising heaven and burrowing out hell. Here we find, in the stories of
King Saul, in prophets such as Jeremiah and Ezekiel, in the stories of the wilderness wandering of Exodus through to Deuteronomy, or in the bewildering
suffering of Job, that God brings evil upon people as much as he might bring
good fortune. Perhaps the most notable in this collection is Joshua 23:15: ‘But
just as all the good things which the Lord your God promised concerning you
have been fulfilled for you, so the Lord will bring upon you all the evil things,
until he have destroyed you from off this good land which the Lord your God
has given you’.77 Now, this is a far more interesting approach to ethics, one that
we might want to retrieve in our own way. It leads in the end to what can only
be described as – in the conventional patterns of ethical thought – an unethical
and unmoral position.
To begin with, as the ‘new old atheists’ are fond of reciting, the God of the
Hebrew Bible is a proper bastard. He is vindictive, jealous, petty, partisan, capricious and unmerciful, given to outbursts of mayhem and destruction without
apparent reason. Hardly the one upon whom to base an ethics committed to the
good, let alone that dreadful collection of moralising platitudes known as ‘family values’. But that is only an initial and rather crude step; to go further, I draw
once again upon Ernst Bloch. Yes, Bloch points out, this God is guilty as charged,
but it is a Yahweh of the rulers and powerful, of theocratic tyrants, depots and
kings. His fuming, contorted face, red with anger, is usually directed at those
who rebel against those rulers; those who murmur and protest, who ‘disobey’
and go their own way, who win through by a ruse, are felled by plague, fire,
snakes, yawning chasms, floods, and marauding armies eager for rape, plunder
77. Note also Genesis 2:9: ‘And out of the ground the Lord God made to grow every
tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of
the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil’. See also 1 Samuel 16:14–15,
23; 18:10; 19:9; Job 1:6–12; Ecclesiastes 6:2; Ezekiel 20:1–31, especially verse 25: ‘I gave them
statutes that were not good and ordinances by which they could not have life’.
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and gore. Yet there is another Yahweh who sides with the rebels and outcasts,
who blesses Cain with his mark, who goes with the man, Adam, as he leaves the
garden,78 who blesses the poor and condemns the rich. Eventually, Bloch argues,
this side of God becomes an ‘exodus out of Yahweh’, a protest that will unfold
as atheism. On this matter, Bloch is to my mind a far better theological thinker
than someone like Eagleton, let alone the sundry intellectuals who make theology the source of their bread and butter. Ethics, however, struggles for traction
on this rocky ground, for God is the focus of what is both ethical and unethical,
both good and evil. Precisely what constitutes the good in this picture becomes
almost impossible to determine, for rulers will prefer the God of order, measure
and stability, one who ensures obedience and subservience, but the rebels will
prefer a very different God. Who is to say what is ethical and what not? Ruler
or rebel, tyrant or revolutionary? Ethical becomes unethical while unethical
becomes ethical.
Towards the unethical and the unmoral
A little earlier, I pointed out that the word ethics – ethikos in the singular, ethika
in the plural – does not appear in the Bible; all that we find is the homely ethos,
designating custom and habit. Now I would like to extend that analysis, in order
to answer a question left begging in my earlier argument concerning the production of others by ethics. If ethics seeks to conceal its process of producing others,
both in terms of its connections with related discourses and in terms of its discursive link, then does it not have reasons for doing so, reasons that will turn out to
have unsavory class dimensions? In dealing with this question, I dip once again
into a classicist moment of etymology, not so much to reinforce the assumption that all Western thought derives from those parts of Eastern and Southern
Europe (Greece and Rome), but to turn that classicism – once again – on its head.
Ethics derives from the Greek ethikos, the adjective which means ‘of morals’ or ‘for morals’. As I noted earlier, Aristotle is the guilty party in this matter,
for his treatises on morals, ta ethika, ensured that the word became fixed ever
afterwards and a discipline of reflection was spawned. The adjective ethikos is
actually part of a larger semantic cluster around the substantive ethos and the
verb ethō, which bear the basic sense of custom and habit. Other items of this
cluster include the meanings of an accustomed place, an animal’s lair (Homer),
and then the disposition, character and manners (in the plural) of human
beings (Hesiod, Herodotus and Thucydides). At this point, the overlap with the
Latin mores (plural) becomes obvious, for that becomes the translation of ethoi
78. Eve, curiously, is not mentioned along with Adam when he exits the garden. See
Genesis 3:23–4.
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(plural, too), especially in the sense of character and manners. At the centre of
this Latin semantic cluster we find mos, which comes close indeed to the basic
sense of ethos. For mos, too, means habit, custom, common usage and then even
law, although it can also designate a slightly more capricious sense of humour
and will.
By now my suspicions are properly aroused. They gain strength when Aristotle, early in the Nicomachean Ethics, opines that his detailed reflections on ethics are not for those of low taste. To return to a text that I quoted earlier: ‘The
utter vulgarity of the herd of men comes out in their preference for the sort of
existence a cow leads’.79 He means, of course, the slaves, peasants, artisans and
women who made up the vast bulk of the Greek polis. Needless to say, those
sympathetic to Aristotle’s practical ethics, to his wish not to shirk practical matters but make them central to ethics, find this move problematic. For example, MacIntyre, who is usually quite astute on these matters,80 tries to purge,
or claims that the Aristotelian tradition has already purged, these ‘inessential
and objectionable elements’.81 I disagree, for such a move on Aristotle’s part is
utterly essential to his ethics. In order to explain, let me pick up my reflections
on kairós and ákairos in the previous chapter, where the one designates what
is according to measure and the other to what is against and beyond measure.
As a measured time and space, the timely and the well-proportioned, kairós also
speaks of what goes according to expectation, the social assumptions of classes
and class-difference, which should be kept in their proper, accustomed place and
not be disrupted – of course, in terms established by the ruling classes. Further,
in that discussion I connected with kairós the myriad terms for good, beautiful,
well-born, wealthy, noble, brave, blessed, lucky, upright, elite and the pillars of
society, while their opposites began the slide towards ákairos, such as bad, poor,
ignoble, cowardly, ill-born, cursed, unlucky, lowly, masses and the dregs of society. Moral, economic, social, temporal and spatial terms overlap and merge into
one another to provide a complete discourse, a class consciousness that is voiced
again and again in the classical Greek and Roman texts.82
So if ethos and mos designate what is habitual and customary, the appropriate character and manners for human beings, they begin to attach themselves
to kairós, namely what is in due measure, timely and well-placed. And once they
have done so, they begin to mingle with all those class assumptions from the
79. Aristotle 1955, p. 30; Eth. Nic. 1.5. See also Aristotle 1955, pp. 309–10; Eth. Nic. 10.9.
For an excellent analysis of Plato’s and Aristotle’s class assumptions and a defence of
Protagoras as a democrat and sophisticated political theorist, see Wood 1997, pp. 142–3;
Wood 2008, pp. 50–98.
80. MacIntyre 1998, pp. 83, 98–9
81. MacIntyre 1998, p. xviii.
82. Ste. Croix 2006, pp. 338–9; Ste. Croix 1972, pp. 371–6.
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Greek and Roman worlds, where moral, social and economic terms work together
to designate one’s place among the powerful ruling classes or in one’s customary place among the slaves, impoverished peasants and indentured labourers.
The connection becomes stronger when I mention that what is customary and
habitual at a social level, what is expected of one in such circumstances, is not to
disrupt social ‘harmony’, but rather to follow all those ethical and moral expectations, assumptions and laws that keep the social fabric together. Once again,
Aristotle reveals the truth of the matter when he points out that, yes, ethics does
derive from ethos, habit, and since such habits come not from nature, one must
undertake training and practice so that one may learn the ‘correct’ habits.83 In
this light, it becomes well-nigh impossible to separate Aristotle’s proposed ethics
from the class assumptions that structure them, not merely because of Aristotle’s
own oligarchic leanings but because the terminology of ethics is inescapably a
class terminology.
Perhaps ethics has good reason to conceal these connections; or rather, in a
universalizing move characteristic of ruling ideologies, it systematically effaces
its specific location and claims to apply to everyone. So what is to be done with
ethics? One option is to divest the term of its pernicious class associations and
then fill it with new content. This has been the preferred option for those who
wish to maintain the term for feminist ethics, environmental ethics, queer ethics,
or indeed working class, revolutionary or Marxist ethics. Ethics would then be
appropriated for very different purposes. The trap here is that one cannot distinguish form and content so easily, for a form inevitably trails the dust of its
former associations. That is, the enmeshing of form and content ensures that a
term such as ethics is never quite free of its ruling class dimensions. To put it
slightly differently, the framework of ethics as it has been classically conceived
sets the terms of debate and one cannot simply divest a term such as ethics from
that ruling class framework.
For those reasons, in the same way that I prefer ákairos to kairós, what is
untimely and out of place to what is timely and well-placed, so also I prefer
a focus on what is opposed to the class assumptions of the semantic cluster
of ethics – ethikos, ethos, ethika, mos, mores. That entails deploying the terminology of aēthēs (or aētheia), what is unaccustomed, unusual, unwonted and
unexpected – unethical. Or in its Latin form, I prefer what is praeter morem,
contrary to custom, and sine more, against custom – in short, unmoral. Undesirable terms in classical writers such as Thucydides, Aeschylus, Euripides, Virgil
and Terence, but this is precisely why the terms are so appealing, for they voice
the position of those outside the restricted zone of ruling class ethics. Note care83. Aristotle 1955, p. 55; Eth. Nic. 2.1.
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fully: I do not argue for an amoral position, beyond ethics. The universe may
well be amoral, for there is nothing good or bad about a piece of rock floating
in space, as Darko Suvin once put it.84 It may be objected that these terms too
are part of ruling class discourse, designating the class other, that they are still
within that framework. In response, I would suggest that the valorisation of the
realm of those opposed to the ruling class then becomes an act of subverting
the very discourse of ethics and its class associations. That is, such a position
may be regarded as a taking of sides, for these terms indicate what is disruptive,
unwelcome, what shakes up the customary and comfortable social order – an
unethical and unmoral politics.

Conclusion
I have passed from self-help books to aēthēs, tarrying with Foucault, Butler,
Eagleton, Badiou and Žižek in order to construct some of the elements of an
unethical and unmoral position. In a way comparable to my treatment of kairós,
in which we ran up against and opposed the implicit social, economic and moral
overtones of the word, so also have I come to oppose ethos and mos, the customary and habitual that dresses itself up as ethics. In this sense, what is unethical
and unmoral becomes a political position, one that undermines custom, habit
and social order. But let me backtrack a little: I quickly dispensed with moralising, which bedevils far too much ethical discussion today. Indeed, I argued
that any effort to provide specific guidelines on the basis of deliberation upon
universal or even relative precepts is by definition moralising. But then I found
that much of what passes for ethics is predicated on the interwoven care of the
self and especially concern for the other, an other that is constructed by ethics
itself, a discursive construction necessary for ethics itself to get moving in the
first place. Ultimately, however, the concern of ethics is to make it possible for
us all to live together a little more harmoniously, to grease social relations within
which multiple selves and others might actually get on. I simply want to challenge that desire of ethics, for I seek a disruption of those relations, a breakdown
of the social and its given power structure. Add to that the inescapable connections with a chosen people (or indeed person), as well as the profound difficulties of any resource to a grounding in theology, and ethics as it is understood
struggles to maintain any worthwhile place.
Does this mean that I opt for ethical nihilism? Four possibilities might be distinguished: ethical absolutism (a code that in some way relies on absolute sanction,
whether religious, social or political); ethical relativism (you in your culture can
84. Suvin 1979, p. 2.
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do what you want and I will respect that, as long as you respect mine – we may
think possums are cute and you may use them as sacrifices, but let us carry on all
the same); ethical agnosticism (the situation is far too complex to make any viable ethical judgements); ethical nihilism (ethics should be abolished as a stupid
and debilitating subservience to custom and habit). I must admit that at times I
come close to the last option, especially with its Nietzschean traces,85 enjoying
the challenge to ethics as a problem in and of itself. In the end, however, I prefer
to give ethics a distinct spin in terms of class and class consciousness. For I share
Marx’s profound suspicion of ethics as a mystifying ideology, a cultural dimension which justified that status quo and keeps the ruling class in its position as
the ruling class. Where the church provides the moral glue for such a structure,
it too comes in for full condemnation. So I suggest a fifth term, one that is not
amoral but unmoral, an unethical and unmoral politics. Of course, if the masses
silenced in the elite literature of ethics were to be asked, they may offer a very
different terminology.

85. Nietzsche is the name that is usually conjured with in connection with this last
position, but his approach to ethics is two-faced. To begin with, ethics is itself a problem,
a blockage to the will to power, a sign of the herd, tyranny, slavish conformism and the
unnatural code of priests out to control the mob. Fully aware of its etymological roots
as custom and habit, Nietzsche excoriates ethics as mindless obedience to custom, an
ignorant and barbaric code for social life among the masses. But in response he seeks
to recover what strikes one as the ideal Homeric world, with its larger-than-life heroes
of the ruling class, who speak strong and violent ‘mythoi’, act passionately and throw
themselves into life and battle (see my discussion of myth in Chapter 2). In his perpetual
return to the problem of morality, Christianity was crucial. The history of morality was
the battleground of the sick against the healthy, the unnatural against the natural. The
Christian ‘soul’ emerged from a slave revolt in morality with a disastrous outcome: the old
and noble distinction between good and bad was replaced by a herd morality in which
humility and ‘bad conscience’ (sin, guilt) triumphed, with the result that the need for
redemption came to lie at the core of subjectivity. Even the much-vaunted Christian love
arose from hatred in what he calls ‘the vindictive cunning of powerlessness’ (Nietzsche
1994, p. 29 (I.13)), marking the long and persistent revenge against its pagan enemy.
For this ethics, unnatural, destructive and diseased, he has no time, as also the moral
philosophy of his own day, but for one of life, instinct, vitality, passion and power he
has much time. As he admits, there is a deep morality in his immorality. See Nietzsche
1994; Nietzsche 1990, pp. 52–6; Nietzsche 1973, pp. 90–109; Nietzsche 1968, pp. 146–219;
Nietzsche 1982.

Chapter Seven
Idols

It is an enchanted, perverted, topsy-turvy world,
in which Monsieur le Capital and Madame la
Terre do their ghost-walking as social characters
and at the same time directly as mere things.1
Capitalist production first develops the conditions of the labour process on a large scale . . . but
developing them as powers which dominate the
individual worker and are alien to him. Thus capital becomes a very mysterious being.2

In our third foray, fetishism comes to the fore as
Marxism and theology continue to rub up against one
another, at times intimately and at others fractiously.
Let me state my basic argument at the outset, which
seeks to flush out the underlying connections between
fetishism and idolatry.3 By focusing on fetishism rather
than idolatry, Marx and then Adorno brought about a
shift: instead of the signifying link between idol and
god characteristic of the critique of idolatry, Marx and
Adorno focused on the transferring relation between
object produced and the human being who produced
it. The rest of the chapter will unpack this way of

1. Marx 1894a, p. 817; Marx 1894b, p. 838.
2. Marx 1861–3, p. 459.
3. Marx’s interactions with fetishism are diverse and fecund, generating various types
of critical response. I have produced three overlapping but also distinct reflections, of
which the following is the second in a series. Each has their own rhetorical integrity, each
their own flaws and, I would hope, insights. For the other two readings, please consult
Boer 2012, pp. 177–206; 2011a. The latter piece focuses on Marx’s elaboration of fetishism
in the second and third volumes of Capital, where he speaks of ‘Kapitalfetisch’.
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describing Marx’s approach to fetishism, but I do need to clarify the terms I use
before going any further.
By critique of idolatry, I refer primarily to the polemic found in some biblical
texts, although it may also include the more elaborate theological category of
idolatry in the later tradition. Fetish is a term that was first used by the Portuguese when they encountered African social and religious practices on the WestAfrican coast in the fifteenth century. They preferred fetisso, since ‘idol’ did not
capture the nature of the amulets, small objects and even food items used by
the Africans. Subsequently, ‘fetish’ became an overarching category for analysing
supposedly earlier stages of religion among ‘primitives’. By signifying link I refer
to the relation between the object and the deity or superhuman power to which
it refers. The critiques of idolatry sought to break that link, arguing that no god
exists and that the worshipper – stupidly – serves a mere object of wood, stone,
metal, or perhaps animal or human. So, as a recognisable shorthand I will call
the signifying connection and the effort to break it the idol link. Finally, the
transferring relation is different: it takes place between human beings and the
products of their labour. In Marx’s hands, fetishism tends to deal with the transferring relation, or what I prefer to call the fetish transfer, for he wished to find
out why there seems to be a transfer of powers between a range of elements
within capitalism – commodity, money, value, capitalist, profit, wealth and so
on – and the human beings who produce those elements. The theory of fetishism provided him with an answer – a mutual transfer of powers between human
beings (who lost out) and the products of their labour – that would later gain
philosophical rigour with Georg Lukács’s elaboration of reification: the tendency
in capitalism for living relations to become thing-like while things themselves
seem to have life breathed into them. Let me be clear: that is not how Marx (or,
as we will see a little later, Adorno) describes the process. Instead, it is my own
take on what is going on behind the scenes, for I am interested in the theological implications of Marx’s breakthrough, especially in terms of the way idol and
fetish interact.
I have already provided an outline of my argument for the first half of this
chapter, where I explore the way Marx brings about a shift from the signifying
link characteristic of idolatry to the transferring relation of the fetish, or from
the idol link to the fetish transfer. I also trace the way Marx reshaped the idea of
the fetish to deal with the alienation of labour, money, commodities and eventually every facet of capitalist economic activity, so much so that capitalism itself
becomes the religion of everyday life. In the process, Marx also assumed that
fetishism, which was originally a term conceived to bypass the perceived shortcomings of a theologically overloaded idolatry, subsumed idolatry within itself.
There idolatry acts like an agent under cover, opening up a covert exchange
between Marx’s thought and theology.
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The second part of the chapter argues that Latin American liberation theology’s appropriation of Marx’s idea of fetishism fails to notice the shift Marx
brought about. Instead, these theologians regard Marx’s fetishism as a useful
and promising extension of the critique of idolatry. As an extension, fetishism
remains within the theological framework of idolatry, although it does enable
them to argue that issues such a foreign debt, gross domestic product and theories of underdevelopment are also idols. By contrast, Theodor Adorno appreciates Marx’s breakthrough with fetishism and thereby undertakes a dialectical
reading in which idolatry and fetishism move to a new level. By applying the
ban on images – a central feature of the critique of idolatry from the second
commandment – to the transferring relation of fetishism, Adorno develops a
comprehensive strategy for blocking the reifying effects of fetishism in philosophy, utopian thought, music and art, theology and even student politics.

That hideous pagan idol: Marx and fetishism
The tale of how Marx brings about the shift from the idol link to the fetish
transfer (the transferring relation of fetishism) is a long one, although I will do
my best to keep it brief. Marx’s theory of fetishism is paradoxically one of the
most well known and least known features of his thought. The section on ‘The
Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof’ in Capital is like an iconic
landmark – Uluru in the centre of Australia, perhaps – which rears up from
the surrounding landscape and draws the eye. Here is the mature statement of
Marx’s theory of fetishism, or so goes the assumption, one that provides a unique
insight into capitalism, let alone religion.4 The trap is that, with our wondering gaze directed at the landmark, we miss the surrounding landscape, with its
myriad subtle features. So it is with Marx, for there is much more concerning
fetishism for the patient reader: his youthful reading of key works in the history of religions pertaining to fetishism among African peoples of the west coast,
or his repeated use of the idea through his journalistic pieces, or the continual
modifications in his other economic pieces, or indeed his notes on ethnography
in the last years of his life are far less known, if at all. To be content with the
section on fetishism in Capital is to do a disservice to Marx, let alone the full
complexity of the idea itself. In order to provide a more complete picture of the
way that fetishism works its way through Marx’s œuvre, I will rummage around
in the dusty corners of Marx’s writings for a while, especially since these texts
reveal precisely what Marx does with fetishism once he gets his hands on it.

4. So, for example, in the detailed study by Hinkelammert 1986.
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A number of important points emerge from these texts. First, the key to Marx’s
early thoughts on the fetish are tantalisingly lost in the missing manuscript called
A Treatise on Christian Art. However, since one’s thoughts are never restricted to
one text, I pursue hints and comments on fetishism in other writings of the time.
From there I move on to focus on the texts Marx was reading in the early 1840s,
especially one by Charles de Brosses on fetishism and ancient Egypt. De Brosses
effectively subsumed idolatry within fetishism, which was now the overarching
category within which idolatry became a subset. Even more, De Brosses made
extensive use of the Bible for ‘evidence’ of ancient Egyptian fetishism and read
the references to Egyptian idolatry as fetishism. Further, once he has appropriated fetishism, Marx constantly tinkers with the idea, adding a little here, filing
away there, rearranging the parts so that he can put it to ever new uses. In the
process, he gives priority to the fetish transfer and begins to transform the idol
link. Finally, in the famous treatment of the fetishism of commodities in Capital
Marx attempts to think through a dialectical transformation of fetishism that has
profound implications for what I call political iconoclasm.
The idol link
Before all of this, however, I should explain in more detail what I mean by the
idol link and the critique of idolatry. One of the best expressions of that critique
is found in a biting passage I have used on more than one occasion. It comes
from the biblical Book of Isaiah:
9 All who make idols are nothing, and the things they delight in do not profit;
their witnesses neither see nor know. And so they will be put to shame.
10 Who would fashion a god or cast an image that can do no good? 11 Look,
all its devotees shall be put to shame; the artisans too are merely human. Let
them all assemble, let them stand up; they shall be terrified, they shall all be
put to shame.
12 The blacksmith fashions it and works it over the coals, shaping it with hammers, and forging it with his strong arm; he becomes hungry and his strength
fails, he drinks no water and is faint. 13 The carpenter stretches a line, marks
it out with a stylus, fashions it with planes, and marks it with a compass; he
makes it in human form, with human beauty, to be set up in a shrine. 14 He
cuts down cedars or chooses a holm tree or an oak and lets it grow strong
among the trees of the forest. He plants a cedar and the rain nourishes it.
15 Then it can be used as fuel. Part of it he takes and warms himself; he kindles
a fire and bakes bread. Then he makes a god and worships it, makes it a carved
image and bows down before it. 16 Half of it he burns in the fire; over this
half he roasts meat, eats it, and is satisfied. He also warms himself and says,
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‘Ah, I am warm, I can feel the fire!’ 17 The rest of it he makes into a god, his
idol, bows down to it, and worships it; he prays to it and says, ‘Save me, for
you are my god!’
18 They do not know, nor do they comprehend; for their eyes are shut, so that
they cannot see, and their minds as well, so that they cannot understand.
19 No-one considers, nor is there knowledge or discernment to say, ‘Half of it
I burned in the fire; I also baked bread on its coals, I roasted meat and have
eaten. Now shall I make the rest of it an abomination? Shall I fall down before
a block of wood?’ 20 He feeds on ashes; a deluded mind has led him astray, and
he cannot save himself or say, ‘Is not this thing in my right hand a fraud?’5

As far as the critique is concerned, it gives the impression, on the surface at least,
that idol-worshippers are simply deluded, for they worship an oddly shaped
block of wood, a chiselled piece of stone or perhaps a polished metal icon. That
inanimate object or perhaps animal itself has no powers whatsoever and anyone
who worships it is deceived and deceiving. However, if we shift perspective from
the polemicist to the so-called worshipper of the idol, then the idol turns out to
be a mere symbol or pointer to the deity, a tangible, earthly marker of the god’s
connection to this world. The idol worshipper does not think of this statue or
that icon as the god itself; no, it is a finger pointing to the deity. Consider the
first and second commandments together, for they reveal this precondition of
the critique of idolatry.
You shall have no other gods before me.
You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything
that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water
under the earth; you shall not bow down to them or serve them.6

The second commandment forbids the making and worshipping of any graven
images, while the first commands one not to have any other god before Yahweh.
These two commandments are not discrete items, for they flow into one another:
one should have neither other gods nor idols, for they are intimately connected.
In other words, there is an idol link between god and idol, deity and representation, and the one who shows reverence for the idol does so in order to honour
his or her god to whom the idol directs one’s attention.
The polemicist steps in and breaks the signifying link between object and god:
that piece of wood points to nothing, for there is no god to whom it refers. Ergo,
all you are worshipping is that block of wood, which – I would like to remind
you – comes from a tree, half of which you used to make that shelf and half that
5. Isaiah 44:9–20. See also Isaiah 40:19–20; 41:7; 42:17; 45:16–17 and 46:1–2, 5–7;
Romans 1:21, 23, 25.
6. Exodus 20:3–5. See also Deuteronomy 5:7–9.
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silly object you worship. Can you not see how stupid it is to worship a clump of
wood or stone? It does nothing, says nothing, thinks nothing. It just sits there
and you worship it. In other words, the critic of idolatry snaps the signifying link
between representative object and deity. If the deity no longer exists, then there
is no link and so one worships what now becomes an idol.
Was Marx aware of such a critique of idolatry? On this matter there are no
definitive answers, but one or two pieces of circumstantial evidence suggest that
it is highly likely. A little before he began his research on fetishism, religion and
art for the lost treatise on Christian art (which I discuss in a moment), Marx
studied the Book of Isaiah with none other than Bruno Bauer in the summer
term of 1839.7 With Bauer, one of the leading biblical scholars and Young Hegelians of his day, who was soon to lose his post at Berlin for his radical positions,
Marx worked through Isaiah, a major prophetic book of the Bible – precisely that
text in which the most trenchant and sophisticated critiques of idolatry may be
found, texts that suited Bauer’s argument for the false particularity of religion, a
particularity made false by claiming to be universal.
Further, among the last material he wrote, Marx made some notes on the
work of John Lubbock on ancient religions.8 Marx has little time for the pious
Lubbock’s schema of religious development (from primitive atheism, through
fetishism to higher forms), but when Lubbock discusses fetish sacrifice he refers
to the Bible. In Marx’s notes the following biblical texts appear: the sacrifice of
Jephthah’s daughter in Judges 11, prescriptions for Israelite sacrifice of animals
in Leviticus 7, Paul’s comments on the origin of idolatry in Romans 1:23, Christ’s
sacrifice, and, most significantly, an extended quotation of the polemic against
idolatry found in the deutero-canonical book known as the Wisdom of Solomon.
Marx quotes the full text of chapter 14:12–20, ostensibly to deride Lubbock’s use
of the text to provide a theological judgement on fetishism – as a turning-away
from God by deluded minds. Even more, the text from the Wisdom of Solomon
is a rather poor pastiche of arguments found in the Book of Isaiah, where the
polemic is sharper. In other words, Marx seems to have known of the biblical
critiques of idolatry, which he read as texts referring to fetishism. One further
piece of evidence is that Marx was fond of alluding to biblical texts concerning the Ammonite idol, Moloch, the one who demanded child sacrifice, as the

7. An entry in Marx’s certificate from the Friedrich Wilhelm University reads: ‘V. In
the summer term 1839: 1. Isaiah with Herr Licentiate Bauer, attended’ (Leaving Certificate
from Berlin University 1841, p. 704).
8. Marx 1974. Written in a mix of German, English and French, with plenty of
colloquialisms and crude terms, the work also includes notes on L.H. Morgan (the basis
for Engels’s Origin of the Family), John B. Phear and Henry Maine.
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embodiment of the rapacity of capitalism.9 And in a wonderful text, Marx sees
capitalism itself as an idol: ‘When a great social revolution shall have mastered
the results of the bourgeois epoch, the market of the world and the modern
powers of production . . . then only will human progress cease to resemble that
hideous, pagan idol, who would not drink the nectar but from the skulls of the
slain’.10 Enough evidence, I would suggest, to assume that Marx was aware of
biblical idolatry and the polemic against it. But I am more interested in what
Marx made of the idol link, particularly via his theory of fetishism.
In search of a lost treatise
In the early 1840s, Marx had a good deal to say about fetishism, mainly because
he was working on a text that is now lost, A Treatise on Christian Art. In a classic
case of a tantalisingly lost manuscript, one that would have provided a much
fuller picture of Marx’s views on religion and art, we are left with the fragments
and overflows of his thought at the time. As happens with the processes of reading, thinking and writing, ideas are not contained within one zone, restricted
purely to the manuscript in preparation. They flow out, sparking all manner of
other connections and insights, becoming applicable to topics not within the
original scope of research.
So it is with the lost treatise, although I must admit that searching for those
glimpses requires a reasonable amount of educated guesswork. I am, of course,
interested in the comments on fetishism rather than those that deal with art
and aesthetics.11 A few tell-tale comments appear in material from 1842 and soon
afterwards – precisely when Marx was working on the treatise. They exhibit two
lines of argument: first, common ideas of religious progress are rubbish; second,
fetishism involves a transfer of properties between the object fetishised and
human beings, with human beings diminished to mere objects and the fetish
itself gaining human properties. We see both lines in a piece that constitutes
perhaps Marx’s most extensive early reflection on theology (with the grand title
of ‘The Leading Article in No. 179 of the Kölnische Zeitung’). Here, Marx takes
on Herr Hermes, government agent and editor of a major conservative Roman
Catholic rag, and pulls him to pieces line by line. On fetishism, Marx writes:
9. Marx 1864, pp. 10–11; Marx and Engels 1845a, p. 21; Marx and Engels 1845b, p. 21;
Marx 1845a, p. 226; Marx 1882a, p. 234; Marx 1882b, p. 54; Marx 1855a, p. 95; Marx 1855b,
pp. 132–3; Marx 1859a, p. 294; Marx and Engels 1848a, p. 264; Marx and Engels 1848b,
p. 251; see also Engels 1846a, p. 474; Engels 1846b, p. 405; Engels 1893c, p. 234; Engels
1893d, p. 171.
10. Marx 1853a, p. 222.
11. For studies on the aesthetic dimension of this lost treatise, see Lifshitz 1973, Lifshitz
1984 and Rose 1984.
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And now, indeed ‘fetishism’! Truly, the erudition of a penny magazine! Fetishism is so far from raising man above his sensuous desires that, on the contrary, it is ‘the religion of sensuous desire’. Fantasy arising from desire deceives
the fetish worshipper into believing that an ‘inanimate object’ will give up its
natural character in order to comply with his desires. Hence the crude desire
of the fetish-worshipper smashes the fetish when it ceases to be its most obedient servant.12

Hermes had proposed a rather conventional schema that moves from sensuous
animal worship, through fetishism to the highest form of Christianity, which by
some strange coincidence was precisely the form of Christianity in Germany at
the time. In response, Marx points out that there is no progress at all, that fetishism is no advance on animal worship, for both fall into the same category (and
so, presumably, does Christianity). Fetishism, too, is saturated with sensuous
desire, a desire that produces a fantasy that this inanimate object actually has
all manner of magical and superhuman powers. However, when the fetish no
longer provides what the worshipper wants – recovery from illness, favourable
outcomes in battle, a good harvest, or success in seducing that sexy woman or a
man from the next tribe – he smashes it in disgust. Behind Marx’s argument lies
a crucial assumption: with fetishism we have not two but three steps. Instead of
sacralised fetish → de-sacralised object, he postulates three steps: profane object
→ sacralised fetish → de-sacralised object once again. The first and third stages
frame the fetish itself, one as a point of origin and the other as a point of return
to that state. The fetish itself is the anomaly, the break in the profaneness of the
object. Now, Marx recognises – through the quotation marks around ‘inanimate
object’ in the quotation above – that this is really his own perspective and not
that of the fetish user, for he or she would see the object as inherently sacred in
the first place.
This three-fold schema has at least one important ramification that goes
beyond the specific instance of fetishism. I am thinking in particular of narratives of secularisation: according to one quite popular assumption, secularisation
follows the two-stage schema. Once upon a time we lived in a predominantly
sacred world, but then the process (either celebrated or excoriated) of secularisation set in and that world lost its dominant position. Disenchantment, banishment of superstition, the flight of the gods, a coming down to earth – all these and
more designate the loosening of sacred categories in a world come of age. But it
also means that one assumes the origin of all these terms – freedom, sovereignty,
hope, love, morality, the political subject and so on – is resolutely theological, so
much so that one cannot understand them without recourse to that theological
12. Marx 1842i, p. 189; Marx 1842j, p. 177.
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past which still clings to their garments.13 However, if we open the scene up with
the threefold schema, then the sacred slips from its absolute throne to become
relative and contingent. It is but one phase through which the profane may pass,
except that now the term ‘profane’ is not so appropriate given that it emerges
as an opposition to the sacred. The theological shape of an idea, a practice or
a position becomes a momentary shape, a possible but by no means necessary
path that it may take. I would go a step further and suggest that for Marx secularisation itself is not the problem, but sacralisation. The idea of fetishism raises
a prior question: how was this idea or this practice sacralised in the first place?
All of which is an elaboration of the first argument in this short text, namely
that any idea of progress, from a primitive religious state to one of refinement, is
so much garbage. As for the second argument – the transferring relation – Marx
writes: ‘an “inanimate object” gives up its natural character’. In other words,
it ceases to be a mere object – a piece of wood, stone, metal, star or perhaps
tree – and becomes something else, a god or fetish with powers it never had
before. It thereby gains a whole series of attributes – able to affect human
interaction, redirect nature, produce miraculous results – which it did not have
before. This surrender of the object’s natural properties is but one side of the
inversion – as Marx would soon come to argue – for human beings too change
in the process; they give up their nature as human beings to become abject worshippers and fetish users, more and more resembling lifeless objects.
Marx would take both arguments – concerning the transferring relation and
the inversion of the narrative of progress – and use them to polemical effect. For
example, a couple of years later in The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts,
he comments on the French who are ‘still dazzled by the sensuous glitter of precious metals, and are therefore still fetish-worshippers of metal money, and are
not yet fully-developed money-nations’.14 In this case, he assumes the narrative
of progress, only to turn it against the vaunted sophistication of the French: you
might think you are advanced, but you are really still savages, worshipping precious metals. The bite of this argument comes through more strongly in a jibe
at the Rhine Province Assembly (a pseudo-democratic gathering restricted to
the nobles):
The savages of Cuba regarded gold as a fetish of the Spaniards. They celebrated
a feast in its honour, sang in a circle around it and then threw it into the sea.
13. The proponents of radical orthodoxy go a step further and argue that the
theological past of contemporary secular thought must be rejuvenated, retrained and sent
into battle as the shock troops of a post-secular, or rather resacralised, world. Needless to
say, I see little gain in such a regressive utopian approach. See, for example, Milbank 1990
and many of the essays gathered in Davis, Milbank and Žižek (eds.) 2005.
14. Marx 1844g, p. 312; Marx 1844h, p. 552.
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If the Cuban savages had been present at the sitting of the Rhine Province
Assembly, would they not have regarded wood as the Rhinelanders’ fetish? But
a subsequent sitting would have taught them that the worship of animals is
connected with this fetishism, and they would have thrown the hares into the
sea in order to save the human beings.15

For these cultured nobles, the Cubans would indeed be seen as savages – hence
the emphasis in Marx’s text: ‘savages of Cuba’ was the nobles’ phrase. But now
Marx inverts the whole relation, for he purports to write from the perspective of
the Cubans. To them, the mad search for gold by the Spaniards – so much so that
Columbus threatened to cut off the hands of any inhabitant of Hispaniola who
did not bring him gold – was much like the worship of fetishes. Well then, Marx
imagines the Cubans saying, let us recognise its fetish character and toss it into
the sea; hopefully the Spanish too will go, perhaps diving into the sea in order
to find their precious fetish. By the time the Cubans have crossed the Atlantic
and sit at the Rhine Province Assembly, the relation of savage-civilised has been
fully inverted. The Cubans are now the calm, rational observers and what do
they see? The nobles obsess about wood laws, especially the move to ban the
ancient practice of peasants gathering fallen wood for their cooking and heating
fires. Surely wood must be their fetish, then, since they wish to preserve it. Or,
indeed, in relation to hares, which the nobles wish to preserve from the peasants’ snares, the Cubans could only conclude that the nobles are also into animal
fetishism. The proper response: in order to save human beings from such terrible
developments, the hares too should be thrown into the sea. And why is fetishism
so deleterious for human beings? Once again the transferring relation appears:
the fetish humanises – or rather, super-humanises – animals and objects while
it dehumanises human beings.
I have run ahead of myself, exploring possible arguments from the treatise
before recounting the fate of the treatise itself. It arose from the confluence of at
least three streams: the nature of public debate in Germany at the time, which
was deeply theological, or rather, biblical; the close friendship and early collaboration with Bruno Bauer, Marx’s one-time biblical teacher in Berlin; the search
for research topics and employment after Marx had finished his PhD thesis
in 1841.
15. Marx 1842m, pp. 262–3; Marx 1842n, p. 236. See also his observations concerning
the Assembly of the Estates of the Rhine Province, which has a tendency to ‘canonise
individuals’ and to ‘demand that we should bow down before the holy image of certain
privileged individuals’ (Marx 1842k, p. 169; Marx 1842l, p. 157) and the polemic against
Louis Napoleon: ‘And the cast-down, broken idol can never be set on its pedestal again.
He may recoil before the storm he has raised, and again receive the benedictions of the
Pope and the caresses of the British Queen’ (Marx 1859b, p. 273).
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As for German public debate, the conservative nature of Prussian politics –
pushed by the new king, Friedrich Wilhelm IV and his desire for a ‘Christian
state’ – brought theology to the fore in public debate. Not for nothing was David
Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu with its democratic Christ (we may all become Christs)
the most debated work of the time.16 And Bruno Bauer, for a while leader of the
Young Hegelians, caused a furore with a radical biblical criticism which arrived
at a position of atheism in the name of a free and infinite self-consciousness for
which any religion, but especially that form of Christianity identified with the
state, was a hubristic and brutalising particularity that claimed universal status.17
Both Strauss and Bauer were to be denied teaching positions as the climate
became unfriendly to their radical positions. Obviously Marx, who had tied his
hopes for a university position in with Bauer, was going to fare no better.
Given that Bauer was a biblical scholar and sometime theologian, and given
that Marx set out in the first months after completing his thesis on Epicurus to
collaborate with Bauer, Marx’s path veered towards theology, albeit of a radical type. They had grand plans: a journal called Archiv des Atheismus, a critique
of Hegel’s Philosophy of Religion, and a series of book reviews, one at least on
K. Fischer’s book called Die Idee der Gottheit18 and another on Die menschliche
Freiheit in ihrem Verhältnisse zur Sünde und zur göttlichen Gnade, written by the
Hegelian biblical critic and theologian Wilhelm Vatke (this one for Arnold Ruge’s
Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher).19 None of these projects came to anything
much, largely because the collaboration was a rocky one and because Marx’s
own interests began to change.
The closest they came to producing anything together was a two-volume
work, to be called Die Posaune, or Trumpet of the Last Judgement. The outcome,
however, was two works in Bauer’s name, the first with the agreed-upon title and
the second called Hegels Lehre von der Religion und Kunst.20 Although Marx had
a light hand in the first volume, the second one was to be truly collaborative.
Again, nothing came of it. So what happened? In a series of letters to Arnold
Ruge in 1842, we find comments by Marx on the collapse of the collaboration and
his plans to produce his part of the second volume as a separate publication. It
was to be called A Treatise on Christian Art. From Marx’s other writings of the
period, it seems that work would have moved from a study of the religious and
fetishist art of Asia and Greece to the Christian art of the Romantics, showing
16. Strauss 1902; Strauss 1835.
17. Bauer 1838, 1839, 1840, 1841, 1842a, 1842b, 1843, 1850–1, 1852.
18. Fischer 1839
19. See Marx 1842a; Marx 1842b. Vatke (1806–82) was one of the significant contributors
to the developing theories about sources in the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament). See also
Marx 1842g; Marx 1842h.
20. Bauer 1983; Bauer 1967.
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how the two are connected.21 Each time Marx mentions the manuscript in the
letters to Ruge, it is one step away from completion, needing a few corrections
and the writing up of a fair copy; but then, no, he had decided to expand it and
include a section on Romanticism; then it had become two volumes, one on
Christian art and the other to be called On the Romantics; after that we hear
nothing more of the treatise.22 Marx had clearly not learnt how to finish a manuscript (a problem that stayed with him),23 although it did not help that he was
in Trier for three months, sitting by his future father-in-law’s deathbed. Herr
Ludwig von Westphalen died on 3 March 1842; within a couple of months, Marx’s
manuscript went the same way.24
One other piece of evidence has turned up regarding this manuscript. Apart
from the letters to Ruge and the scattered comments on religion, fetishism and
art from the same period, we also have a collection of reading notes from works
that Marx read as he was writing the manuscript. In the Bonn Notebooks of 1842,
we find excerpts from the following works:
Karl Friedrich von Rumohr, Italienische Forshungen. Bonn, 1842.
Johann Jakob Grund, Der Malerey der Grieschen oder Enstehung, Fortschritt,
Vollendung und Verfall der Malerey. Ein Versuch. Dresden, 1810.
Charles de Brosses, Du culte des dieux fétiches ou Parallèle de l’ancienne religion
de l’Egypte avec la religion actuelle de Nigritie. German translation by Pistorius,
Berlin and Stansrund 1785. French, 1760.
C.A. Böttinger, Ideen zur Kunstmythologie. 2 vols. Dresden and Leipzig, 1826–36.
Christoph Meiners, Allgemeine kritische Geschichte der Religionen. 2 vols. Hannover, 1806–7.
Benjamin Constant, De la religion. Paris, 1826.
J. Barbeyrac, Traité de la Morale des Pères de l’Église. Amsterdam, 1728.

Clearly, he was studying a significant number of works on religion as well as art,
especially when we add Gibbon, Hegel and Feuerbach, whom he was reading
21. We can also find a hint in Marx’s comment to Ruge on 20 March 1842, where Marx
mentions that the revised manuscript disagrees with Feuerbach’s concept of religion, a
disagreement that has actually turned up in the Theses on Feuerbach. As Marx points
out in the letter, he disagrees not with the principle (projection) but the conception. It
would seem that Marx was already arguing that religion is a projection of the worst in
human beings rather than the best, that religion is an expression of alienation and not
hope and love.
22. Marx 1842c; Marx 1842d; Marx 1842e; Marx 1842f; Marx 1842g; Marx 1842h.
23. Marx comments to Ruge that ‘the work has steadily grown into almost book
dimensions, and I have been drawn into all kinds of investigations which will still take a
rather long time’ (Marx 1842g, p. 387; Marx 1842h, p. 402).
24. ‘The fact is that my future father-in-law, Herr von Westphalen, lay on his deathbed for three months and died the day before yesterday. During this period, therefore, it
was impossible to do anything properly’ (Marx 1842c, p. 383; Marx 1842d, p. 397).
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on the same topics. But let us zero in on a few of them, especially the books
by Böttinger and Grund, as well as Feuerbach’s discussion of Bildlichkeit in The
Essence of Christianity,25 which Marx was reading at the time. Among the notes
Marx took, there appears the argument that, in the same way as the Greeks idealised men as gods and anthropomorphised men (especially from Böttinger), so
also did Christian art produce a fetishistic anthropomorphisation of the divine
while it alienated human sensuality (from Feuerbach). In short, Christianity took
over the thoroughly fetishistic and pagan nature of the culture it thought it was
transforming.26 Not a bad argument against conventional narratives of Christian
progress!
However, I am less interested in Marx’s arguments concerning art or Christianity, the connections between them, or the possible links with Marx’s other
polemic against state censorship at the time,27 and far more drawn to what he
might have read in terms of fetishism. On this matter, the work by De Brosses
stands out in the collection,28 for it sought to develop a comprehensive theory
of fetishism in order to understand the religion of ancient Egypt. How did De
Brosses go about his task? He drew upon studies of fetishism in Western Africa
and applied them – in a process that would become standard among historians
and anthropologists – to the ancient world. Here too are primitives, went the
argument, living in our own day and time; surely their religious practices would
be similar to those of other primitives, even if they lived millennia before our
civilised society?
The crucial moment in De Brosses’s work is when he begins searching for
evidence of ancient Egyptian religious practice. There was, of course, some scattered material available in the mid-eighteenth century – a pyramid or two, a
tomb opened, an inscription and some Greek sources. But the primary source
for De Brosses is the Bible, which he took as a reliable historical source (the full
sceptical brunt of biblical criticism had not had an impact as yet). So all of the
various stories concerning Egyptians and their gods, magicians and beliefs, especially those clustered around the accounts of Joseph, Israelite slavery and escape
under Moses, became evidence for ancient fetishism. And where there were
accounts of Canaanite practices, in which the Israelites engaged with alarming

25. Feuerbach 1989, pp. 74–9; Feuerbach 1924, pp. 94–100.
26. See Rose 1984, pp. 65–9.
27. Rose 1984, p. 61. Rose, especially on pp. 1–70, also offers an excellent contextual
analysis of the artistic and very political struggles in Germany at the time between
Hellenes and conservative Nazarenes on the question of religious art.
28. Marx 1842o.
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and frequent ease when they had settled in the land,29 these too provided data
regarding fetishism.
Idolatry goes underground
Fetishism? Why not idolatry, as traditional interpreters of the Bible would have
it? De Brosses simply subsumed idolatry within an overarching category of fetishism. Thus, the idolatries of the Egyptians, the Canaanites and even the Israelites
on many occasions, were actually instances of fetishism. In order to appreciate
De Brosses’s move – and of course Marx’s appropriation of the idea of fetishism – let us backtrack a little, assisted by the exhaustive studies of Pietz.30 When
the Portuguese began pushing down the West-African coast in their tiny caravels
in search of a way to the ‘East’ that circumvented the Muslim-dominated lands
of the Middle East, they encountered local people with their own cultures and
religious practices. As the Portuguese established forts, refuelling stations and
slaving posts, they also made a desperate effort, with few resources upon which
to draw, to understand cultures that were so vastly different from their own. In
particular, the crucial amulets and objects, endowed with super-human powers and keys to social exchange, had to be understood. And the term ‘idolatry’
was not adequate. Why? It had become an elaborate term in the theological
tradition. Church fathers, heresiarchs and theologians had developed a complex understanding of idolatry that went far beyond its initial biblical framework: idolatry had become a mirror of ‘true religion’, requiring a cultic practice,
ecclesial structure, clergy, collection of sacred objects, architecture and tradition.
Clearly this was not at all adequate to the practices of the West Africans. And so
the Portuguese used the term fetisso, the etymology of which is still disputed.31
But they played a double game: on the one hand, the term was used to indicate that these primitive Africans were entirely irrational, for they attributed
super-human and magical powers to simple objects of wood, stone or metal; on
the other hand, the Portuguese also would swear by and even consume a fetish
(where needed) to ensure a commercial exchange. In short, they derided the
29. Twentieth-century work in biblical scholarship would come to dispense with any
historicity for the Exodus, pointing out that Israel (where it can be discerned) emerged
from within Canaan and that its early religious practices were polytheistic.
30. Pietz 1985, 1987, 1988.
31. The word has suffered many efforts to trace its etymology. It is an English translation
of the pidgin Fetisso, connected to the Portuguese feitiço, which in the late Middle Ages
designated ‘magical practices’ or ‘witchcraft’. However, efforts have been made to derive
the word from the Latin fatum, signifying both fate and charm (De Brosses and Marx
following him), factitius, linking the magic arts and the work of art (Edward Tylor) or
facere, designating the false representation of things sacred, beautiful, or enchanting.
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claim that the fetish had powers in social networking and yet they recognised
those powers in their everyday interactions with the Africans.
The fetish was in, the idol out. The term certainly caught on, so much so that
Dutch, French and English Protestants used it to describe Roman Catholic sacramental objects. And Enlightenment intellectuals used it in the eighteenth century as the basis for a general theory of religion.32 At this moment, De Brosses
comes back into the picture, for he takes the whole argument a step further.
He may have derided fetishism as a ‘stupid’ and ‘ridiculous’ practice,33 but by
turning to the Bible for evidence of ancient Egyptian religious practices (there
described as idolatry) and by subsuming them within a general theory of fetishism, he re-inserted idolatry into discussions. Further, as a subset of fetishism,
idolatry could also mean fetishism, although not vice versa. So whenever De
Brosses read the word ‘idol’ in the Bible, he assumed ‘fetish’.
This connection, I would suggest, is the one Marx that took over from De
Brosses. The evidence: one of the passages Marx cites with interest is a key section concerning the nature of fetishism in ancient Judah.34 Marx notes that De
Brosses distinguishes between two types of fetish, the private and the public. As
for the public, national fetishes, four appear: serpents, trees, the sea and ‘a small,
filthy clay image [Bild]’ which presided over councils.35 The key term here is
Bild, for it translates De Brosses’s idole. Marx goes on to make further notes from
these pages by De Brosses on the roles of these four types of fetish – or idols or
images – in Judah. But the elision has taken place: Marx appropriates the link
between idol and fetish and in the process the idols of ancient Judah become
instances of the broader category of fetishism.
Before I explore what Marx did with the idea after taking it over from De
Brosses, two points demand attention. To begin with, the idolatry in question
was a stripped-down version, the one found in various biblical texts rather than
the elaborate version that came out of the theological tradition. It is as though
idolatry had to spend some time in the wilderness, on a simple diet and in a tent
so that it could shed all its accretions and then return, fit and trimmed down, in
order to resume its place in discussions. Secondly, there is a natural ideological
fit between those who use the term idol or fetish: both come from a particular
32. For example, for Auguste Comte fetishism becomes the first stage (followed by
polytheism and monotheism) of his first great period of human history. Comte used
the term in his Système de politique positive (1851–4). After the theological age, of which
fetishism is the first stage, we have the metaphysical and scientific stages.
33. Brosses 1760, pp. 10 and 11.
34. Marx 1842o, pp. 321–2. See the original passage in Brosses 1760, pp. 27–30.
35. From the translation by Pistorius, Marx quotes: ‘die Schlange, die Bäume, das Meer
und ein kleines schmutziges Bild von Thon, das in den Rattsammlungen den Vorstiz hat’
(Marx 1842o, p. 321). In the original by De Brosses it reads: ‘le serpent, les arbres, le mer,
& une vilaine petite idole d’argille qui préside aux Conseils’ (Brosses 1760, p. 27).
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perspective, after the fact, creating a category and simultaneously making a theological and moral judgement. In the case of the biblical ‘idol’, the very use of the
term comes much later, creating a category of religious practice that, in the very
process of being created, critiqued and dismissed that category. The designation ‘idol’, apart from the polemic often associated with the term, was in itself
a condemnation. With ‘fetish’ the situation is similar: the category is developed
to describe what others do, imposed after the fact by an external observer. But
it also contains critique and judgement, for the fetishist is mistaken, deluded,
ridiculous and stupid. Marx too would take a similar line, for ‘fetish’ may occasionally be a descriptive term, but more often than not it bears a negative weight:
to describe something – money, commodity, capital itself – as a fetish is to imply
critique on Marx’s part and delusion on the part of the fetishist.
In the tinker’s thinking shed
I have come back to my starting point, namely, Marx’s early comments on fetishism which I discussed above. There too the delusion of the fetish worshipper is
clear; there too describing an item as a fetish – gold, wood or hares – acts as a
criticism; there too the crucial transferring relation between fetish and human
being is central. Since we have come back to Marx’s fetishistic polemic, I can now
note another connection with De Brosses. Recall the example of the Cubans and
the Spanish fetish for gold, which Marx applied to the Rhine Province Assembly.
The inversion actually comes from De Brosses, which Marx cites, evidently with
some interest, for his own use.36 De Brosses, it seems, had become a crucial
source that sparked Marx’s interest on the question of fetishism.
But what did Marx do with the term after he drew it into his critical arsenal?
It became an extraordinarily fruitful idea, appearing throughout his work from
the earliest journalistic pieces with the Rheinische Zeitung to the great economic
manuscripts of the 1860s. He would constantly tinker with the fetish, reshaping
it for analysing alienation, labour, money as mediator, the commodity form and
then capital as a whole, but it would always keep its core concept: the transferral
of powers from human beings to the object in question, to the detriment of one
and the gain of the other.
For example, with alienation and labour Marx argues in The Economic and
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 that the more the worker puts into the product of
his labour, the greater it becomes while the worker diminishes. The key passage
36. ‘Die Wilden von Cuba hielten das Gold für den Fetisch der Spanier, sie feierten
ihm ein Fest, tanzten und sangen um ihn und warfen es dann ins Meer, um es zu entfernen’ (Marx 1842o, p. 322; emphasis in original). This is an abbreviation of the account
in Brosses 1760, pp. 52–3.
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is worth quoting in full, for its basic argument would remain the same, even if
the terms themselves would change:
All these consequences are implied in the statement that the worker is related
to the product of his labour as to an alien object. For on this premise it is clear
that the more the worker spends himself, the more powerful becomes the
alien world of objects which he creates over and against himself, the poorer
he himself – his inner world – becomes, the less belongs to him as his own.
It is the same in religion. The more man puts into God, the less he retains in
himself [Es ist ebenso in der Religion. Je mehr der Mensch in Gott setzt, je weniger behält er in sich selbst]. The worker puts his life into the object; but now his
life no longer belongs to him but to the object . . . The alienation of the worker
in his product means not only that his labour becomes an object, an external
existence, but that it exists outside him, independently, as something alien to
him, and that it becomes a power on its own confronting him. It means that
the life which he has conferred on the object confronts him as something hostile and alien.37

These alien objects take on lives of their own, becoming greater than me, ruling
my life. The products of everyday labour swell into alien and powerful creatures
because of this transferral of powers and relations. But note the analogy, for here
the theological secret agent I mentioned earlier makes an appearance: ‘It is the
same in religion’, Marx writes, and then goes on to draw the analogy: ‘The more
man puts into God, the less he retains in himself [Es ist ebenso in der Religion. Je
mehr der Mensch in Gott setzt, je weniger behält er in sich selbst]’.
Note carefully what has happened here: Marx actively subsumes theology,
with its signifying relation between heaven and earth, to the transferring relation between the worker and her product. Theology does not determine or set
the framework for Marx’s analysis; it is now subject to that analysis. Further,
in doing so, Marx also begins to go beyond Feuerbach, as he claimed he would
in the famous fourth thesis,38 for Feuerbach remains with the signifying relation between God and human beings. By arguing that the gods are really the
projections of what is best in human beings and that in order to realise our
full potential we need to reclaim those ‘divine’ properties, Feuerbach offers a
version of the critique of idolatry, except that now he directs the critique not
37. Marx 1844g, p. 272; Marx 1844h, p. 512. So also: ‘Every self-estrangement of man,
from himself and from nature, appears in the relation in which he places himself and
nature to men other than and differentiated from himself. For this reason religious selfestrangement necessarily appears in the relationship of the layman to the priest, or again
to a mediator, etc., since we are here dealing with the intellectual world’ (Marx 1844g,
p. 279; Marx 1844h, p. 519). See also Marx 1857–8b, pp. 209–10.
38. Marx 1845b, p. 4; Marx 1845c, p. 6.
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at false gods and idols, but at the heart of Christianity itself.39 In other words,
Feuerbach remains within the signifying link between God and human beings,
seeking to break the link and allow human beings to hold their own leash. By
contrast, Marx shifts focus since he is concerned with human beings and the
products of their labour. This transferring relation now becomes the category
within which Feuerbach’s critique may be understood.
The pattern of invoking fetishism and then using a theological analogy would
remain remarkably consistent as Marx tinkered with the fetish. For example, in
notes written at the same time on the French translation of James Mill’s Elements
of Political Economy, Marx uses a similar argument in connection with money.
The difference now is that it is not money per se that is the issue, but the mediatory role of money: this mediating activity ‘is estranged from man and becomes
the attribute of money, a material thing outside man’.40 The analogy this time
is with Christ, the mediator between heaven and earth. Like Christ, money as
mediator acquires human properties of social interaction at the expense of those
very human properties. And in the process of making the analogy, Marx once
again shifts the theological emphasis on the idol link to his materialist one of
the fetish transfer. So also with the commodity relation, where my brief narrative touches on a text over which many have pored and pondered: the famous
section called ‘The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof’ in Capital.
I do not propose to spend a great deal of time on this text, since I have done so
elsewhere, except to press hard on the following point.
Towards political iconoclasm
By now Marx has established the priority of the transferring relation characteristic of fetishism. But in this text from Capital he attempts a dialectical leap: he
argues that the transferral of powers in the commodity-form – the notion that
everything, no matter how different, may be exchanged in terms of its value – is
both illusory and real, both mystified and concrete. Perhaps the best way to see
how Marx attempts his massive leap is to exegete a central passage:
There [with commodities] it is a definite social relationship between men,
that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of the relation between
things. In order, therefore, to find an analogy, we must have recourse to the
39. Feuerbach 1989; Feuerbach 1926. Although he was to become critical of
Feuerbach’s work, Marx was initially very enthusiastic about Feuerbach’s achievement.
See especially Marx 1843e; Marx 1843f; Marx 1844k; Marx 1844l.
40. Marx 1844a, p. 212; Marx 1844b, p. 446. Marx would continue this line in other
works. See Marx 1844g, pp. 325–6; Marx 1844h, pp. 565–7; Marx 1857–8a, pp. 154, 164, 257;
Marx 1857–8c, pp. 148, 158, 250; Marx 1857–8b, pp. 216; Marx 1859a, p. 359; Marx 1867a,
pp. 142–3; Marx 1867b, pp. 146–7.
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 ist-enveloped regions of the religious world. In that world the productions of
m
the human brain appear as independent beings endowed with life, and entering into relation both with one another and the human race. So it is in the
world of commodities with the product of men’s hands. This I call the Fetishism which attaches itself to products of labour, so soon as they are produced
as commodities, and which is therefore inseparable from the production of
commodities.41

Initially, Marx assumes the position on fetishism with which he has worked until
now: the fetish signals a transferral of attributes from human social relation to
the fetish (now the commodity-form) and vice versa. In earlier texts, he has used
this argument in relation to labour, alienation and money. The first sentence in
the quotation makes the same point: the social relation between men assumes a
fantastic form in the relation between things.42 Into this pattern he has repeatedly drawn theological analogies, effectively subsuming and transforming the
signifying relation central to theology. But now he faces at least two problems: is
this transference real or illusory? And what does one do with the fetish transfer?
The first question really asks how the fetish transfer takes place, while the second asks the political question as to how we might respond.
An initial response to the question concerning illusion and reality would
argue that we suffer from a mistaken belief that the products of labour, like the
fetish, gain such powers. In this case the political response is straightforward: all
one need do is indicate why those beliefs are mistaken, show what the object
really is – a product made by human hands – and the task is done. At times
Marx seems to take this line, sprinkling his text on the fetishism of commodities
with phrases such as ‘grotesque ideas’, ‘mystical character’, ‘mysterious thing’,
‘fantastic form’, ‘mist-enveloped’, ‘abstraction’, ‘social hieroglyphic’, ‘incarnation
of abstract human labour’, ‘magic and necromancy’, ‘mystical veil’, ‘unsubstantial

41. Marx 1867a, p. 83; Marx 1867b, pp. 86–7. In an otherwise provocative study of
the theology of money, Goodchild, for some unaccountable reason, does not pursue the
theological question of fetishism. He quotes this and other passages from the crucial
section on commodity fetishism in Capital and yet is content to describe fetishism as
the ‘exotic other’ – all of which is relegated to the endnotes. See Goodchild 2009, p. 264,
n. 21; p. 271, n. 34. Similarly, in an earlier and longer discussion of Marx and the commodity
form, in the apocalyptic Capitalism as Religion, fetishism receives barely a mention. See
Goodchild 2002, pp. 80–7.
42. Or more fully, this transferral is a ‘mysterious thing, simply because the social
character of men’s labour appears to them as an objective character stamped upon the
product of that labour; because the relation of the producers to the sum total of their
own labour is presented to them as a social relation, existing not between themselves,
but between the products of their labour’ (Marx 1867a, pp. 82–3; Marx 1867b, p. 86. See
also Marx 1861–3, p. 450).
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ghost’, ‘superstition’ and ‘illusions’. Commodification has become a gnostic,
unreal appearance of what is actually going on.43
The problem with this argument is obvious, for it would make commodities,
labour, money, exploitation, suffering, indeed capitalism as a whole, a grand
delusion. One puff and it dissipates on the wind. Is Marx then misguided in his
use of the idea of fetishism, especially in light of its religious ties? Some would
suggest so, for they argue that the understanding of how powers are transferred
to the fetish is illusory, a product of the imagination, but those gained by the
commodity are real.44 What Marx was really doing was to show that the perception of how those attributes are passed over to commodities is mistaken; he
sets out to correct the mistake. Marx would have done better – so the argument
goes – to have used an analogy other than fetishism. Politically, the option now
is to dispense with religious trifles and focus on the real issue at hand: human
exploitation through capitalism.
This criticism has a point, but Marx’s comments begin to make more sense
if we keep in mind what I have called the idol link and the fetish transfer. He
seems to slip too easily between them, creating apparent confusion. So, in order
to illustrate the fetish transfer, he moves to the mist-enveloped regions of the
religious world, where the human brain creates beings which interact with one
another and with human beings. But this analogy actually operates in terms of
the idol link, which seeks to break the signifying connection between the gods
and human products. However, Marx has fused the two, I would suggest, since
he wants to set up a nocturnal border-crossing from idol link to fetish transfer.
He may have little time for the reality of the religious products made by human
beings, but what interests him is the form of the idol transfer, namely the way
those products – the gods – gain powers at the expense of human beings. Similarly, at the level of the fetish transfer, an exchange of properties takes place:
human beings belittle themselves while the products of their hands increase. At
this level the products are perfectly real, as are the powers they gain. In short,
the form of the interaction at each level is what interests Marx, even though the
products of human minds (the gods) are illusory while those of human hands
(commodities) are quite real.
But how exactly does the transfer take place between fetish and human
beings? Let me put it this way: Marx may well argue that workers, processes
of material production, social relations and the product made are real; indeed,
he argues that the powers transferred and thereby gained by the product are
also real and materially grounded, which then means that the effects on human
beings – exploitation, suffering, ruined bodies – are equally real. But what of
43. So argues Ward 2005, pp. 333–4.
44. See the widely quoted observation of Geras 1983, p. 165.
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the perceptions of this process held by workers? Are they illusory? Are those
who labour deluded? No, for the transferral of powers between commodities and
human beings appear to those producers as ‘what they really are, material relations between persons and social relations between things’.45 They know perfectly well, especially in their bodies, what is going on. And yet their perception
of how this process works is illusory and mystified: commodities do not have this
power in themselves, for it comes from the labour-power of those who produce
commodities. It is both/and and not either/or. Marx works overtime, pushing at
the edge of language, to explain what is going on. For instance, the qualities of
the products of labour ‘are at the same time perceptible and imperceptible by the
senses’.46 Once again: although one may reveal the process of transferral and
thereby show how value appears in the product of labour, that value appears
‘just as real and final, as the fact that, after the discovery by science of the component gases of air, the atmosphere itself remained unaltered’.47 In order to get
through what he is trying to argue, Marx formulates a curious phrase to express
this dual character of social relations and the transferred relations between commodities: ‘socially valid as well as objective thought forms [gesellschaftlich gültige,
also objektive Gedankenformen]’.48 And this applies to the theories of bourgeois
economists! In other words, the process of transferral is a thought-form that has
become objective, utterly real. The commodity-form and the value of abstracted
labour it attracts are both products of thought and objective, imaginary and real,
mysterious and concrete. This is how the fetish transfer happens.
What, then, of the political response? Here I must move beyond Marx and
anticipate my discussion of Adorno below. Recall once again my distinction
between the idol link and the fetish transfer as well as the porous borders
between them, for a political response also emerges in their interaction. In the
same way that the critique of idolatry (as embodied, for example, in Feuerbach’s
argument) snaps the signifying connection between idol and god, so also does
the critique of the fetish take an axe to the transferring relation between fetish
and human beings. Marx may have sought to describe this fetish transfer, but
that is merely the first step, for he wants to destroy the transfer itself and thereby
free human beings from their enslavement to the fetish.
In this light, let me turn finally to Marx’s wider observations on the fetishism
of capitalism, where the fetish transfer is extended to the whole of capitalism.
45. Marx 1867a, p. 84; Marx 1867b, p. 87.
46. Marx 1867a, p. 83; Marx 1867b, p. 86; emphasis mine.
47. Marx 1867a, p. 85; Marx 1867b, p. 88.
48. Marx 1867b, p. 90; my translation and emphasis. The English translations try various
formulations, such as ‘forms of thought expressing with social validity’ (Marx 1867a,
p. 87) and ‘forms of thought which are socially valid, and therefore objective’ (Marx 1976,
p. 169). My thanks to Jan Rehmann for this insight (personal communication).
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Towards the close of the exceptional Economic Manuscripts of 1861–63, Marx
deploys the same logic of transfer, but now we find a full list of the abstractions
from the social process of labour: the capitalist as a personification of capital,
the productive powers of capital, use-, exchange- and surplus-value, the application of the forces of nature and science, the products of labour in the form of
machinery, wealth, the conversion of production relations into entities, interest,
rent, wages and profit. All of them face the labourer as objective, alien realities
that rule his life. In other words, capital as a whole has become both a multitude
of fetishes and one massive conglomerate fetish, a power to which the worker
is subject. All its components ‘stand on their hind legs vis-à-vis the worker and
confront him as capital’.49 In this sense should we understand the comment that
capital itself ‘becomes a very mysterious being’,50 that it becomes the ‘religion of
everyday life [diese Religion des Alltagslebens]’.51 Is this not what Marx wished to
break, the fetish transfer that is so destructive of human beings? It may best be
described as a form of political iconoclasm.
Time to sum up: fetish and idol carry on a covert liaison within Marx’s multiple recastings of the fetish. From first encountering fetishism while reading
material for his lost treatise on Christian art, Marx would use the idea in many
ways: criticisms of wood (or indeed hare) theft laws and smug assertions concerning religious superiority; the development of his early theory of the alienation of labour; the identification of the mediatory role of money in social
relations; and eventually in respect of commodities, value (use, exchange and
surplus), wealth, profit, the capitalist – in short, every conceivable dimension
of capitalism. At each moment a mystifying transfer takes place, in which the
product, commodity-form or money relation gains mysterious properties while
those human beings responsible for their production lose out and suffer. But
the idol carries out a covert operation throughout Marx’s different uses of the
fetish. Much like a secret agent, the (biblical) idol disappears from the scene
only to reappear in a different guise, as a subset of the fetish. Again and again,
Marx’s theological allusions hint at the hidden presence of the idol link, as do his
invocations of Moloch, the god of the biblical Ammonites, his late notes on John
Lubbock and his early study of the Book of Isaiah under Bruno Bauer. The main
task of this secret agent was to provide the form of Marx’s argument regarding
49. Marx 1861–3, pp. 457–8. See also the description of wealth as a fetish in Marx
1859a, p. 387.
50. Marx 1861–3, p. 459.
51. Marx 1894a, p. 817; Marx 1894b, p. 838. Apart from Walter Benjamin’s oft-noted
fragment, ‘Capitalism as Religion’ (Benjamin 1996, pp. 288–91), the theme has been
developed in a very different direction from that of liberation theology or Marxism by a
group of what may be called ‘economic theologians’ such as Cobb 1999, Meeks 1989, Loy
1996 and especially Goodchild 2002.
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the fetish transfer: in the same way that the gods produced by the human imagination draw their powers from human beings, so also do the products of human
labour within capitalism gain power at the expense of those human beings. As
he made this argument, Marx developed the dialectical idea of the ‘objective
thought-form’ in an effort to describe how the transfer took place, but it also led
him to what I called political iconoclasm. Just as the critique of fetishism seeks
to break the signifying link between idol and god, so also does the critique of
fetishism aim to smash the transfer between fetish and human beings.

On graven images: from liberation theology to Theodor Adorno
This fusion of the idol link and the fetish transfer was to have significant repercussions well beyond its operation in Marx’s texts, showing up particularly in two
inheritors of Marx’s critique: Latin American liberation theology and Theodor
Adorno. For the liberation theologians, Marx’s breakthrough in regard to fetishism became an extension of the critique of idolatry. So they appropriated that
breakthrough within a theological framework and argued that the various elements of capitalism too are idols which demand service, blood and sacrifice. In
other words, they drew the fetish transfer back into the idol link, a move that is
regressive, for it retreats from Marx’s insight rather than taking it further. By contrast, Adorno picks up from where Marx left off, and by means of the Bilderverbot
develops the fusion of the idol link and the fetish transfer much, much further.
In order to situate both contributions, let us recall my earlier comments on
the polemic against idolatry found in texts such as Isaiah 44. The polemicist in
question is not so much a conqueror of the neighbouring tribe, scoffing at the
god of the vanquished for he or she was little use in the battlefield or in successful seduction, but is more likely to be either a monotheist or atheist (the
two share more ground than they care to admit).52 Both may in fact say that the
piece of wood or stone or metal points to nothing, for no god exists. And so all
the idolater does is worship some inanimate or perhaps animate object. However, the monotheist and atheist do of course differ on one point, for the monotheist argues that all gods apart from one’s own are unreal delusions, while the
atheist points out that the monotheist’s claim falls under the same logic. Thus
the atheist observes that the monotheist must be consistent: if you are going to
break the signifying link of all others, then you must carry that logic through to
your own religion. Those images in your church, the crucifix on the altar, the
52. It is of course quite possible for a polytheist to make this argument as well,
selecting one or two gods out of a larger collection for the argument that follows. But it is
a more difficult position to hold, for the polytheist by definition recognises a multiplicity
of gods.
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Bible you read, or indeed the belief that Christ is God’s presence on earth, are
all forms of idolatry. You set up a signifying link between them and your God,
whether Bible or Christ as revelation, icon or crucifix as symbols of your God, or
even the word ‘God’ or ‘Yahweh’ itself. But your God does not exist, cannot be
experienced or verified, heard or encountered in any real sense, so you too are
an idolater, worshipping a text, human being or nicely polished object. You are,
the atheist goes on, no better than the teenager who lovingly polishes his first car
and spends all his money on it, or those who look up to flawed leaders to bring
them victory and the promised land.
The fallback position for the monotheist, especially in Judaism, Christianity
or Islam, is iconoclasm – or rather (since iconoclasm assumes an existing image
to be smashed) a ban on images in the first place. For this reason, the mythical
second commandment (for it comes from a political myth)53 is so powerful: one
is not permitted to make any image whatsoever, not of anything on the earth,
in the seas, or in the heavens. Without such a representation, there is no hookup for the signifying link, no possibility to set up a connection between earthly
object and super-human being. Instead, one must direct one’s attention to God
alone. And without a signifying link it becomes impossible to break such a link.
One can hardly pull out the chain-cutters to sever a chain that does not exist. So,
responds the monotheist, your argument has no bite; I am not an idolater.
Of course, the monotheist would have to admit that there have been more
than a few slip-ups in the ban of images. Witness the synagogue with its
symbols – menorah or Star of David – or the church with its crucifixes, stainedglass windows and iconography. And one cannot escape the reliance on holy
scriptures, which are felt to varying degrees to be the revelation of God or – at a
minimal level – the written experiences of those human beings who have experienced God. The histories of Judaism, Christianity and Islam are overflowing
with moments when people became enamoured with an earthly representation
of God, but the monotheist could respond in a way that is consistent with the critique of idolatry: these are examples of disobeying the command against graven
images, which is an exceedingly difficult command to follow consistently.
Liberation theology
At this point I would like to introduce the liberation theologian, especially the
Latin American variety,54 who lays a strong claim to being the monotheist in
53. Boer 2009d.
54. The specificity is important, for too often Latin American liberation theology is
assumed to be the only form of liberation theology, thereby neglecting feminist, black
and queer liberation theologies which arose independently and at the same time – out
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this little dialogue. Up until now the default position for the monotheist was
the Hebrew prophet – like the one we encountered in the text from Isaiah. But
a liberation theologian or two fit the position equally well. A long line, I must
admit, stretches from Hebrew prophet to liberation theologian, but it is a line
both inspired by those biblical texts and supported along the way by the odd
compiler and editor of the Bible (who had such a strong hand shaping the ideological framework of the text that has come down to us) and the occasional
reformer out to shake up a corrupt and otiose church. But let us tarry with the
liberation theologians for a while, and see how they develop the position of the
monotheist.
Latin American liberation theologians deploy two variations of the critique of
idolatry, one that may be called the ontological reserve and another that is an
appropriation of Marx’s development of the idea of fetishism. The basic move
of the ontological reserve is the precept that a Christian should not identify
completely with any political movement, position or person. To do so would
involve going to the theological toolshed and constructing one’s own idols, and
thereby having other gods besides God. An old theological strategy, this ontological reserve is deployed by the Latin American liberation theologians in an unexpected fashion, for they direct it at Marxism. How so? These theologians made
a name for themselves by dipping into the Marxist toolbox in order to analyse
what was and is going on in Latin America. Seeing that the various economic
fashions – colonialism and the supply of raw materials for Europe, independence
and the desire to emulate the United States, and development policies in which
Latin America seeks to catch up with overdeveloped economies – had landed
Latin America in ever-worse economic predicaments, the liberation theologians
made use of Marxist analysis. They sought to understand why Latin America
remained in a state of economic dependency, why a small and powerful elite
held most of the wealth, why the beggars and street children grew in number,
why trade union leaders were imprisoned or simply disappeared, why even the
most basic welfare was a pipe dream, and why the Roman Catholic Church
said and did nothing about it, being all-too comfortable in the warm bed of the
big capitalists.55
It was all relatively straightforward economic analysis, but it was a shock
for the Roman Catholic hierarchy and their intimate friends in the ruling class
to have theologians, religious orders and priests criticising them in the name
of Marx. It did not help matters that Marxist rebel organisations were quite
of the turmoil of the 1960s. For a detailed engagement with liberation theology on these
issues, see Boer 2011a, pp. 170–98.
55. Gutiérrez 2001, pp. 106–10. In his extensive notes, Gutiérrez refers almost
exclusively to Spanish and Portuguese texts from Latin America.
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active across Latin America. It seemed that the liberation theologians had
sided with these enemies of society and the state. Partly due to pressure from
the hierarchy – accustomed to stressing the great evils of extra-marital sex
and contraception – and partly due to the theological tradition (so important
to Roman Catholicism), liberation theologians kept Marxism at arm’s length.56
Theologians such as Gustavo Gutiérrez, Leonardo and Clodovis Boff, Rubem
Alves, Juan-Luis Segundo and others made use of what are really rather mild
forms of Marxist analysis in order to interpret the economic and social situation
of Latin America, especially in solidarity with the poor. But they abruptly cut
Marx off when offering a solution. They might use terms such as ‘liberation’ and
‘revolution’, but they understood the terms primarily in a theological sense. In
short, some liberation theologians offered a critical assessment of capitalist economics, often using the tools of Marxist analysis, but they reserved the central
matters of being and salvation for God alone. The reason: to identify with Marx,
or any rebel group or leader, or indeed the poor (who replaced the working class
as a focus of analysis and action), would betray the ontological reserve, replacing
God with an idol as the only agent of salvation.
In sum, most liberation theologians have been and continue to be solidly
focused on what I have called the idol link, although now formulated in terms
of an ontological reserve. They are faithful to the critique of idolatry, in which
the idol link is snapped and the object made signifies not a god but merely itself.
And they are faithful to the ban on images from the second commandment,
wishing to ensure that no signifying link between God and any image is established in the first place, so that it may not be subsequently broken and fall to
the logic of the critique of idolatry. In other words, the ontological reserve ends
up quarantining God and theology from the critique of idolatry. All of which has
two ramifications. First, no approach to salvation, whether capitalist or Marxist,
should substitute for a Christian one. Second, since the idol link is the primary
category with which they work, their framework is resolutely theological.
This theological orientation has a profound and limiting effect on their engagement with Marx’s critique of fetishism. That engagement has the potential to be
immensely fruitful, but it remains hobbled by prioritising the idol link at the
expense of the fetish transfer. These theologians, as well those involved in the
Marxist-Christian dialogue of the 1960s and 1970s, made a direct, albeit sometimes superficial, connection between Marx’s use of fetishism and the traditional

56. See especially Kee 1990, who argues that liberation theology mistakenly preserves
its own theology as a no-go zone for Marxist analysis. Turner 1999 agrees, although he
wants to see a more sustained engagement with Marx’s atheism via the mystifications
of apophatic theology.
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critique of idolatry.57 They read Marx’s critique of fetishism as an extension of
the polemic against idolatry, which they now appropriated within a theological
framework. So idolatry is not restricted to the false gods of other religions, or
to the materialism of modern life, but it also applies to the elements of capitalism: its many parts, such as the foreign debt, gross domestic product, current
account balance and growth, are all parts of a destructive cult that worships
these idols as gods. And the economic theories that explain, justify and support these idols are false theologies which demand endless sacrifices. In short,
like the idols of the Hebrew Bible, they are false gods that demand blood and
destroy their worshippers.
I cannot deny that this revitalisation of theology via Marx’s idea of fetishism
constitutes a significant step forward in developing a theological critique of capitalism. Nonetheless, it falls short of the mark in one important respect: they read
fetishism as an extension of idolatry into new areas of analysis – capitalism and
its attendant theories and justifications – without noticing what has happened
within the complex development of Marx’s own thought. A major reason is the
tendency to focus on Marx’s comments concerning commodity fetishism in Capital, without realising that this is one moment in a much longer history of Marx’s
appropriation and reshaping of the idea. However, when we do consider that
longer view, it becomes clear that Marx, as I argued earlier, subsumed theology
and made it a subset of fetishism (in fact, he followed De Brosses in this regard).
From that position theology acted as a secret agent, or to shift the metaphor,
as leaven for what was really a new argument. He dispensed with what I have
called the idol link and directed his attention to the fetish transfer: the signifying link between idol and God – characteristic of the critique of idolatry – went
by the way while Marx focused instead on another relationship, namely, that
between fetish and human being. Liberation theologians remain caught in the
first relation, assuming that Marx’s fetish transfer easily applies to the idol link,
indeed that the idol link is primary and the fetish transfer a subsidiary that can
easily enhance the idol link. In the end, this is a regressive step, for it fails to
make use of Marx’s breakthrough. Marx appropriated the formal nature of the
idol link in order to explain how the fetish transfer works – a transfer of powers
between human beings and commodity fetishes – and he thereby developed a
political iconoclasm.

57. Hinkelammert 1986, especially pp. 5–42; Sobrino 2004a, pp. 57, 146, 165–7;
Sobrino 2004b, pp. 59, 99; Dussel 1993; Dussel 2001, pp. 298–9; Sung 2007; Assmann and
Hinkelammert 1989; Scott 1994, pp. 75–109; Löwy 1996, pp. 56–7; Evans 1984, pp. 146–
8; Lischer 1973, pp. 554–5; Suda 1978; Thiemann 1985. See more recently Ward 2005,
pp. 333–4.
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Adorno: barricading the fetish transfer
By contrast, Adorno takes Marx’s insight much further, picking up the covert
operation between the idol link and fetish transfer and developing a distinct
philosophical motif – the Bilderverbot – that runs throughout his work. We see
it in the effort to produce a non-conceptual philosophy, or rather unlocking the
non-conceptual through the conceptual; his central category of the non-identical;
his refusal to speculate upon or represent utopia; his (appropriately) incomplete
attempt at an aesthetic theory; the search for the possibility of resistance through
modern music; his thoughts on the personality cult and secularised theology; as
well as his sense that the student revolutions of the sixties were futile. In brief,
his achievement was to extend the blockage of the signifying connection, characteristic of the idol link and embodied in the ban on images, to the fetish transfer
between human beings and the various elements of capitalism.58
However, in order to situate Adorno’s argument, let us return to the dialogue
between our monotheist and atheist on the matter of idolatry. If the liberation
theologians take sides with the monotheist, we might expect that Adorno would
speak for the atheist who hoists the monotheist on his own petard. Not quite,
for Adorno actually offers a dialectical move in which the critique of idolatry and
Marx’s fetish transfer rise to a completely new level, although Adorno does take
the cue from Marx’s own opening up of connections between the two. Adorno
stretches and reshapes the critique of idolatry, not as the liberation theologians
do by seeing the fetish transfer merely as an extension of the idol link, but by
transforming the critique of fetishism by means of a bold appropriation of the
ban on images from the critique of idolatry. He does so by applying the ban on
images not to the idol link but to the transfer of powers characteristic of fetishism. In short, Adorno takes Marx’s latent political iconoclasm to a new level.
To see how he does so, I need to backtrack a little and retell the story of those
Portuguese who first began using fetisso to describe the West-African amulets
and objects that were crucial for social exchange. The Portuguese may have felt
that the term ‘idol’ was unsuitable, for here, among the Africans, there was no
elaborate cult, priesthood, tradition of falsehood and wilful heresy. The catch
here is that the underlying logic of the criticism of idolatry (especially the biblical version I outlined earlier) applied, in the minds of the Portuguese, to the
fetish too: the Africans may think that these items enable supernatural power,
that a spirit or two works through them to help one’s crops, improve relations
with those dreadful, warmongering neighbours and enhance the chances of
58. For example: ‘It is the fact that the prohibition on graven images [das Bilderverbot]
that occupies a position of central importance in the religions that believe in salvation,
that this prohibition extends into the ideas and the most sublime ramifications of
thought’ (Adorno 2008, p. 26; Adorno 2007, p. 46).
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g etting laid, but they are mistaken. There is no signifying link, argue the Portuguese, to anything beyond the fetish; they simply believe there is, that the pieces
of bone, wood or stone around their necks, or indeed the strange pieces of food
they eat, have some magical power. They are merely bone, wood, stone or some
indescribable part of an animal. For the Portuguese, the Africans are deluded, for
they do not understand what is really going on. It is nothing less than a version
of the critique of idolatry, although now thoroughly retooled – since the category
of idolatry had become too encrusted with theological elaboration – in terms of
the fetish.
The next step is to recognise that the fetishes do seem to have a power or two,
but that such power is gained in a way different from what their makers and users
believe. How, then, do the fetishes gain their power? In order to find an answer,
I move beyond the Portuguese to the early theorists of the fetish and to Marx
himself. That power comes, they argue, from a transfer between human beings
and the objects made, in which human beings give up what is really their own
and invest it in the fetish, which therefore becomes more powerful than human
beings and indeed leads to the latter’s belittlement. This argument becomes possible only on the assumption that there is no superhuman or spiritual being
beyond the fetish, a being to which the fetish is connected. Indeed, the question
itself – how do they gain their power? – arises precisely because that primary
signifying link is broken; or rather, that it does not exist in the first place. In
effect, one relation has replaced another. The idol link, initially applied to the
fetish, has become the fetish transfer in Marx’s sense: the signifying connection
between fetish and spiritual being fades into the mist and in its place comes the
transferring link between object produced and the human being who has made
it. And yet the effect of that usurping connection is very real. The users of the
fetish may not realise what is going on, but they act in a way that makes the powers of the fetish real enough. Social interaction is lubricated by the fetish; one
will not do a deal without first invoking, touching, kissing or eating the fetish; a
liaison will not happen without calling on the fetish; the very possibility of living at all in a social context relies on the fetish. In short, human beings have in
effect divested themselves of their own social relations and granted them to the
fetish. The transferral between fetish and human being is nothing less than an
objective thought-form.
At this point Adorno returns, although he does so with the assumption of
Georg Lukács’s reification,59 which may be read as a philosophically coherent
elaboration of the fetish transfer in Marx’s work achieved by combining it with
Max Weber’s notion of rationalisation. As the term implies, reification is the
59. Lukács 1988, pp. 83–110; see also Jameson 1991, pp. 95–6.
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process by which living beings, thoughts, activities, relations and so on, become
thing-like, especially when the ‘thing’ in question is the commodity. Conversely,
that ‘thing’ acquires the properties which have so quickly been divested from
those beings, thoughts, activities and relations.
Adorno’s move is to pick up the biblical injunction against images from Exodus 20/Deuteronomy 5 and boldly slide it from the initial signifying link of the
idol to the transferring connection between human being and object produced,
from idol link to fetish transfer. The audacity of Adorno’s move is comparable
to Marx’s initial effort to rework the idea of the fetish. In a way analogous to the
barring of the passage from image to god, so also one blows up the bridge that
connects the object produced and the human being who has produced it. In the
same way that the ban on images removes any anchor for the signifying link
between god and idol, so also does its application to the transferral of powers
between product and human being chop off any foothold that such a transferral might gain. In Adorno’s skilful hands, the ban on images becomes a way of
preventing the fetish transfer from taking place in the first place. One difference
between the targets of the two strategies does remain. The ban on images in the
Bible is twofold, while its application to capitalist fetishism is singular: the former is designed to negate the possibility that the signifying link may be broken
by preventing that link from being established in the first place, but the application to the fetish transfer of powers is more direct, for it simply seeks to prevent
the transferring connection from taking place at all. However, even here the two
strategies are analogous: one seeks to quarantine God from idolatry, while the
other desperately wishes to protect human beings from the baleful effects of
capitalist fetishisation.
Adorno sought a way to resist the persistent invasion of capitalism into the
capillaries of everyday life. Its irrepressible ability to commodify every aspect of
tangible and – increasingly – intangible reality and the seemingly inescapable
reification that attends every act, thought and product means that any resistance
had to be trenchant and radical. Adorno resolved not to allow even the smallest
finger-hold for the reifying processes of capitalism. For as soon as one produced
a concept, offered an image of a better world, or put one’s trust in a leader, it
(or he or she) would become reified and commercialised. Witness how in our
day ‘Ideology’ or ‘Politix’ have become clothing labels, or the way Bob Dylan
ended up doing car advertisements, or how Che’s image made its way onto icecream labels and t-shirts for bourgeois teenagers. In other words, the ban on
images became in Adorno’s hands a grimly defended barricade against the persistent and permeating waves of capitalist commodification.
In order to understand this wielding of the ban on images – which is really
a remoulding of the motif of fetishism – as a mode of resistance, we need to be
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aware of the context in which Adorno (and Horkheimer) worked. They voiced
their opposition in terms of a profound dismay at the technological leaps of
capitalism (if only they could have seen the cyber-technologies of today), the
repressive state apparatuses of the police and the military and the lock-down
of the Cold War, all of which produced a sense that capitalism had dug itself in
and would not be dislodged. But at a deeper level they were caught in a double-bind. The first was the melancholy ambivalence over what Germany meant:
Adorno hated the USA and his exile there during the Second World War, longing to return to Germany and to be able to express himself in German. Yet that
return brought on a melancholy that came from the awareness of what had been
perpetrated there in the very recent past. It would have been like the children of
migrants, who inherit from their parents a profound ambivalence about home:
the old country is far better than this primitive place to which we have emigrated, but then the old country is dreadful, since otherwise we would not have
left in the first place. The second double-bind for Adorno was the cost of defeating fascism: it brought with it an unprecedented penetration (and I use the word
deliberately) of American money and commercial practices into a now bankrupt
and war-torn Europe. Was the cost worth it? Adorno was not so sure, since he
espied the techniques of fascism within US-style commerce and propaganda.60
It did not help matters that Stalin’s ascendency in the East meant that hope
had dissipated like fog before the burning sun. In the face of these onslaughts,
Adorno resorted not to give the patterns of fetishism, commodification and reification any purchase within his philosophy.
I have sought to fill out the logic and background to Adorno’s appropriation
of the ban on images, but now let me briefly review a few of the instances when
Adorno deploys the ban. One of the most controversial is his effort to produce
a non-conceptual philosophy, the most significant manifestation of his effort
to refuse philosophical systematising.61 Over against the central role of concepts – ontology, immanence, transcendence, univocity, analogy, Dasein, truth,
event and on and on – Adorno sought in his search for a negative dialectic to
block the production of such concepts in the first place. He did not simply refuse
to use concepts as such but sought to show how those concepts undermined
themselves, turning them through an immanent method into a non-conceptual
60. See Adorno 2003b; Adorno 2003c; Adorno 2003n; Adorno 2009, pp. 469–76;
Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, pp. 94–136; Horkheimer and Adorno 2003, pp. 144–96.
61. Apart from the extraordinary effort at working through such a non-conceptual
approach in the formidable Negative Dialectics (Adorno 1973b; Adorno 2003k), see also
his much more accessible comments in the lectures given at the time he writing this
text: Adorno 2008, pp. 57, 62, 68–75, 94–5, 185–6; Adorno 2007, pp. 87, 95, 102–13, 139–40,
229–31. For reflection on philosophical systems, see Adorno 2008, pp. 22–43; Adorno
2007, pp. 40–54.
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framework in which one never pins one’s colours to one concept or another.
An almost impossible process that produced a formidable mode of philosophising (in which each sentence is a discrete argument in itself so that one did not
succumb to the pattern of logical argumentation),62 its underlying drive is to
prevent the possibility of any concept becoming reified and hijacking philosophy
as it does so.
Another is the application of the ban to utopia. One must not, argues Adorno,
spend months and years perfecting a blueprint of utopia, since that becomes an
image, a fetish at the feet of which one lays all hope and expectation. It comes
to replace utopia itself, standing in as an idol for what cannot yet be achieved.
Or in the case of the personality cult, Adorno (and Horkheimer) argued that as
soon as we recognise someone with charisma, who convinces us with stunning
oratory or perhaps simple sayings of deep wisdom, who promises much if only
we will trust him or her, we are lost. They do not merely mean that such leaders
will disappoint, leading us to a mosquito-infested marsh or treacherous jungle
to eke out a slave-like existence, or that they end up seducing the young boys
and girls while owning a fleet of Rolls-Royces, or that the Swiss bank account
will swell while we become penniless. Rather, they mean that the process of
deification has already taken place, that the human being has become like God,
an idol in whom we have invested our own powers and resources. That process,
they suggest, has been enabled in a way not seen before by Christology: as Christ
has become man and then returns to the heavens, human beings may now join
him on the return journey, becoming deified in the process – or at least they
become so in the eyes of their adorers. Being a god-human (according to traditional Christology) opens the door for others to reverse the equation and become
a human-God.63 In each case – non-conceptual philosophy, utopia and the personality cult – Adorno shows an extraordinarily rigorous adherence to the ban
on images, to keeping the barricade in place to thwart the fetish transfer.

Conclusion
My argument in this chapter may be summarised in one sentence: by opening
up the borders between the idol link and the fetish transfer, Marx (nocturnally)
and then Adorno (in broad daylight) were able to move between the two and
develop a political iconoclasm. By way of conclusion, I would like to ask but one
question: is political iconoclasm really possible and viable? Recall the objections
62. Adorno’s preference for micro-analysis (he notes his debts to Benjamin here) also
plays a role in such sentences.
63. Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, pp. 145–7; Horkheimer and Adorno 2003, pp. 206–
9. See Boer 2007a, pp. 433–5.
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a little earlier from the atheist to the monotheist: no matter how rigorously one
tries to follow an iconoclastic policy, some symbol, some image always bounces
back. For example, churches in the north of the Netherlands, with their strong
Calvinist heritage, may be bare of any stained-glass windows, images, crucifixes
and symbols or ornamentation. Here, the effort to embody the second commandment is adhered to as rigorously as possible. The only focus in the church,
with its bare, white walls, is the pulpit where the word of God is proclaimed.
And yet pride of place is given to the Bible, read, interpreted, expounded,
preached – one symbol that will not be erased. It is not for nothing that the
Reformed heritage repeatedly suffers from what they call bibliolatry. It may be
named as such, deliberated upon and sternly opposed, yet it keeps recurring. Or
take the example of the Free Presbyterians in Scotland (a breakaway from the
Church of Scotland), with their absence of musical instruments and any obvious
formal liturgy. No prayers are read, no feasts of the Christian year are observed
(not even Christmas and Easter), the Lord’s Prayer is not recited. Everything in
the service, often including the sermon, is expressed ex tempore, for only then
does one communicate directly with God. Nothing that would even threaten
to become an idol makes an appearance. Above all, anything that resembles a
‘pattern’ is shunned like the devil. And yet, the minister falls into regular turns
of phrase in the sermon and in the prayers, the psalms take pride of place, and
patterns establish themselves despite their best intentions.
On a different plane, Adorno, too, found the task of developing a non-conceptual philosophy exceedingly difficult. He was often challenged by his students and critics whenever it looked like he was using a concept. But he did
not shy away from the issue, arguing that terms such as history and freedom
turn out, when pushed hard enough, to undermine their status as concepts. The
best instance of this process is of course the ban on images: it looks distinctly
like a concept, applied across the various moments of his philosophy, and yet
that concept is one that by definition blocks its own conceptual formation. But
the task is difficult, for in the act of invoking concepts such as utopia, history,
and even philosophy itself, Adorno risks the concept returning despite his best
efforts at the barricades.
So how are we to view political iconoclasm? (I must admit that I have deep
sympathies with this approach, but that has much to do with my own Calvinist
background.)64 Two responses to that question are possible. First, if we historicise, then the political and economic conditions of different moments of iconoclasm go some way to making sense of those moments. Thus, the iconoclasm of
Dutch Calvinism had much to do with resistance to the Spanish and their lurid
64. See my effort to come to terms with that background in Boer 2009c.
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Roman Catholicism, imposed with an iron fist on Belgium and the Southern
Netherlands. Iconoclasm in worship was an act of defiance. And in Scotland, the
fierce opposition to any pattern or liturgy in worship was a mark of resistance
to the British colonial presence. Part of that colonial effort was the imposition of
the Church of England, with its ambiguous relationship to its Catholic past, full
of ornamentation, vestments and heavy reliance on the Christian calendar. In
other words, the refusal of the idol link was also deeply political. In an analogous
fashion, political iconoclasm may then be understood as a response to the pervasive fetish transfer of capitalism, a resolute stand that seeks to block the process
of transfer itself. In other words, political iconoclasm will always be contingent,
limited and piecemeal. Its ad hoc appearance in a given situation will inevitably
be a temporary affair, needing to be pulled down and reconstructed elsewhere.
But this historicist response takes us only part of the way. So the second answer
returns, surprisingly, to Roland Barthes.65 As we saw in my treatment of political
myth (Chapter Three), his effort to resist the baleful bourgeois mythologising of
everyday life took the form of constructing a purely denotative world in which
there was no signifying handhold which myth might grasp and thereby begin its
work. However, when Barthes comes to construct such a world, especially in his
extraordinary Empire of Signs, it is nothing other than a utopian myth.66 In Barthes’s case that myth is an imaginary Japan, where there is no master signifier,
no leftover between word and object designated; in short, an iconoclastic utopia.
That is to say, the possibility of a complete and thorough political iconoclasm
remains, for now at least, a utopian project. For Adorno, of course, that utopia
falls under the ban itself, except that now we can read this utopian iconoclasm
dialectically: in the very act of invoking the ban on the fetish transfer in relation
to utopia, in the process of barricading the possibility of utopia in which the
fetish transfer functions no more, we open up the possibility of precisely such
an iconoclastic utopia.

65. See further Boer 2011a, pp. 201–29.
66. Barthes 1982; Barthes 2002h.

Conclusion
On Secularism, Transcendence and Death

The question about the elimination death is
indeed the crucial point.1

I have followed a winding path, seeking to collect the
various ideas and insights I had garnered in my engagements through the other four volumes of The Criticism
of Heaven and Earth and to link them together in a reasonably coherent argument. In that respect the whole
book has been an extended conclusion to the series.
And as is the wont of conclusions, I found myself backtracking, summarising and reworking the most important of those various ideas and insights. In doing so,
I became aware of how the destination (conventionally
known as an ‘aim’) for this series has changed in the last
decade of labour. Actually, the first idea of what I might
do came to me in 1992. I was sitting in a small room
out the back of a laundry in an old house in the country town of Armidale in Australia. Pondering my small
collection of Marxist authors, I had become intrigued
by the occasional references to the Bible and theology in their work. What would it be like, I wondered,
to explore those references more systematically? I had
no idea what that would entail and the idea simmered
away for some seven years until I formulated it a little
more clearly. At that time the aim was modest: to offer
a critical commentary on the engagements by some
of the leading Marxists with the Bible and theology.
I would explore, assess and critique those interactions,
1. Bloch and Adorno 1988, p. 8; Bloch and Adorno 1975, p. 65.
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but I would also see whether the allure of theology had implications for the
wider thought of each critic, especially – as I soon found – since those theological engagements were often ignored by critics.
As the first book, Criticism of Heaven, grew in the writing (it was originally
almost 300,000 words long, only to be ‘trimmed’ for publication), the scope of
the project grew in my imagination. It became clear that, in order to do a reasonably proper job, I had more books to write. As the plan grew, other destinations
emerged. One destination was to seek out new ideas and insights, which could
be gathered and developed beyond the authors in question. So I began to identify possibilities and promising ideas, collating them in conclusions to earlier
books in the series, awaiting a chance to elaborate upon them. Some were more
obvious, such as the perennially important question of theism and atheism, especially via Marx and Engels, or the matter of economic history (Marx and Engels,
Kautsky, Ste. Croix, Deleuze and Guattari). But others were far less expected,
such as the importance of myth, its discernment, necessity and political promise,
including the myth of Christian communism (Bloch, Althusser, Badiou, Deleuze
and Guattari, even Barthes and Jameson), or the extraordinary importance of the
political ambivalence of Christianity (Luxemburg, Kautsky, Thompson, Althusser,
Ste. Croix, Horkheimer, Löwy, Eagleton, Negri, and, of course, Marx and Engels),
or the question of fetishism in relation to idolatry (via Marx and Adorno). These
are, of course, the topics of five of the seven chapters in this book.
What of the other two chapters, on kairós and ethics? These are the clearest
indicators that I have sought to go beyond a mere summary, beyond cataloguing positions on major questions for an engagement of Marxism with theology.
Thus, under kairós I initially gathered the contributions of Bloch, Benjamin,
Badiou, Žižek, Jameson and Negri, only to turn the word on its head, seek out
its moral, social and economic associations and thereby propose an akairological position, with a little unwitting help from Negri’s distinction between measure and immeasure. Here, too, I explored the potential for a political reading
of the Christian doctrine of grace. And with my discussion of ethics I pursued a
similar approach, offering the possibility that ethics – as a means of care of the
self or interacting with others as a way of greasing social relations – might be
undermined by asking what would break the hold of custom and habit (ethos
and mos). The result was an unethical and unmoral approach, ready to become
comrades with the akairological. Some familiar names (at least from my earlier
studies) appeared here, such as Eagleton, Badiou and Žižek, but so too did Foucault and Butler.
Were these two chapters the only real steps beyond a summary and catalogue
of earlier insights? Not really, since in the other chapters I often read beyond and
against the critics in question. Badiou and Jameson are not names that imme-
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diately come to mind concerning political myth, nor are those of Ste. Croix and
Thompson on the political ambivalence of Christianity. And in other cases, I took
my argument well beyond what I had found in the thought of others, such as the
economic reconstruction of the context in which Christianity first arose, or the
way the critique of idolatry and fetishism weave together in order to develop a
political iconoclasm.
In other words, in this book I have gone well beyond the usual remit of conclusions; not so much a summary and wrapping-up as an opportunity to develop
some ideas much further. As I did so, it became clear that I was really engaging
in a dialectical exercise – a further destination along the long and winding path
this project has taken me. Let me explain via a couple of metaphors. Instead of
placing both feet firmly in the Marxist camp and seeking to deploy some old
and well-oiled machinery for assessing religion, reprising tried and true arguments to adjudge what contribution, if any, theology might make to Marxism
(Eagleton’s approach), I preferred to have one foot in each camp. This situation
opened up the possibility that Marxism and theology might have telling points
to make against one another, either in criticism or by enhancing a contribution from the other. The other metaphor that I have used until now to describe
this task is one of rubbing: Marxism and theology rub up against one another,
both a sensual rubbing, one guaranteed to get the juices flowing, and a frictional
one, since Marxism and theology have often been a fractious couple, arguing,
disagreeing, separating for a while in mutual recrimination. In response to the
earlier volumes, some have noticed what they felt to be a prevarication as to my
own position, wanting me to indicate unequivocally where I stand in relation to
Marxism and theology, to which audience I speak, offering a resolutely Marxist
theory of religion or presenting a theological engagement with Marxism. Such a
question misses the point, for what I have sought to do is open up an interaction
in which neither Marxism nor theology remain the same – hence the metaphors
of feet in camps and sensual-cum-fractious rubbing. Thus, if Marxism needs to
be challenged from the perspective of theology, theology is not immune from
facing a few unwelcome truths at the hands of some of Marxism’s best minds. I
think here of the viable place within theology of a protest atheism, or the need
for Marxism seriously to consider the political myths it deploys, or the implications for understanding Christianity in light of its economic history, or the
outcome for Marxism of Christianity’s deep ambivalence between reaction and
revolution, or the repercussions for both in terms of what I have argued in regard
to fetishism/idolatry, kairós and ethics. What would an akairological, unethical
and unmoral approach look like for Marxism and theology, along with a resolutely iconoclastic agenda, however utopian it might be? I hope to have given a
few suggestions in the chapters that deal with those topics.
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One destination remains and that is the possibility of revitalising the ‘Marxism
and religion’ debate. I certainly did not begin with such a lofty aim when I began
this book, let alone the series as a whole, and I am all-too aware of where it falls
short. As I mentioned earlier, the project began – back with Criticism of Heaven –
as a modest affair, as a critical commentary on some of the key Marxists who had
written on the Bible and theology. I have remained true to that approach, at least
until this book, since nothing surpasses careful exegesis. However, the project
has also taken on a life of its own, so that it has grown into a comprehensive
study of the rich and varied tradition of Marxist engagements with theology,
even to the extent that I felt I could write a final book – this one – where I sought
to outline some of my own responses to that tradition. In both respects, I hope
that it may also contribute in some ways to a renewed and informed debate.

Secular and anti-secular
I would like to finish with three overlapping matters: secularism, transcendence
and death. At first glance, Marxism is associated most clearly with the first, but
transcendence and death? Are they not the business of theology rather than a
very secular Marxism? In response, I will argue for three propositions: Marxism
and theology are both secular and anti-secular programmes; transcendence
means less the world above than a transgressive break out of this one; any body
of thought and practice, especially Marxism, that ignores death does so at its
own peril. Let me unpack these three propositions for a few moments.
Secular, secularism, secularisation: the terms conjure up immediate associations while they are also among the most contested in current debates.2 As for
the associations, they become the opposite of religion. A secular approach is
one that does not use religious or theological categories. For example, a secular
state is one that is not founded on religious principles and does not favour one
religion over against others; indeed, in a tired old phrase, it marks the separation
of church and state. Secularism is therefore the position taken in which religion does not figure at all, so much so that one will avoid terms such as ‘belief ’,
oppose the influence of church, synagogue, mosque or temple, and generally find
that religion is a form of primitive superstition that human beings should have
left behind when they first showed a modicum of civilisation. And secularisation
is the long, rocky, hard-fought struggle to rid the world of religion; or rather, it
is the gradual process, lamented or celebrated, in which society has gradually
2. Representative texts out of the flood of debate include Martin 1978; Bruce 2002;
Beckford 2003; Swatos and Olson 2000; Berger, Davie and Fokas 2008; C. Taylor 2007;
Asad 2003.
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dismantled the theological framework of the world and replaced it with nontheological content.
This opposition between religion and secularism is also the foundation upon
which some of the most influential of recent studies have based their counterarguments. For example, Talal Asad argues that secularism is really another
way for the state, especially in Muslim-majority states, to control religion, while
Charles Taylor proposes that far from being an anti-religious move, the many
strains of secularism are merely other ways of being religious.3 In other words,
secularism is not anti-religious or indeed the opposite of religion. To suggest so
is a mismatch of terms, if not an outright obfuscation. However, we can go much
further than either Asad or Taylor, although once again it requires some alternative etymology, a digging-out of repressed possibilities within the terms themselves in a way that undermines accepted meanings. It is instructive to revisit
the man who invented the word ‘secularism’. George Holyoake (1817–1906),
nineteenth-century activist and occasional jailbird (for blasphemy), decided to
draw upon the Latin word saeculum (the noun) and saecularis (the adjective) in
order to define secularism. For Holyoake, the secular concerns issues that ‘can
be tested by the experience of this life’.4 Holyoake was no fool, for the Latin term
designates this generation, this age and this world. In other words, secularism
takes its terms and principles for life from this world and this age, and not any
world above or world to come.
Since then, of course, the term has been used – and at times restricted to – an
opposition to religion, thereby becoming synonymous with atheism, the separation of church and state, the distinction between religious law and secular law,
and the separation between theology and other disciplines. I have argued in detail
elsewhere that each of these senses is a derivative and secondary meaning of
secularism and that each of them faces significant contradictions.5 For example,
the opposition to religion and elision with atheism faces the problem of religious
secularists, as well as Holyoake’s own argument (in contrast to Charles Bradlaugh, leader of the Secular Society in Sheffield) that secularism should be indifferent to religion, since it is a side-issue. And crowding in amongst the religious
3. Asad 2003; C. Taylor 2007.
4. Holyoake 1896, p. 36; emphasis mine. Or more fully, ‘Secularism is a form of opinion which concerns itself only with questions the issues of which can be tested by the
experience of this life’ (Holyoake 1896, p. 60). In Principles of Secularism he writes: ‘Secularism is that which seeks the development of the physical, moral, and intellectual nature
of man to the highest possible point, as the immediate duty of life – which inculcates the
practical sufficiency of natural morality apart from Atheism, Theism or the Bible – which
selects as its methods of procedure the promotion of human improvement by material
means, and proposes these positive agreements as the common bond of union, to all
who would regulate life by reason and ennoble it by service’ (Holyoake 1860, p. 17).
5. Boer 2007b; Boer 2009a.
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he included atheism: atheism, religion and the Bible were simply non-issues for
secularists, who should be concerned for human flourishing in this life.
As another example, the separation of church and state – taken by the various
secularist societies as the basic meaning of secularism – must deal not only with
the simple point that the more secular a state is, the more religious it becomes
(witness the USA), but also with Marx’s argument that a secular state is the logical outcome of the Christian state. For Marx, the contradictions inherent within
the idea and practice of a Christian state can only lead to its dissolution. Or
rather, those contradictions lead to the simultaneous negation and realisation
(Aufhebung) of Christianity.6 However, as an effort to resolve the contradiction
of the Christian state, the secular state – ‘which relegates religion to a place
among other elements of civil society [der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft]’7 – is less a
solution than another manifestation of those contradictions. It is not for nothing
that Marx calls the secular state the fully-realised Christian state.
However, what I wish to stress here is that, in light of the definition of secularism I proposed earlier, anti-secularism becomes any approach, movement or
mode of thought that looks towards and perhaps takes its terms from another
world or age beyond this one. Theology is a more obvious candidate for this antisecular stance, for it refers both to the heavens ‘above’ and the world to come.
The problem, as I will argue more fully in my discussion of transcendence, is
that theology has been largely banished to this anti-secular realm. It takes its
marching orders, or so it seems, from God, who is definitely not of this world,
and it looks to a new heaven and a new earth. This perception is a profound
misreading of theology, which has been and remains concerned as much with
this world as the next. The doctrinal concerns with creation, with human beings
(the source of the term ‘anthropology’) and the human condition (harmatology,
or the doctrine of sin), with history and society (ecclesiology) are distinctly thisworldly concerns. They clearly deal with this world and this age. Of course, theology is also concerned with the sense that this world is not as it should be and
that – hopefully – something better awaits us. The upshot is that theology is both
secular and anti-secular in its outlook.
What about Marxism? Surely it is a programme, political movement and formidable body of thought that is thoroughly secular? Human alienation, economic
exploitation, class consciousness and class struggle, structures of the state, internal contradictions, patterns of opposition, revolutionary overthrow of a destructive social formation – all these and more concern this world and this age. And
does not Marx, in that crucial fourth thesis on Feuerbach, decisively shift analysis from the clouds above and fix it squarely on this vale of tears in which we
6. Marx 1844i, pp. 156–8; Marx 1844j, pp. 357–9. See further Boer 2010a.
7. Marx 1844i, p. 156; Marx 1844j, p. 357.
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live? No argument here, but I also suggest that Marxism has a strong anti-secular
dimension to it as well. The premise of that argument is that Marxism is neither
comfortable with the way things are nor does it seek a slight amelioration of the
conditions of life; a tinker here, a nail hammered in there, a screw turned elsewhere. This world is thoroughly and deeply flawed, riven with systemic oppression. For that reason, it must be analysed, understood and overturned. By now
the direction of my argument should be clear: since Marxism looks to a world
beyond this one, an age to come that is qualitatively different, it also contains a
deep anti-secular current. Marxism too is both secular and anti-secular.

Transgressive transcendence
All of which brings me to transcendence. Here I face an immense wall of opinion
in which transcendence becomes either the oppressive bogey to be resisted at
all costs or a category that will provide us with the answer to our problems. The
framework within which transcendence must operate is known well enough:
absolute versus contingent, a vertical relation versus a horizontal one (immanence), other-worldly versus this-worldly, anti-secular versus secular. In this
light, we find that transcendence becomes an embattled term. Orthodox theologians (whether ‘radical’ or not) seek to recover a traditional theological doctrine of transcendence as an answer to our ills, or at least the shortcomings of
materialism.8 Phenomenologists of the ‘theological turn’ argue for an opening
to transcendence within Heideggerian thought, neglecting to mention until late
that they do so from a Roman Catholic perspective.9 On the other side, materialist philosophers, from Spinoza through to Deleuze, Badiou and Negri, see transcendence as an oppressive category best opposed in the name of a liberating
immanence.10
The beginning of resistance to this perception of transcendence may take two
paths. One is to follow Horkheimer’s ‘totally other’ of an authentic religion, one
that resists any betrayal, compromise and identification with the state. This version of transcendence may give a religion such as Christianity a revolutionary
8. See, for example, Milbank 2005. See also Schwartz (ed.) 2004.
9. See Janicaud, Courtine, Chrétien, Henry, Marion and Ricœur 2000 and Schwartz
(ed.) 2004.
10. In this company, the accusation of transcendence, or the ability to locate an inadvertent use of a transcendent category in a critic’s thought, is felt to be a devastating criticism. Or, at least, it is taken as such if the critic in question operates within a radically
immanent framework, or perhaps a Marxist or materialist one. For example, to accuse
Deleuze of being a thinker of transcendence is really an accusation that all is not as it
seems, that Deleuze has cheated us all these years – the argument, for instance, that
Deleuze is a thinker of the One (Badiou 2000) or that he is ultimately a spiritual thinker
of creation (Hallward 2006).
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edge, which always lurks within Calvinism, for example. However, since I have
discussed Horkheimer at length elsewhere,11 here I follow another path, which
begins by picking up an observation by Adorno: he says, in a corner I can no longer recall (but one that struck me forcefully when I read it, or was that my own
thought bouncing off his?), that for some strange reason transcendence came
to be associated with theology, while immanence became the stamping ground
of history, society, economics and so forth. Marx is often, although not always,
guilty of this assumption: theology as an other-worldly discipline has little to do
with the this-worldly business of philosophy.12 As should be obvious by now,
I find this association wayward, but how did it come to be so?
Transcendence has had a rather unfortunate history in the dual homes of philosophy and theology, which themselves have often been separated only to reconcile for a time.13 As a result of its chequered career – Plato’s uncaused ‘prime
mover’ (which must be outside the world), theology’s appropriation of this same
mover whom Plato and Aristotle called o theos, the fully transcendent God of
speculative monotheism in which the object of divine thought can only be divine
thought itself, the medieval transcendental concepts (such as ens, the existent,
and the characteristics of unity, truth and goodness), Kant’s transcendental as a
new term to describe his attempt to determine the conditions of knowledge,14 and
‘the absolute’ as a perennial topic in both philosophy and theology – transcendence has become a rather autocratic character. Along the way, it has attracted
a host of less than desirable epithets such as domination, tyranny, the one,
intolerance, sexism, homophobia, racism, speciesism, so much so that it is antihuman and anti-nature. By contrast, immanence has become the zone of equality and liberation, highly desirable over against the tyranny of transcendence.
11. Boer 2011a, pp. 11–56. For Horkheimer’s conception of a ‘totally other’, see especially Horkheimer 1985p, as well as Horkheimer 1978, pp. 184–5; Horkheimer 1991a,
p. 330; Horkheimer 1996, p. 50; Horkheimer 1985g, p. 186; Horkheimer 2006, pp. 116–17;
Horkheimer 1985n, pp. 208–9; Horkheimer 1988j, pp. 510–11, 517; Horkheimer 1973, p. xxvi;
Horkheimer 1985r, p. 431.
12. Marx 1842i; Marx 1842j.
13. How do philosophy and theology relate to one another? Are they in bed with
one another or sworn enemies? It is far more interesting to ask why these positions are
taken than seek some elusive truth on the matter. For instance, if one argues for the
closest intimacy and attends conferences that assume their union as a given, then one
is probably enamoured with Thomistic theology and its scholastic residue. On the other
hand, if philosophy (Greek or otherwise) is a pagan pollution, then the chances are that
Augustine is to be preferred to Aquinas and that Calvin and the Reformed tradition will
feel familiar. I suspect the truth is somewhere in between, a narrative of fractious relations with occasional alliances against common foes or agreements to deal with shared
issues, such as metaphysics and the absolute.
14. ‘I call all cognition transcendental that is occupied not so much with objects, but
rather with our a priori concepts of objects in general.’ (Kant 1998, p. 133, A12.)
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As a result, transcendence has had to make its home out on the street, a philosophical and political pariah, befriended by few. I would like to befriend transcendence, but not in the way it has been understood. As has been my practice
on occasions, let me deploy some wayward etymology. The word ‘transcendence’
comes from the present participle transcendens, of the Latin verb transcendo
(trans + scando), which means to climb or rise over. It is, if you like, a dead
metaphor, a word whose original metaphoric function has been lost or deadened
as it took on a life of its own. Not quite, since the spatial element of transcendence persists in another sense: climbing or rising over entails a spatial movement upwards and transcendence still invokes a vertical spatial movement. If
something is transcendent, if it transcends something else, then it rises above
that something: it is ‘beyond’, ‘on high’ or ‘from above’.
Over against this austere sense of transcendo, another is far more heartwarming: it also means to pass over and then to violate or transgress. That is,
within the semantic cluster of ‘transcend’ may be found the sense of ‘transgress’.
Still we find a spatial residue, for one passes over an obstacle – say, a river – by
means of a device such as a bridge or a boat. One also passes over by neglecting
or ignoring, such as an idea or a useful tool for a particular job. But I am most
intrigued by the transgressive element of transcendence. As far as transgression
is concerned, its contemporary usage is weighed down by a long history of theological abuse. At the fag-end of this tradition, transgression has a largely negative
sense, where it designates the breaching of a norm, a custom or a law. Under
theological pressure, transgression came to refer to human beings: it is what we
do when rebelling and sinning against the one who occupies the transcendent
realm, namely God. If God is transcendent, human beings transgress. Or rather,
transgression is an affront to transcendence.
Thus far I have been concerned with the various meanings within the semantic cluster of transcend, one of which is transgression. What of the Latin transgresso itself, from which the English ‘transgression’ is derived? Here we find that
the core idea of this term, transgresso, is to climb over, pass over or step across.
It lends itself easily to notions of disobedience, rebellion and sin. But it is also
rather close to transcendo, is it not? In sum, both terms, transcend and transgress, have closely overlapping semantic fields.
What is the outcome of this dip into etymology? Transcendence and transgression draw close to one another, bearing with them a distinct sense of the illegal,
contraband and even criminal. Transcendence becomes less the authoritarian
and oppressive word from above, the law one dare not disobey, the stern order
that maintains the status quo. Instead, transcendence begins in this world and
seeks to break out of, to step or pass over, in short, to transgress. The connection
with the discussion of secular and anti-secular should be obvious: if anti-secular
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designates a focus on what is beyond this world and this age and if transcendence speaks of a transgressive crossing of the restrictions that keep us within
this world, then transcendence becomes the way of realising the anti-secular
element of both Marxism and theology.
Now I can add another term to my quiver of reworked terms that I have
gathered from scattered places in this book: a transgressive transcendence joins
ákairos, for what is untimely and out of place has also become distinctly transgressive; so too is transcendence unethical and unmoral, especially when ethical
and moral (ethos and mos) designate what is customary and habitual; transcendence is also a-theistic, particularly in a protest sense, for when theism becomes
the justification for a tyrannical status quo, we may transcend that situation in
the name of protesting a-theism; and all of this becomes part of a political iconoclasm, in which we resist and seek to transgress/transcend the fetish transfer
ubiquitous in our own situation. It is quite a collection: akairological, unethical,
unmoral, a-theistic, iconoclastic, transgressive and transcendent.
Does Marxism too have its transcendent moment? Yes, but in a distinctly temporal and qualitative sense. It too involves a search for the way to climb over
the boundary between our history and socialism, given that our own world and
history is far from satisfactory. Indeed, does not Marxism seek the motor – the
classic search for the ultimate contradiction that will bring a mode of production
to its knees – of the end of this age and the emergence of the next? In this sense,
I suggest we may speak of a temporal transcendence within Marxism.

Death
I finish, quite deliberately, with the question of death. It is partly because some
of the leading Marxist figures alive today aver that they are interested in life,
not death. Badiou has made it clear on more than one occasion that there is no
point in talking about death, for he is interested only in life.15 Negri, in all his
enthusiasm and energy, is concerned with what may give life, in creative being,
and not death.16 Even Jameson is remarkably reticent to discuss the topic. By
contrast, we need to remind ourselves of Adorno’s comment that any Marxist
approach fails if it does not deal adequately with death.17 Indeed, in order to find
some substantial reflections on death in the Marxist tradition, it is necessary to
go back to Horkheimer, Adorno and Bloch.
15. Badiou 2002, pp. 35–9; Badiou 2003a, pp. 61–6; Badiou 2009, pp. 507–14; Badiou
2006b, pp. 529–37.
16. Negri and Casarino 2008, pp. 152–3, 155–6; Negri 2004, pp. 105–11.
17. Bloch and Adorno 1988, p. 8; Bloch and Adorno 1975, p. 65.
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Their observations may be conveniently – and obviously – divided in terms of
what happens before and after death. As we might expect, the former category
is full to overflowing, while the latter enjoys a sparser collection of comments.
Despite the significant overlap between Horkheimer and Adorno, especially in
terms of the deleterious effects of capitalism, reified social relations and the pervasiveness of instrumental reason, they emphasise different aspects of the anticipation of death. For Adorno, the reification of death has at least two dialectically
opposed outcomes. On the one hand, death has become a mechanical process of
being snuffed out. Once the dignity of the individual is gone, each of us becomes
replaceable, a stand-in ready to take our place. The degradation of human life
leads to the degradation of death. Even the old, who die at the end of a full life,
are no longer regarded as being full of sage advice, but become pathologised
(gerontology!) and enter a second dependency. And so, in the very repression
of a healthy approach to death, society itself has taken on the aura of death.
The most telling example for Adorno is genocide, especially the mass murder of
approximately six million Jews (as well as communists, gypsies and homosexuals) at the hands of the Nazis. In his work, Auschwitz becomes the keyword for
genocide as such, leading him to argue that philosophy would never be the same
after Auschwitz and that education must ensure that it never happens again.
Indeed, the new categorical imperative is that human beings need to mobilise
all their thoughts and acts to prevent anything similar from taking place in the
future.18 On the other hand, the dialectical outcome – on the other side of reification – of this technical banality of death is the cleavage between death and life,
a casualty of the fragmentation of the unity of life. Death has become external
and strange, outside the totality of life. It has become an incomprehensible interruption, an accident that comes in from outside. As a result, since death is now
alien, it is a terrifying breach and one faces it with unaccountable panic.19
Although Horkheimer agrees to some extent, he differs in emphasis. They are
both concerned with the repression of death, arguing that it equates to a forgetting of history,20 with dire consequences for the nature of society: ‘True humanity would repeat the rite according to which the life that seeks to forget death
stands all the more certainly under its scourge’.21 However, for Horkheimer the
effect of that repression is an unfathomable terror that is conveniently blocked in
whatever way possible. The frenzy of consumption and the absolute attachment
18. Adorno 1973b, pp. 361–8; Adorno 2003k, pp. 354–61; Adorno 1998a, pp. 89–103,
191–204; Adorno 2003h, pp. 573–94; Adorno 2003m, pp. 674–90; Adorno 1978, pp. 58–60,
165–6, 231–3; Adorno 2003d, pp. 65–7, 188–9, 264–6.
19. Adorno 1973b, pp. 368–73; Adorno 2003k, pp. 361–6; Adorno 2000b, pp. 106–7;
Adorno 2006a, pp. 166–7.
20. Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, pp. 178–9; Horkheimer and Adorno 2003, pp. 245–7.
21. Horkheimer 1978, p. 211; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 374.
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to the trash of industrial production are all part of the effort to deny the reality of death.22 But Horkheimer also points out that death varies across different
classes. For instance, the millionaire and the proletarian approach death in very
different ways. The former, not having to worry about the wellbeing of dependents, is focused very much on his or her own condition and fate, while the latter
knows that death will lead to hardship for her or his dependents.23
This emphasis on differing approaches to death actually stands in tension
with the tendency by both Horkheimer and Adorno to make universal comments on death. At times, they stress that death itself varies not only within a
particular age, but also over time and social context. Here the assumed narrative
from precapitalist to capitalist societies plays a role, for the reification of death,
with all its contradictions, is not as it has always been – death changes, but not
always for the better. At other moments they begin to absolutise the experience
of death. Adorno is particularly guilty here, arguing that death causes a rupture
with which no-one is equipped to deal. It juts into life, generates futile efforts
at metaphysics and threatens to be meaningless in any formulation since it is
absolutely inaccessible. Here he is suspicious of older images of a meaningful
and fulfilled death. For example, the biblical patriarch, sated with life and experience, who dies in peace, may express not so much the ideal of being reconciled
to death as the longing for the relief from an intolerable burden.24 This sense of
absolute annulment is reinforced for Adorno in the death of an old, frail person:
‘there is also something immeasurably sad in the fact that, with the decline of
very old people, the hope of non confundar, of something which will be preserved
from death, is also eroded, because, especially if one loves them, one becomes
so aware of the decrepitude of that part of them which one would like to regard
as the immortal that one can hardly imagine what is to be left over from such a
poor, infirm creature who is no longer identical with itself ’.25
What are we to make of the differing emphases and indeed tensions in the
thought of Adorno and Horkheimer? Here Bloch offers a useful way through in
what is perhaps one of the most honest and refreshing reflections on death from
a Marxist.26 He differentiates between the physical act of dying, which is really
a part of life, and the state of death: ‘the act of extinction is very different from
the resultant state’.27 The fear of dying is a far cry from the horror of death: while
the former may generate an occasional apprehension, death as an ontological
22. Horkheimer 1978, pp. 210–11, 236; Horkheimer 1991a, pp. 373–4, 418–19.
23. Horkheimer 1978, pp. 38–9; Horkheimer 1987c, pp. 345–6.
24. Adorno 2000b, pp. 106, 130–4; Adorno 2006a, pp. 166, 202–10.
25. Adorno 2000b, p. 135; Adorno 2006a, p. 210.
26. Bloch 1972, pp. 255–63; Bloch 1968, pp. 335–44. These reflections are far better
than those found in Bloch 2000, pp. 233–78; Bloch 1985b, pp. 291–346.
27. Bloch 1972, p. 255; Bloch 1968, p. 335.
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status produces annihilating dread. The real issue is this second category, the
horror of the complete pulverisation of any identity at death. Here Bloch finds
plenty of room for his overriding concern with utopia, for in that context death
is ‘a highly inadequate end, generally breaking, only very rarely rounding off, the
human life’.28 It puts a damper on any effort to change the world, let alone the
sense that any life is incomplete, that there was so much that could have been
achieved.
That utopian element brings me to two final and pressing questions: what
would an unalienated and dereified approach to death look like? And what can
one say concerning what happens after death? In answer to the first question,
Adorno and Horkheimer offer a few hints. Death would lose its bitterness and
terror, becoming an inseparable element of life, a relativising of the life that
removes the desperate clinging to life, indeed an enhancement of life, if not of
death itself. The unity of a person’s history includes both death and life even if
that unity remains to be achieved rather than being lost in the past.29
In response to the second question, each has their own answer. Horkheimer
professes an agnostic position: ‘I don’t know what comes after death, but what
happens before it takes place in capitalist class society’.30 Yet his tombstone has
an edited text from Psalm 91:9: ‘Denn du ewiger bist meine Zuversicht [Because
you, eternal one, are my confidence]’.31 Even here Horkheimer equivocates, for
the biblical text has been altered, removing der Herr, the Lord, and replacing it
with du ewiger.32 For his part, Adorno makes a valiant effort to deal constructively with death in an essay on Gustav Mahler, an essay that coincided with the
death of his aunt, Agathe Calvelli-Adorno, who had lived with the family from
the time Adorno was a child and to whom he had become much attached. But
all he can do here is invoke the memory of the defenceless dead and suggest that
love leads us to treat the dead as if they were children: ‘uncomprehending love
can only comprehend death as if the last farewell were that of children who will
come home again’ he writes; ‘We can hope for the dead only as if for children’.33
Of course, this is still the perspective of the living in relation to others who have
died. What of ourselves? What happens then? Adorno, usually reticent to speak
28. Bloch 1972, p. 249; Bloch 1968, p. 329; see also the discussion in Bloch 2000,
pp. 255–66; Bloch 1985b, pp. 318–31.
29. For Horkheimer, such a healthy approach to death would render euthanasia perfectly normal for the incurably ill and the doomed. Horkheimer 1978, pp. 230–1; Horkheimer 1991a, p. 410.
30. Horkheimer 1978, p. 39; Horkheimer 1987c, p. 346.
31. ‘Denn der Herr ist deine Zuversicht’ from verse 9 (‘Because the Lord is your
confidence’).
32. See the fuller discussion in Boer 2011a, pp. 14–15, 52–53, as well as Horkheimer’s
extended reflection on Psalm 91 in Horkheimer 2006; Horkheimer 1985n.
33. Adorno 2002b, pp. 612–13; Adorno 2003p, p. 236.
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of what is beyond the experience of any human being, is pushed only when he
engages in an extended discussion concerning utopia with Bloch.
However, let me lead into that discussion by returning to Bloch, for he is willing to go much further than either Horkheimer or Adorno. As I noted earlier,
for Bloch even the sense of being unfulfilled, that there is something more to
life than what we have experienced, becomes the signal of utopian longing for
a fulfilled life. More importantly, he seeks a way to overcome the horror of the
state of death. And his answer is that death should be viewed as a departure, the
beginning of a journey, the destination of which is unknown and which can only
be spoken of in mythical language.34 Far more than a simple agnostic position,
in which one avers that since no-one has experienced the other side of death and
come back to inform us, it would be rash to make any statements, Bloch seeks to
offer a utopian look to the novum. Death should not be the occasion for a regretful and longing retrospective of one’s life, but rather an anticipation. What is on
the other side, the destination of the journey? It is not a pre-fabricated place,
postulated by the ‘positive dogmatism’ of Christian theology with its heaven and
hell, or by the ‘dogmatic negativity’ of materialism, which asserts with equal confidence that death is an absolute end, with nothing to expect beyond the body’s
dissolution. Instead, the journey’s destination remains an open question: ‘the
status viae lies far beyond death, which hardly represents an inflexibly formative
status termini’.35 The ones who dogmatically assert that they know have another,
sinister agenda in the here and now.
Bloch wishes to do far more as he sets out on the journey, especially in terms
of the ‘life force [Lebensmut]’ and of hunger, the former an irrepressible push
out of dullness, oppression and any effort to close it down, the latter a desire
for that which is better, a craving for his great category of the not-yet. But what
is this life-force but the innate desire within each human being for a better
world? Part of a wider agenda, the life-force is that within human life which has
a potential beyond itself, a capability for a fuller realisation that is only partially
fulfilled in an individual life. And what are its sources and signs? The ability to
stand up straight, a moral independence, finality, understood as ‘the courage
to break free from this devil’s guesthouse, this world’,36 and hope, especially
the hope that does not disappear, that holds on in the worst of circumstances.
For Bloch, human beings can come close to the realisation of their potential to
which the life-force points only in a utopian, that is, a properly socialist environment, where the as-yet unimagined social and economic conditions will enable
34. See the tales recorded in Bloch’s distinctive style in Bloch 2006, pp. 116–19, 171–3;
Bloch 1985d, pp. 152–6, 218–20.
35. Bloch 2000, p. 265; Bloch 1985b, p. 330.
36. Bloch 1972, p. 252; Bloch 1968, p. 332.
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a transformation of human beings themselves and thereby a transformation of
death. In his perpetual tendency to dip into his theological storehouse, Bloch
offers a materialist translation of resurrection and especially eternal life, which
is not the dogmatic answer to death but the ‘deep presence of something that
has not yet appeared’.37
More than one commentator has begun to squirm at this point, feeling that
Bloch’s critics in East Germany were right in charging him with a little too much
mysticism for comfort. Is not all this talk of journeys, life-forces and the transformation of death in socialism a load of prophetic mumbo-jumbo? Is it not
a metaphoric overload that requires some of the sobriety of a Horkheimer or
an Adorno to bring us back to earth? In response, let us pick up the dialogue
between Bloch and Adorno called ‘Something’s Missing’, for it contains a few surprises, especially with regard to Adorno. To begin with, they come to the rapid
agreement that utopia can hardly be discussed without considering the question
of death, for ‘death depicts the hardest counter-utopia’.38 But it is worth considering carefully Adorno’s comments in the discussion, since they pick up exactly
at the point where most of us would object to Bloch’s arguments.39
Ever the dialectician, Adorno is interested in the resistance to utopia that
shows up in the question of death, for this is the crux of utopia and anti-utopia.
Suggest, he proposes, the elimination of death to someone who may be sympathetic to the idea of utopia. At least you will not get the knee-jerk response that
you must be crazy. But the knee will certainly come up at another point: to eliminate death, says the interlocutor, would be dreadful. It would be absolutely terrible, boring and enervating, to face endless life. For Adorno, this is the moment
of the most absolute resistance to utopia, since the strongest tie to the status quo
is not social but an identification with and attachment to death. Given Adorno’s
commitment to the determinate negation and the need to maintain, even negatively, the hope of utopia, this resistance must be negated. How? Death must be
eliminated if utopia is to have any meaning. The possibility of utopia is therefore
predicated on a double position, for not only must death itself be eliminated,
but so must the resistance to that elimination: ‘Utopian consciousness means
a consciousness for which the possibility that people no longer have to die does

37. Ibid. For a very different attempt to remove death’s sting, in which death and
immortality are actually expressions of the human need for survival in the face of death,
see Hägglund 2008. Many thanks to Alex Andrews for alerting me to this work. See his
unpublished paper, ‘Sovereign Autoimmunity: Hägglund, Bataille and The Secular’.
38. Bloch and Adorno 1988, p. 9; Bloch and Adorno 1975, p. 66.
39. The following analysis follows closely the argument in Bloch and Adorno 1988,
pp. 8–10; Bloch and Adorno 1975, pp. 65–9. For a comparable position, see Rose 1996,
pp. 125–46.
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not have anything horrible about it, but is, on the contrary, that which one actually wants’.40
We have reached the point at which the anti-utopian attachment to death
must be negated and the way to do so is insist on the elimination of death.
But what does Adorno mean? He accepts Bloch’s distinction between dying and
death. The former concerns the scientific, physical process of dying. In this he is
not interested; or rather, he argues that utopia would not involve new scientific
discoveries that enable us to pass over the threshold from organic to inorganic
life. He is, however, very interested in death as an ontological state. Is this light,
we can understand the following extraordinary observation:
I believe that without the notion of an unfettered life, freed from death, the
idea of utopia, the idea of the utopia, cannot even be thought at all. . . . There
is something profoundly contradictory in every utopia, namely, that it cannot
be conceived at all without the elimination of death; this is inherent in the very
thought. What I mean is the heaviness of death and everything that is connected
to it. Wherever this is not included, where the threshold of death is not at the
same time considered, there can actually be no utopia.41

Note the emphases: the elimination of death involves eliminating the heaviness
of death and all that is attached to it. In other words, the sheer terror and horror
of death, the pure annihilation that such a state is supposed to entail, must pass
for any utopia to have meaning. Awaiting the threshold should hold no dread for
us; indeed, we may be able to look forward to it.
Not the Adorno to whom we are accustomed. To my knowledge, this is one
of Adorno’s most forthright statements concerning both utopia and death. He
has been led to this point not merely by the arguments of Bloch, but also by the
logic of his own position. Determinate negation is the key, for the attachment to
death as it now exists is also an attachment to the status quo. That anti-utopian
resistance must be met by the determinate negation, for ‘death is nothing other
than the power of that which merely is’.42 Even here he remains to true to his
position that one must heed the ban on images, or what I have called the political iconoclasm of the fetish transfer, for in arguing for the negation of the attachment to death, he remains within a negative argument. However, the dialectic
can surprise even Adorno at times, for he finds himself making a positive statement. ‘Excuse me’, he says a little later, ‘if I have taken the unexpected role of
the attorney for the positive’.43
40. Bloch and Adorno 1988, p. 8; Bloch and Adorno 1975, p. 66.
41. Bloch and Adorno 1988, p. 10; Bloch and Adorno 1975, p. 68; except for ‘the’ and
‘cannot’, emphasis is mine.
42. Bloch and Adorno 1988, p. 10; Bloch and Adorno 1975, pp. 68–9.
43. Bloch and Adorno 1988, p. 13; Bloch and Adorno 1975, p. 71.
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We are left with the position that dying in a physical sense may well continue;
we will still die as we do now. But the horror of death as an ontological state
may itself pass, so that one may look forward to the threshold of dying. Bloch, of
course, agrees, for the moment of passing over becomes an open question, one of
hope rather than despair, the beginning rather than the end of a journey. Couple
that metaphor with Adorno’s proposal and we have a thorough transformation
of death. Is that not the ultimate transgression?
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Preface
When asked in different contexts what my position is in relation to Christianity, I say that I identify as a Christian communist. Perhaps this is a confession, perhaps not, but it is an indelible part of the tradition that has shaped
me. Often my answer to the question is invoked when I am with people who
would subscribe to the adage: Christianity is Christianity and communism is
communism and never the twain shall meet. Thus, Christian communism is
impossible, they think, an oxymoron. The discussions that ensue are lively and
intriguing. This book is in many respects an effort at explaining this position, in
light of some two millennia of a complex tradition of Christian communism.
The study is a less a history per se than a series of case studies, some more
theoretical and others more historical, but usually from an unexpected angle.
More of that in what follows.
The idea for the book was first suggested many years ago by Dick Boer, who
urged me to undertake a study of engagements with Marxism by Christian
theologians. But that is a study only Dick could undertake. This book may be
seen as my own response to Dick’s urging, keeping this form of communism at
the centre, even if I approach the topic from a number of angles. Indeed, Dick
and I have followed a path first taken by none other than Friedrich Engels and
Kim Il Sung, from Reformed theology to communism, although neither of us
would claim anywhere near the same stature as our forebears, nor indeed the
need to give up one tradition for the sake of the other.
Others too have been witting and unwitting contributors. Given that the initial ideas were developed in a number of different contexts – although nearly
all of it has either been rewritten or indeed written anew – I would like to
thank Dick Horsley, Neil Elliott, Janelle Watson, Agon Hamza, Marion Maddox,
Geoff Boucher, Matt Sharpe, Li Yazhi, Sun Xiuli, Yu Min, Lu Shaochen, Zhang
Jing, Zang Fengyu, Zhang Shuangli, Zhu Yanming and Zhu Caihong – to name
but a few. I also appreciate deeply the careful and detailed work of Warren
Goldstein, one of the best editors on the planet and one of the most insightful. Each person has in their own way made suggestions, challenged me and
encouraged me to develop my thoughts further. In all this, Christina Petterson
and I continue our common project, to whatever unexpected part of the world
it might take us.
The Hill
January 2018

Series Editor’s Preface
When it comes to the relationship between Marxism and religion or theology,
Roland Boer is the leading expert. With over twenty monographs and hundreds of peer reviewed articles and book chapters, the volume of his scholarly
output is only matched by its high quality. With a background in European
classics and biblical studies, he not only approaches Marxist texts with the eye
for detail of the biblical critic but approaches biblical texts from the perspective of the historical materialist. I am therefore incredibly pleased to have Professor Boer contribute this book to this series “Studies in Critical Research on
Religion.” This volume brings together much of his corpus with many of the
chapters being a synopsis of earlier works. In addition, Chapters 8, 10, and 14
(on Marxist-Christian Dialogue, Farnham Maynard, and on Religion in North
Korea) are previously unpublished; the last is particularly impressive since it
helps shed light on a country whose image is distorted by Western news media.
Boer’s research on the interconnections between Marxism and religion brings
to light that both have a cold and a warm stream and that it is the latter that
can illuminate the path toward a more humane future.
Warren S. Goldstein, Ph.D.
Center for Critical Research on Religion
www.criticaltheoryofreligion.org

Introduction
‘All things in common’ has been the slogan of Christian communists for some
two millennia. It originally comes from Acts 2:44, with a variation in Acts 4:32.
But it was actually a Marxist, Karl Kautsky, who established that there is a distinct tradition of this form of communism, inspired by these biblical texts and
constituting the longest continuous form of communism in the world. I will
have more to say about Kautsky in the first chapter, for I have long been intrigued by his massive work from 1895, Forerunners of Modern Socialism, which
traces the history of Christian communism through European history. Given
its relative obscurity, I set about rereading Kautsky as a preparation for writing
this book, especially since much of the work remains untranslated. As is the
way with such re-readings, I saw it in a way I had not seen before, identifying
new insights and avenues of thought.
This experience led me to change the original plan of the book, which I had
imagined would take shape as a volume of collected essays that I had written
earlier, with some mild editing for the sake of the present work. Instead, I revised
and rewrote most of what I had studied earlier, in the light of new research and
thought. Only a few of the chapters have come through somewhat unscathed:
those on the novel Q, Calvin, Luther, Althusser, and Chinese Christian communism. The remainder is almost or completely new, especially since I have delved
into areas I had not researched before, such as the Marxist-Christian dialogue
of the 1960s and 1970s and the distinct developments of Christian communism
in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (informally known as North Korea). The result is a largely new work with its own logic.
I have organised the chapters in a geographical manner, following the
intriguing path of Christian communism. After a careful reassessment of
Kautsky’s identification of the tradition itself, I focus on the West Asian provenance of Christianity. This entails an examination of the nature of early
Christian communism and the debates that swirl around this phenomenon,
before engaging with its appropriation and transformation in a European context. By this time, my preferred approach should become clear, for I deal with
the manifestations of Christian communism from different angles, whether
a popular novel concerning the revolutionary currents during the Reformation, Calvin’s struggles over whether one should overthrow ungodly rulers, or
the engagements with Luther by Marx and Engels. In the modern era, I engage with debates over whether Marxism is a ‘secularised’ form of ‘salvation
history’, the Marxist-Christian dialogue, and the intriguing efforts by a young
Louis Althusser to develop a form of spiritual revolution. My love of finding
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 nexamined corners of the tradition appears yet again with a chapter on the
u
Australian Christian communist and priest, Farnham Maynard. This chapter
provides the first step into other parts of the world, with studies of the consistent need for the Russian Bolsheviks to engage with new forms of Christian
communism, its initial appearance in China with the Taiping Revolution in
the nineteenth century, the development of a distinct Chinese tradition in the
early twentieth century, and then the unexpected but fascinating transformations on the Korean peninsula, with a focus on Kim Il Sung.
A couple of major themes appear early in my analysis, so let me identity
them here. The first is that Christian communism is predicated on profound
criticisms of the state of the world, usually from a sense of radical divine
transcendence. For some, the answer has been to establish alternative and
inevitably small communities that seek to embody a different way of living
out their belief and practice within the world. They may wish to provide alternative models, hoping that others will see the benefits and thereby gradually transform society as a whole. Or they may distance themselves from the
world, desiring to be left in peace so as to develop their communities. For others, the answer has been revolutionary. The theologically inspired criticisms of
the injustices and oppressions of the status quo have led them to the position
that the only answer is a revolutionary overthrow. At times, we find that both
of these elements – the communal and the revolutionary – come together,
while at other times a peaceful community is forced to engage in revolutionary action in response to oppression from outside forces. The only path left to
achieve their desired communism is to engage in revolutionary violence.
The second theme concerns the political ambivalence of Christian thought
and practice, embodied above all in the biblical texts that picture early Christian communism and those that advocate obedience to and support of the
rulers of this world. I argue that this tension should not be seen in terms of
a core-periphery model. According to this model, one may argue that either
Christianity’s conservative or revolutionary dimensions constitute the core
and that the other is thereby a peripheral element, or perhaps even a distortion
of the basic truth. Instead, it is clear that Christianity struggles with a tension
between these two positions. The same sacred texts and the same doctrinal
positions can easily support the status quo or they can inspire profound criticism, if not revolutionary action. We see this dynamic time and again through
the history of Christianity.
It remains to offer a synopsis of the fourteen chapters in the book. The first
chapter provides a critical engagement with Kautsky’s landmark Forerunners
of Modern Socialism, identifying his key structuring assumptions (which are
not always consistent), the nature of his engagement with the many historical
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manifestations of Christian communism, with specific attention given to his
enthusiasm for the 1525 Peasant War (Thomas Müntzer) and the 1534–1535
Anabaptist revolution in Münster. Apart from establishing a tradition of Christian communism, which moves well past Engels’s initial efforts, Kautsky also
hints at a key insight: the biblical and theological nature of this communism
was not a mere cloak for more central political and economic issues. Instead,
its theological form was integral to its political nature.
Now we can turn to the West Asian origins of Christianity. Chapter 2 entails a more detailed study of early Christian communism, focusing initially
on Kautsky’s comparatively well-known Foundations of Christianity (1908).
Kautsky wrote the book – the first Marxist study of Christianity – in response
to criticisms of his briefer and earlier outline. But I am also interested in Rosa
Luxemburg’s reconstruction, which shares much with Kautsky, but seeks more
explicitly to address the concerns of the many workers joining the Social-
Democratic party who were also believers. Both of them make the specific
argument that this early communism was one of consumption rather than
production, which meant that there was no change in the mode of production itself. Only modern communism, they argue, proposes such a shift, but the
argument faces some difficulty when one tracks carefully through Kautsky’s
work to find that a significant number of communist movements before the
modern era also engaged in distinctly new productive activities. The final
argument of this chapter concerns political myth. Given that the historical
evidence for early Christian communism is not conclusive, I propose that it
functions as this type of myth: it offers an image and promise of a community
that produced distinct and concrete historical manifestations.
In the third chapter, I pick up the other side of the political ambivalence
noted earlier. In this case, my concern is a key text that continues to be used
to support the powers that be: Romans 13:1-7. After an assessment of efforts to
deal with this troublesome text, I examine the many contradictions in the texts
of the Apostle Paul so as to develop a Mao-inspired contradiction analysis. This
takes me to economic realities. As in the previous chapter (and based on earlier work), I examine the relevant aspects of the ancient economy of the GrecoRoman world, concluding that Paul’s many contradictions are simultaneously
formal traces and persuasive efforts to provide an imaginary resolution – with
distinct historical effects – of the profound tensions of the socio-economic
situation.
Chapter 4 moves into the European sixteenth century (Reformation), but
from a different angle. It examines the translations between theology and
radical politics in the popular novel Q, originally published in Italian in 1999.
Written by the Italian collective, Luther Blissett (now Wu Ming), this long
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novel provides a skilful and engaging retelling of the revolutionary waves of
the time, working around a central and unnamed character (shadowed by a
Vatican agent) who is involved in the Peasant and Münster revolutions, the
radical groups in the northern Netherlands and in Antwerp, as well as the possibility of revolution in Italy itself. I seek to situate the novel within the Marxist
approach to Christian communism, which includes – apart from Engels and
Kautsky – Anatoly Lunacharsky and Ernst Bloch. Antonio Gramsci also peers
over the pages of Q, especially in his wish that Italy too might have experienced
the Reformation. From there, I analyse four themes or tensions with which the
novel deals, themes that are inherited from that tradition but to which it gives
new angles: passion and reason, rupture and communalism, the political ambivalence of Christianity, and the issue of translation between radical politics
and theology.
The next chapter moves to another expected corner – the work of John
Calvin, especially the last chapter of his Institutes (4.20.32). Why Calvin? Is he
not an arch-conservative, a proponent of predestination, and at the roots of
so much evangelical conservatism today? In this part of the Institutes, we find
a somewhat different Calvin. Despite his strenuous efforts to advocate obedience to rulers (Romans 13), he is too careful a student of the Bible to avoid
the conclusion that one is duty-bound to disobey any ungodly and tyrannical
ruler. By focusing on the literary structure of Calvin’s argument, I analyse his
struggles over this question: his assertions that rulers should be obeyed come
what may and the recognition that God and God’s appointed agents may under
certain conditions punish and remove tyrannical rulers. All of this leads to his
final recommendation not to obey ungodly rulers. In this matter, Calvin reveals
the tension mentioned earlier, between radical and conservative elements of
Christian theology.
The sixth chapter concerns the other great leader of the ‘magisterial’ Reformation, Luther, but it does so via another angle. I examine the engagements
with Luther by Marx and Engels, doing so in three sections. The first focuses
on human nature, showing how the Augustinian focus of Lutheranism contrasts with the tendency towards a more Pelagian position in Marxism. The
second turns to Engels’s assessment of the German Peasant revolution of 1525,
in which Engels seeks to characterise Luther as the champion of a fledgling
bourgeoisie (burghers and reforming princes), only to signal his awareness
of Luther’s more radical, if not revolutionary edge that inspired leaders like
Thomas Müntzer. The third and longest section concerns Marx, who, somewhat surprisingly, offers a critically dialectical engagement with Luther. For
Marx, Luther marks the necessary first stage of the German revolution, without whom the second stage could not happen.
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By now we have moved into the modern era in Europe, when Christian communism and Marxism found themselves in constant, albeit often uneasy, interaction. In this light, Chapter 7 focuses on the abiding question as to whether
Marxism is a form of ‘secularised’ Jewish and Christian Heilsgeschichte, or salvation history. The answer turns out to be negative, although this entails analysing specific materials from Marx and Engels. These include Marx’s close interactions with Bruno Bauer, Engels’s lifelong fascination with the biblical book
of the Apocalypse (usually designated ‘Revelation’) and the apocalyptic and
biblically inspired forms of communism with which Marx and Engels engaged.
In each case, we find that both of the founders of modern communism opposed those forms that were shaped by biblical models. The key, however, is the
lengthy and oft-ignored polemic against Max Stirner in The German Ideology.
Finding that Stirner is still beholden to Christian themes, Marx and Engels begin to develop the first and rough outlines of what would become historical and
dialectical materialism. The fulcrum of history becomes contradiction, understood in a dialectical fashion that cuts a path away from Heilsgeschichte to a new
model of history, albeit one that still relies on a f ulcrum. In the process, they offer a radical relativisation of the claims that theologians and philosophers have
often made concerning the ontological and historical priority of theology.
The eighth chapter concerns the Marxist-Christian dialogue of the 1960s
and 1970s. This is a topic that has interested me for more than three decades, although this is the first opportunity to assess its insights and shortcomings, with
a view to current debates. While it was born from a sense of crisis, in terms of
profound changes brought about by the anti-colonial struggles, the realities of
potential nuclear war and the sense that both communist and capitalist societies had stagnated, it was also a very European debate on which the rest of
world only impinged in certain ways. Of less interest now are their concerns
over theism and atheism in relation to Marx’s works, as well as praxis, which
they interpreted from Marx’s early theses on Feuerbach as ‘sensuous human
activity’. Indeed, this emphasis reveals the profound influence that the publication of Marx’s early ‘humanistic’ works had on the debate. Both the ‘Economic
and Philosophic Manuscripts’ of 1844 and The German Ideology had been collated, organised and published in 1932. Here was a Marx many felt shed a new
light on the whole tradition, so much so that they could talk about humanism, alienation, protest (via Prometheus) and the future. Here too theologians
found much that could be appropriated, transformed and criticised. However,
my treatment of these issues shifts the register, dealing now with human nature, the need for a materialist doctrine of evil, the question of how protest
appears under socialism in power, and the possibility that the development of
proleptic theology at the time was actually due to the influence of Marxism.
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I close by suggesting – contrary to the participants – that the opening for the
dialogue was actually created, belatedly, by the decade long compact between
the Soviet Union’s communist government and the Russian Orthodox Church
between 1943 and 1953.
One of the traps of the Marxist-Christian dialogue was to assume that a person was either a Marxist or a Christian, but not both at the same time. The reality was that some were indeed both, so this chapter and the next examine two
examples. In Chapter 9, I engage with Louis Althusser, particularly an important text, a ‘Matter of Fact’, written in 1948. In this essay, Althusser attempts to
develop a theory of the revolution of religious life. It appeared at an important
juncture of his life, for he was still a member of the Roman Catholic Church,
but had recently joined the Communist Party of France. The tensions of that
conjunction are clear, but I am interested in his attempt to extend, by analogy,
the Marxist theory of social revolution into a revolution of personal spiritual
life. In this effort, the context is the apparent untranscendable horizon of the
Roman Catholic Church. So Althusser begins by outlining the condition of an
ailing, out-of-date, and reactionary church. He then focuses on the conditions
for wider social revolution, with which progressive members among the faithful must join in a politics of alliance. Finally, he attempts – all too briefly – to
outline what a personal religious revolution might be. In his own way, Althusser finds himself part of the long tradition of revolutionary Christianity.
The other person who embodies both dimensions within his own thought
and action, thereby carrying on the dialogue internally, is the Australian priest,
Farnham Maynard (1882–1973). Long the Anglican priest at St Peter’s Eastern
Hill in Melbourne, he was not only a proponent of the spiritual revival embodied in Anglo-Catholicism, but also one who had trained in science. So his
approach to Christian communism was via a method that may be called a dialectic of science and prayer. With this method, Maynard – in papers usually
written for conferences at which Marxists, Christians and Christian communists were involved – develops his own understandings of the tension between
reaction and revolution, seeking to address both communists who were somewhat sceptical of religion and Christians who had their reservations about ‘godless’ communism. That Maynard felt they should work together is obvious, but
he also retained a distinct role for Christian theology in constructing socialism.
It could provide what Marxism could not, namely, answers to the deeper questions of existence and the purpose of life. My interest in Maynard is not merely
due to the fact that he was an Australian priest, but that he was also enthusiastic about socialism in power, visiting both the Soviet Union and China at a time
when travel to such places was banned by the Australian government.
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Maynard’s travels – apart from the fact that we have already moved outside
Europe – takes me to both places. Chapter 11 deals with the Russian Revolution and the effort to construct socialism in that part of the world. Although
I draw on earlier research, the shape of the chapter is new. It begins with the
constant need for the Bolsheviks and especially Lenin to come to terms with
Russian peasant socialism, embodied in the simple but profound slogan, ‘the
land is God’s’. The next section analyses Lenin’s complex engagements with
Tolstoy, the most well-known exponent of this tradition of peasant Christian
communism. While Lenin seeks to identify the distinct insights from Tolstoy,
especially in terms of the profound criticisms of feudal and capitalist exploitation in Russia, he dismisses Tolstoy’s Christian communism as simplistic,
spiritualised and impractical. But Lenin misses the way Tolstoy deploys both
the revolutionary and communal dimensions of the tradition I have identified.
In Tolstoy, they are inseparable. The third section engages with Anatoly Lunacharsky, who offers the most unique Russian contribution to the whole tradition. As a resolute atheist, Lunarcharsky developed ‘God-building’, by which
he meant that the gods of religion were ideal models to which human beings
should strive through socialist construction. Lunarcharsky saw revolutions as
high points of this God-building, but his lasting contribution was to structure
the world’s first socialist educational system in terms of God-building, leaving
a legacy for later socialist education policies.
In the twelfth chapter, I move back in time a little to the Chinese Taiping
Revolution in the mid-nineteenth century. It was not only the largest revolutionary movement in the world at the time, but also one that was inspired by
Christianity. Indeed, it marks the moment when the revolutionary religious
tradition arrived in China. My account of the revolution stresses the role of the
Bible, its radical reinterpretation by the Taiping revolutionaries, and the role
it played in their radical acts and their reconstruction of economic and social
relations. My assessment of the Taiping Revolution needs to engage with the
many interpretations offered in both Chinese and foreign works, since I seek
to provide a distinct interpretation in light of the Christian communist tradition. To this end, I identify a number of key features: its revolutionary nature,
challenging the whole imperialist system in China; its effort at constructing a
different social order; its constitutive use of unorthodox or ‘heterodox’ interpretations of the Bible; its emphasis on dreams and visions; its deep contextualisation or ‘sinification’; and its primary appeal to peasants and disaffected
labourers, especially miners. I close the chapter by considering Mao Zedong’s
cautious assessment, particularly since it is so often seen as the first modern
revolution in China.
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Still in China, the thirteenth chapter moves to the first part of the twentieth
century when a number of Christian theologians engaged actively with communism and Marxist theory. I focus on the work of Wu Leichuan (1870–1944),
Wu Yaozong (1893–1979) and Zhu Weizhi (1905–1999), who creatively sought
engagements between Christianity and historical materialism and thereby
articulated a unique Chinese development, although they also drew on international currents of thought. The chapter analyses their varying methods
of doing so, their reconstructions of the figure of Jesus and early Christianity,
and the efforts to see both the links and differences between Christianity and
communism.
The final chapter concerns Korea, or more specifically the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. That this part of the world is in our own time somewhat demonised and misunderstood is perhaps an understatement. But this
situation has meant that very little serious study has been undertaken. My
analysis begins by considering the role of Chondoism, a uniquely Korean form
of religion that arose in the nineteenth century. Not only does it reveal that
religion and revolution are not restricted to Christianity, but it also enables me
to delve into the work of Kim Il Sung. He offers a knowledgeable assessment,
seeking to emphasise the deeply revolutionary credentials of Chondoism. The
next section continues with Kim Il Sung, now in terms of his extensive assessments of Protestant Christianity. While he is in two minds about how much he
was part of the Presbyterian Church in his youth, he is certainly appreciative
of the sustained support he received from the close family friend, the Reverend Son Jong Do. At times, he deploys classic Reformed theological arguments,
leading him to assert that there is ‘no law preventing religious believers from
making the revolution’. The final section analyses the situation in the dprk
today, drawing on some insightful studies that show how Christianity has survived and flourished once again in this part of the world – contrary to many
unfounded assertions that would have us believe otherwise. Most intriguingly,
it is a form of Christianity that is part of the socialist construction in the dprk
and one of its main avenues of international diplomacy.
Two final comments: First, a book such as this does not seek to deal with
every aspect of the Christian communist tradition, for this would require an
encyclopaedia. For example, I do not engage in detail with either messianism
or the Essenes. In terms of messianism, I have dealt elsewhere and in-depth
with Ernst Bloch, who was instrumental in bringing a reworked category of
messianism – as an aspect of what he called utopia – into Marxism. As for the
Essenes, they were for many the Jewish forerunners of early Christian communism. They appear in my treatment of Kautsky and Lunacharsky, although
since the time of their treatments much has been discovered (the Dead Sea
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Scrolls) and scholarly work has multiplied. I also do not offer an assessment of
Latin American Liberation theology, which for many is the most well-known
recent manifestation of the tradition. Since this subject has been tackled competently by many others, I have nothing to add. Instead, I prefer to focus on
different angles, forgotten works and unexpected corners, such as Kautsky’s
Forerunners, Farnham Maynard or the dprk. Second, as I mentioned earlier, a
few of the chapters have appeared in earlier publications, with some moderate
editing to render them suitable for the longer format of a monograph. Permission has been granted for their use here. They are: ‘“All Things Are in Common”:
Theology and Politics in Luther Blissett’s Q’ International Socialism: A Quarterly Journal of Socialist Theory 141 (2014): 139–59; ‘Marxism and Eschatology
Reconsidered’, Mediations 25.1 (2011): 39–60; ‘Althusser’s Religious Revolution’,
Althusser and Theology: Religion, Politics and Philosophy, ed. Agon Hamza.
Leiden: Brill, pp. 18–30; ‘Chinese Christian Communism in the Early Twentieth
Century’ (with Chin Kenpa), Religion, State and Society 44.2: 96–110.
The remaining chapters – the majority – have either been completely rewritten or appear here for the first time.

Chapter 1

Karl Kautsky’s Forerunners of Modern Socialism
The first comprehensive effort to establish a tradition of Christian communism
was by neither a theologian nor a church historian. Instead, it was the Marxist
Karl Kautsky. A towering figure among the second generation of Marxists and
leading light in the massive German social-democratic movement, Kautsky
and Engels had been discussing this question for a few years. However, while
Engels had established an initial and basic framework in his studies of the
Peasant Revolution and the revolutionary origins of Christianity (1850a, 1850b,
1894–95a, 1894–95b),1 Kautsky and his collaborators took the project much,
much further.2 Although he contributed the lion’s share of the final work, we
also find contributions from Eduard Bernstein, Paul Lafargue, Hugo Lindemann and Morris Hillquit (Kautsky 1895, Kautsky et al. 1895).3
Despite its importance, Forerunners has often been neglected (although this
is not the case with the earlier work by Ernst Troeltsch).4 It would be easy to
1 Following in Engels’s footsteps is the work by Bebel (1876).
2 Although Engels and Kautsky corresponded in the early 1890s concerning the Bible and
Christianity, especially in light of Engels’s forthcoming article on early Christianity but also
other aspects of the development of Christianity (Engels 1891a, 174, 1891b, 88, 1891c, 200, 1891d,
114, 1892a, 1892b, 1892c, 493–94, 1892d, 422–23, 1894a, 314, 1894b, 260, 1894c, 321, 1894d, 268,
1894e, 328–29, 1894f, 276), Engels was curiously unaware of the forerunners project. He found
out only after it was published, prompting initially a hurting and sharp response and then
appreciation, along with a few quibbles (Engels 1895a, 1895b). By this time, the throat cancer
that would soon end Engels’s life on 5 August was well advanced.
3 A comparison between the two-volume version of 1895 and the four volumes of 1922 reveal
some editorial revisions. The material up to Thomas More remains the same, as it had all
been written by Kautsky. However, in the 1922 edition, volume three has removed the contribution by Bernstein, keeping only the chapter on More by Kautsky and two chapters by
Lafargue on Campanella and the Jesuits in Paraguay (Kautsky and Lafargue 1922). The final
volume keeps the chapter on French socialism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
but the final chapter on the various communist communities in North America is completely
rewritten by Morris Hillquit (Lindemann and Hillquit 1922). Since my focus is on Kautsky, my
references are to the original edition.
4 Troeltsch (1992, 1912) felt called upon to take Kautsky’s Marxist approach to task, although he
follows a similar line in relation to the medieval and reformation groups. For a detailed and
insightful study, see Goldstein (2014: 475–76, 478–83). By contrast, more recent work devoted
to Müntzer at best mentions Kautsky in passing but usually prefer to ignore him, as do those
that focus on the Münster Revolution (Gritsch 1989; Scott 1989; Friesen 1990; Goertz 2000;
Bak et al. 2013, 90, 99). Marxist scholars too have been rather keen to dismiss his work (Löwy
1996, 10–11; Toscano 2010a, 76, 2010b, xiv).
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point out that significant new historical materials have been uncovered in the
last 120 years or more, or that critical work has moved beyond Kautsky. But
that is to miss the point of Kautsky’s inaugural act in identifying a tradition of
Christian communism. So in what follows, I offer a critical exposition of the
work as a whole. The process entails dealing with a mix of sources in German
and English. Indeed, a signal of – if not also a contributor to – the neglect of
the work is that only part of the work has been translated, more than a century
ago: Communism in Central Europe in the Time of the Reformation (1897) comprises an abridged version of the original first volume published in German.
It leaves out a swathe of material from Plato to the Beghards, as well as later
chapters on medieval movements from the Waldensians to the Dulcinians, the
Beghards and the Lollards. For this reason, my references are at times only to
the German material, while in other moments I am able to refer to both English and German texts. My exposition seeks to present the main topics covered,
noting Kautsky’s enthusiasms (especially the Peasant Revolution of 1525 and
that of Münster in 1534–1535) but above all drawing out and focusing on the
key analytic categories deployed.
To wit, Kautsky deploys a number of distinctions that attempt to organise his
narrative. The first concerns communal organisation and revolutionary action.
Kautsky identifies communistic formations in all of the groups or proposals
he studies, from Plato and early Christian communism onwards. H
 owever, it
becomes somewhat secondary with the first militant group, the Dulcinians,
at the beginning of the fourteenth century. This revolutionary militancy will
characterise nearly all of the groups that follow, down to the Anabaptists at
Münster, although he puts due emphasis on the latter’s communal dimensions. In Kautsky’s hands, this distinction becomes a historical one. I will not
say more concerning the distinction here, for it will be subjected to analysis
and criticism in what follows. A closely related distinction is between, on
the one hand, the unpolitical and passive, and, on the other, the politically
active and rebellious (Kautsky 1897, 27–28, 1895, 135, 138). While the former
he finds with early Christian communism, the latter type appears with the
Dulcinians, fuelled both by economic developments and a burning desire
to read the Bible for themselves. Thus far, Kautsky has not provided any feature that distinguishes modern communism from pre-modern forms. He
may observe that early Christian and heretical forms of communism are one
with the modern variety in terms of their international, or rather ‘interlocal
[interlokal]’, nature.5 But they are different in one crucial area: the pre-modern
5 Like their modern comrades, the earlier communists were united everywhere in struggling
against oppression and exploitation: if a communist ‘finds comrades he is at home’ (Kautsky
1897, 26, 1895, 135).
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forms were all v arieties of a communism of consumption rather than production. They sought to share their goods, abrogating private property in favour
of common property that was distributed to any as had need (Acts 2 and 4).
But this approach did little to change the actual means of production in the
economic processes at large. For Kautsky, only modern communism attempts
such a transformation. Again, I will note this distinction where it appears and
its problems (it will also be addressed in Chapter 3). The final distinction is
not raised directly by Kautsky, but it emerges from both the previous point
and the whole project. This concerns continuity and discontinuity, which is
endemic to the task he and his collaborators set themselves. The appeal of such
a project is obvious, for it sought to show that the struggle for communism in
its many forms was a long one indeed, finally coming to fruition after Marx.
But the danger is that modern socialism becomes merely a phase of a longer
history, with relatively little to set it apart from its forerunners.
The final introductory question concerns terminology: what should these
pre-modern movements be called? Kautsky distinguishes between different
types of communism, particularly ‘Christian communism [christliche kommunismus]’, ‘monastic communism [klösterliche kommunismus]’, ‘heretical
communism [ketzerische kommunismus]’, and ‘modern communism [neuere
kommunismus]’ (Kautsky 1897, 24–28, 1895, 133–38).6 Of these, my – and indeed
Kautsky’s – focus is the common ground between Christian and heretical communism, so I use ‘Christian communism’ to cover both types. Indeed, when
concluding his detailed treatment of the Reformation era (with the account of
Münster), Kautsky uses the term ‘Christian communism’ for the whole period
up to the sixteenth century (Kautsky 1897, 293, 1895, 436).7 So also with my text.
1

The Manifold Types of Heretical Communism

The first volume of Forerunners – completely written by Kautsky – sets the
scene by discussing briefly Plato’s Republic, summarises the main points concerning early Christian communism, sets up the socio-economic context of
the European Middle Ages, delves into the many radical movements from the
Waldensians to the Bohemian Brethren and then focuses intently on the Peasant Revolution and the Anabaptists in Münster. His concern is to establish – in
good historical-materialist fashion – the socio-economic background to each
6 Monastic communism is in some respects an offshoot of Christian communism, although it
raises some intriguing problems for Kautsky, which I will address in the next chapter.
7 Note also, in the untranslated German text, the generic ‘religiös-kommunistischen Gemeinde
[religious-communist communities]’ (Kautsky 1895, 108).
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of the movements he analyses, which then enables analysis of the ideological and political dimensions. Thus, with regard to Plato, he initially covers the
political, economic, historical (Peloponnesian War) and even philosophical
(pre-Socratic) context of Plato’s thought, before engaging with The Republic. Here Kautsky finds the first systematic and philosophical outline of
communism. However, unlike later forms of communism, it is what he calls
‘gleichheitskommunismus’, or egalitarian communism (the term comes from
Engels) – forerunner of later, liberal versions.8 Already at this point do we
find the distinction I mentioned earlier, between a communism of production
and one of consumption. In what will become a refrain throughout the work,
he finds a communism of consumption in Plato, with the outcome that it did
nothing to change the actual economic relations of exploitation.
Christian communism appears next, after a leap of some 500 years. Here
Kautsky agrees to some extent with Engels’s thesis: we find the influence of
chiliasm, with its revolutionary concerns, and the appeal of the Christian message to the poor – slaves, labourers and urban unemployed. But on two crucial
points, Kautsky goes beyond Engels, with each point raising a further question.
First, he argues that early Christian communities were communist in organisation (Acts 2:44-45 and 4:32-35), albeit focused on consumption. Although
this proposal is relatively brief in Forerunners, it generated significant controversy, with theologians and socialists criticising the argument. This criticism
prompted Kautsky to develop the comprehensive analysis found in Foundations of Christianity (1908a, 1908b), which I will analyse in more detail in the
next chapter. But what is the question raised by this proposal? It concerns the
passive-active distinction I mentioned earlier. For Kautsky, early Christian
communism tended to be passive and non-political, while medieval ‘heretical’ communism was active and political. By this he means a contrast between
communal life, often in retreat from the world, and revolutionary action. Only
with some forms of medieval ‘heretical’ communism do we find the latter, appearing first with the Dulcinians. As we will see, the distinction is not so much
one of either-or, but often both-and. At times, a movement evinces both features, while at other times it may focus on one or the other. This argument leads
to Kautsky’s second difference from Engels. The latter had argued that Christianity’s revolutionary credentials appeared with its conquest of the Roman
Empire. Kautsky demurs. Instead, he sees this ‘conquest’ in terms of a narrative
of betrayal, if not a ‘Fall’ narrative (Genesis 3). The betrayal in question was the
transformation of Christianity from a communist movement to the religion of
8 It should also be distinguished from ‘Salon communism’, characteristic of Roman rulers playing with philosophy. As Kautsky writes in a sharp sentence: ‘Aber dieser Salonkommunismus
des Modephilosophen bildete nur eine der zahlreichen Spielereien’ (Kautsky 1895, 21).
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empire by the fourth century ce, with all of the attached privileges. Formally,
this narrative is endemic to both reform and socialist movements. At some
point, so the narrative goes, the church or a socialist revolution loses its way,
becoming corrupted by the trappings of power. What is needed, then, is not
only a recovery of the initial impulse, but also an effort to understand how the
betrayal took place. However, I am not sure that a ‘Fall’ narrative is the best
argument (Kautsky will use it from time to time in his treatment of medieval
movements), for it assumes an authentic and original core that is then undone.
Instead, I will develop later an initial and constitutive contradiction that can
lead in either a reactionary or a revolutionary direction.
Let us stay with this problem a little longer. According to Kautsky’s account (1895, 35–39), he seeks to explain how the European Christian Church9
became in the Middle Ages a possessor of massive property and enmeshed
with slavery. Given that he analyses this development in terms of a narrative of
betrayal, Kautsky has to account for the rise of radical communist m
 ovements
in the Middle Ages and the Reformation era. He sees these movements as
recovering the initial impulse of early Christian communism, albeit transforming this impulse from a passive to an active role. This shift, he argues, was due
to crucial economic changes. Thus, in the second chapter of Forerunners he
sets the context for later radical developments. Here we find treatments of
various wage-workers and nascent classes: artisans, guilds and journeymen,
the roles of apprentices and masters, the organisation of groups in what would
later be called class struggle, the village-communes with land held in common
(Markgenossenschaft) and the ‘mining right [Bergrecht]’, the tensions between
town artisans and miners, the rise of early capitalist engagement with mining,
and the miners themselves. What emerges from this analysis is that the Middle
Ages was certainly not stagnant in terms of economic changes and that class
struggle was already becoming a paramount issue.
Now Kautsky delves into the long history of Christian communist movements. Since one can find outlines of each movement in other places, I do not
need to repeat such outlines here: Arnold of Brescia, Waldensians, Apostolic
Brethren, Dulcinians, Beghards, Lollards, Bohemian Brethren, running from the
twelfth to the fifteenth centuries. Instead, let me return to the distinction between communal practice and revolutionary action. Although a key insight of
the study, Kautsky deploys it in different ways. At times, it takes the form
of a passive-active opposition, used to distinguish early Christian communism
from the ‘heretical’ communism of the Middle Ages; at other times, the term
‘communist’ applies to communal organisation; and at others he distinguishes
9 He does not deal with the large Church of the East and its push across into China, let alone
Eastern Orthodoxy or the Coptic Church.
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between movements in terms of one or the other tendency. I am p
 articularly interested in the last distinction, for reasons that will become clear. Thus, Arnold
of Brescia, the Waldensians and Apostolic Brethren focused on c ommunal
organisation, while the Dulcinians, the early stages of the Bohemian Reformation (Taborites) and at times the Lollards were more revolutionary.10
So we find: Arnold of Brescia’s call for the Roman Catholic Church to renounce temporal possessions and return to apostolic simplicity, as well as his
leadership role in the Commune of Rome from 1145 to 1155 (he was rewarded
for his efforts with hanging, burning and having his ashes thrown into the
Tiber River). Or the Waldensians, who initially gathered around Peter Waldo in
Lyon (1173). Crucial for them too was voluntary poverty (freiwillig Armut), selling all one has and having property in common (Acts 2 and 4 and the Sermon
on the Mount), relative gender equality, and – due to systemic persecution – a
retreat to the countryside, especially the valleys of the Piedmont. Here they
took on what Kautsky (1895, 147) calls the ‘character of small-peasant democracy’. Or the Apostolic Brethren (Apostolici), inspired by Gerardo Segarelli, a
poor dealer from Parma in Italy. He and his followers too renounced possessions (first in 1260) and had goods in common, but they also dressed as they
thought the first apostles might have done, going about begging and preaching
repentance (inspired by Mark 6:7-13 and Luke 10:1-12). Or the Beguines and then
the Beghards, or ‘Sisters and Brothers of the Free Spirit’ (Kautsky focuses more
on the latter), who emerged in the twelfth century around Liège and spread
into the Netherlands and the regions around Cologne. Condemned and persecuted from time to time, women and men of the movement persisted until the
seventeenth century. Although they formed voluntary communities, focusing
on spirituality and communal living, they differed from many of the others by
continuing their types of skilled labour, often as weavers. Kautsky dubs their
movement as one of a ‘communist cooperative’. They formed, in other words,
local units of production, gaining a reputation for diligent labour that was to
become a characteristic feature of the Taborites, Bohemian Brethren and Anabaptists in Moravia. Of course, this productive emphasis questions Kautsky’s
efforts to characterise all of the pre-modern movements as determined by a
communism of consumption (upon which he will elaborate some years later
in Foundations of Christianity – see the next chapter). Clearly, they were
focused on production – an issue to which I will return. But at this point, let
me ask another question: how do these movements differ from similar earlier examples, which also renounced wealth and sought to recover apostolic
10

The next three chapters are omitted from the English translation: Chapter 3 (of Part 3) on
heretical communism in Italy and Southern France; Chapter 4 on the Beghards; Chapter
5 on the Lollards.

16

Chapter 1

s implicity (the Franciscans being the most notable example)? Simply put, each
of them drew the ire of the pope. Had they been approved, they would have
fallen into a monastic pattern and developed into ‘aristocratic communism’.
But this was not to be. Instead, the plethora of such movements was resisted,
condemned as heretical and persecuted, to the extent of a ban on all new mendicant movements at the Second Council of Lyon in 1274. Radicalisation was
the natural response, in which religious symbols (Eucharist in both elements
and vernacular Bibles being the most common) were championed against a
Rome that became the evil and idolatrous ‘Babylon’ of the book of Revelation.
Radicalisation was not restricted to communal life and the rejection of
Rome. At a certain point, armed resistance would also appear in the form of
the Dulcinians. Indeed, for Kautsky (1895, 153) they mark ‘the first attempt at
an armed communist uprising [der erste Versuch einer bewaffneten kommunistischen Erhebung]’. So they were not merely brigands or even guerrilla fighters,
holding out against crusaders sent to crush them in their fortress on Monte
Rubello in the Piedmont. And it was not merely because Fra Dolcino of Novarra (1250–1307), who took over leadership of the Apostolic Brethren in 1300 and
turned them in a militant direction, had a liking for the millenarian theories
of Joachim of Fiore (although these theories also have venerable revolutionary
credentials after the work of Ernst Bloch). Kautsky is keen to emphasise how
the revolutionary approach also arose from changing socio-economic conditions, affecting peasants and wage-workers and leading them to a nascent
sense of class consciousness. It helps that four letters from the erudite Dolcino
have survived, in which he advocated liberation from feudal and ecclesial hierarchies, as well as the communistic organisation of society with which we
have become familiar – property in common, mutual aid and respect. Clearly,
the two sides Kautsky has identified – communal life and revolution – come
together with the Dulcinians. It is not for nothing that they later became seen
as early socialist champions in the Italian Left, with workers erecting a monument on Monte Rubello.
A new phase had dawned with the Dulcinians, which enables Kautsky to
deal with a number of revolutionary Christian communist movements. These
include that peculiarly English development, Lollardy. Emerging late in the
twelfth century, their symbols were the vernacular Bible to be studied by all
and refusal of the standard hallmarks of the Roman Catholic Church. Due to
repeated persecution, the Lollards eventually became revolutionary, especially
in the Peasant’s Revolution of 1381 (although it included apprentices, artisans,
gentry and clergy), under the inspiration of John Ball and Wat Tyler and driven by the economic upheavals of the fourteenth century. Kautsky gives more
time to what is often called the Bohemian Reformation, focusing mostly on the
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 ajor group known as the Taborites (from their base in Tabor). Emerging in the
m
fourteenth century under the inspiration of Jan Hus (who was promptly burnt
at the stake for his teachings), their biblically-based theological and liturgical
criticisms of Rome were closely connected with their communistic organisation and formidable military might. Not to be neglected here are the economic
developments in Bohemia, in terms of mining, an emerging money economy,
enclosures and deep changes in the class relations of the peasantry and nobility. Indeed, class provides the key to the initial success of the Taborites and
their undoing, at least in their first phase. Focused on peasants and relatively
new wage workers, it was able to develop both ‘democratic’ organisation and
forms of production,11 indicating once again that a communism of production
could arise before modern communism – so much that the Taborites gained
a reputation for their diligent labour and productivity. Let me return to the
question of class, for here Kautsky also locates the undoing of the Taborites.
In light of their stunning military successes, they attracted more and more
other class elements, such as disaffected minor nobility, freebooters, brigands
and so on. This had the effect of diluting the initial communistic impetus and
introducing divisions in the movements. All of which took place while their
opponents were regrouping and in the context of their inability to effect a full
transformation in mode of production. The time, in other words, was not ripe.
The effective end of the Taborites came at the Battle of Lipany, 30 May, 1434, in
which their army was all but wiped out. Three years later the remainder capitulated to Emperor Sigismund.
The final movement before the era of the German Reformation is the Bohemian Brethren, who both continued the spirit of the Bohemian Reformation
of the fifteenth century and fell decisively on the side of communistic social
organisation. Kautsky seems to have relatively little interest in this group, for
his analysis is somewhat superficial. Making their first appearance in 1457,
they eschewed revolutionary violence and focused on radical communistic
settlements. Even under persecution, forcing them to flee into the forests and
caves, they continued their form of collective life, which also entailed diligent
attention to labour. Here lies the source of their ‘Fall’, according to Kautsky:
such l abour produces relative wealth, putting pressure on the community. After
some internal struggle, the Bohemian Brethren succumbed to the temptations
of wealth and became too bourgeois (and relatively pacifist) for Kautsky’s
11

Kautsky use of ‘democracy’ here seems to be influenced by the close connection between
democracy and communism at the turn of the twentieth century in Europe and Russia
(Kolonitskii 2004). At the same time, Kautsky (1897, 177) also uses ‘democracy’ to refer to
incipient bourgeois forms in the towns as ‘town democracy’.
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interest in their later development (especially after their rejuvenation in Saxony from 1722). Although we have encountered this ‘Fall’ narrative on more than
one occasion, I have not as yet commented on its inherent problems. Given
its biblical provenance, it is common indeed in the history of Christianity.
But it faces significant problems. Let me put it this way: such a narrative entails
a claim to return to the original teachings and social practices that have been
distorted by the many layers of institutional corruption. This tendency may
manifest itself as moderate reform or radical revolution, but it is predicated
on the claim to originality. The perpetually new monastic movements in the
Middle Ages through to the Protestant Reformation and especially the Peasant
and Münster Revolutions all evince the same pattern with myriad variations.
Of course, there is no singular account of origins in the sacred texts, so that
each reform movement could and still does lay claim to a different origin. But
Kautsky’s use of this narrative is not restricted to his treatment of Christian
communism, for, like so many ‘Western’ Marxists, he also has a tendency to
deploy an analogous ‘Fall’ narrative in relation to Marxism itself, predicated
on finding the ‘original’ meaning of the texts of Marx and Engels. To return to
the Bohemian Brethren in their later incarnation, under the auspices of Count
Zinzendorf in Herrnhut, Saxony: is an alternative to a narrative of betrayal possible? It may be the case that the path of these reformers was, particularly in
Eastern Europe, a complex transition to capitalism rather than a simple betrayal.12 In breaking with the re-feudalisation of Eastern Europe, working in early
forms of industrial production (in village houses) and highly mobile, they may
well have enabled such a transition (Petterson In press).
Since I would like to focus for the rest of this chapter on Thomas Müntzer
and the Anabaptists in Münster, let me deal briefly with the remainder of
Forerunners first. Kautsky’s last contribution to the collection concerns his
beloved Thomas More, who was also the topic of a separate earlier study
(Kautsky 1888a, 1888b). More’s Utopia he regards as one of the major socialist
texts before Marx and Engels. More too was inspired by Christian communism,
which he found in old popular Roman Catholicism and the monastic tradition. Indeed, More was the last representative of this tradition, dying as a martyr. But More also criticised economic exploitation in the England of Henry
viii, offering Utopia as an economic, political and social alternative to what
he experienced. At this level, he was also a materialist critic, thereby becoming the crucial link between older Christian communism and modern communism, between medieval religiosity and historical materialism. Christian
communism may have come to an end with the Münster Revolution, but More
12

Another way of putting it is that the early movement made the transition from ‘sect’ to
‘church’, but I seek to emphasise the economic dimension.
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provides the moment of transition, in which the first glimpses of modern socialism begin to emerge. Later studies include those of Thomas Campanella
(1568–1639), who sought to establish a movement based on the community
of goods with a distinctly apocalyptic tone – revising Joachim of Fiore’s work,
Campanella anticipated the Age of the Spirit in 1600. But this contribution
was written by Paul L afargue, Marx’s son-in-law, who also wrote the section on
the autonomous indigenous communities established by the Jesuits in Paraguay in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. A substantial study of the
seventeenth-century English (bourgeois) revolution was written by Eduard
Bernstein (excised from the revised edition of 1922), who covers the Calvinist
inspiration of the Puritans, the Quakers, Francis Bacon, Hobbes’s Leviathan,
Harrington’s Oceania, and especially the biblically-inspired communist utopia
proposed by Gerrard Winstanley and the True Levellers (Winstanley 1983). The
final contributions come from Hugo Lindemann on the socialist developments
in France and North America, from the seventeenth into the eighteenth century (although the North American chapter was later rewritten, with much
greater detail, by Morris Hillquit). Here the focus is as much on the spate of
utopian socialist literature as it is on communities themselves, or rather, in the
French context, literature abounded while in North America one community
after another was established, either to come to an end in a few short years or
to transform into fully-fledged capitalist enterprises. By this time, capitalism
already had a couple of centuries to establish itself. North America may have
presented a curious ‘state of nature’, where one could experiment anew, but
the reality was experiments that lent themselves towards fostering capitalist
enterprises. By this time, the vast project bumps into the period when modern
socialism emerges.
2

Müntzer and Münster

To return to Kautsky’s reconstruction: if Thomas More’s was his personal
favourite, then ‘in popular consciousness [Volksbewußtsein] Müntzer was and
is the most brilliant embodiment of heretical communism’ (Kautsky 1897, 154,
1895, 312).13 Engels’s influence, from his essay of 1850, is one reason, but so also
is the ability to claim an earlier hero for the struggles of workers and peasants.
In light of this tradition, Kautsky devotes far more space to this theologian
of the revolution, as well as the Anabaptist Revolution in Münster a decade
later (1534–1535). The structure of his reconstruction follows the pattern already established: attention to the socio-economic conditions; concern with
13

Translation modified.
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the myriad currents, especially now in the context of the German Reformation; and the connection between theological positions and social acts. On at
least one key feature, the accounts of both revolutions differ from most of the
earlier ones. Since they came to a violent end, crushed by the combined forces
of the powers that be, Kautsky does not need to deploy a narrative of betrayal.
Indeed, the ‘failure’ of the revolutionary moment means that they could die
martyrs, holding on to their principles to the end.
Saxony, Kautsky begins, had experienced an economic boom from its mining and weaving activities. Indeed, if one travels through Saxony and Thuringia
today, preferably by bicycle or on foot, one can still find mines across the countryside, some operating and others no longer so. Old weaving centres still bear
traces of their past, especially in the Lusatian League.14 While this boom meant
that Friedrich iii (1463–1525), Elector of Saxony, became powerful indeed and
was able to refuse bribes (for his vote in elections for the Holy Roman Emperor),
the miners, weavers and indeed peasants found that conditions were not so
beneficial. They also discovered the power of armed force, for their resistance
had direct economic repercussions. The situation in Saxony was favourable to
Luther, protected by the Elector, but also for the more radical Müntzer, who
found the miners, weavers and peasants responsive to his message. Kautsky
later returns to the question of socio-economic conditions, as the revolution
itself draws near. Now he focuses on the deteriorating c onditions for peasants
in light of early commodity production and primitive accumulation of capital
in the fifteenth century, the wave of enclosures and the consequent indigence
of peasants seeking work. To be added here are changes in methods of warfare,
with relatively well-trained mercenaries and the spread of gunpowder use.
With these developments, the time was increasingly ripe for revolution, which –
argues Kautsky – must have been obvious to someone like Müntzer.
Significant here is that despite Kautsky’s tendency at times to see religious
language as a cloak (here he follows Engels’s study of Müntzer), he pays careful
attention to what Müntzer actually thought. These include the first liturgy in
German, published in Allstedt (also spelled Allstätt and Allstädt), and associated documents, leaflets and letters. Kautsky is particularly interested in their
democratic (communistic) and revolutionary features. The earlier texts, suggests Kautsky, tend to focus on church and community organisation, evincing
a relatively peaceful tone. This included a democratic approach to worship,
14

Dating from 1346, the league included Görlitz, Bautzen, Löbau, Zittau, Kamenz and Lauban, all of them in the Sorbian minority nationality area. Already from the fourteenth
century, the economic strength of the towns was in cloth manufacture, rising to a significant force in the late fifteenth century. Radical tendencies have run through the area for
centuries.
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with all participating, counsels to discipline so as not to cause undue trouble,
a form of what Kautsky calls ‘pantheistic mysticism’ (Müntzer’s predilection
for dreams and visions is duly noted), and religious tolerance for the variety
of religious practices in sovereign states (Kautsky 1897, 113–16, 1895, 268–72).
The turn comes at the famous sermon delivered to the princes, with the title
‘Interpretation of the Second Chapter of Daniel’ (Müntzer 1988, 230–52). It was
delivered in Allstedt on 13 July, 1524, to Duke Johann (John) of Saxony, brother
and soon successor of Friedrich iii, the Elector of Saxony who had done so
much to enable Luther’s efforts. Others too were present, including Johann’s
son, Johann Friedrich. The sermon offers a skilful exegesis of Daniel 2, setting
up sharp distinctions between the elect and damned, prophet and soothsayer,
Christ and Antichrist, so as to call on the princes to destroy the oppressors
and evil ones so as to liberate the poor and oppressed, who are humiliated
now in a manner similar to Christ. Drawing on a full range of biblical texts,
Müntzer then quotes Christ: ‘I am not come to bring peace, but the sword’
(Matthew 10:34). ‘But what is one to do with the sword? Exactly this: sweep
aside those evil men who obstruct the gospel! Take them out of circulation!’
But if the princes will not carry out their divinely appointed task, ‘the sword
will be taken from them’ (Müntzer 1988, 246, 250).15 Despite sympathetic ears,
Müntzer’s call was to no avail, although he was given room to move on and was
not overly restricted (apart from limiting some printing presses from publishing his works). As Kautsky points out, Müntzer had moved from seeking to
persuade others to rousing his associates and comrades. This is the tone of the
later letters quoted by Kautsky, as well as the Confession. Indeed, here we find
the crucial combination of both communal organisation and insurrection. As
Kautsky quotes:
In regard to what was to be understood by ‘the Gospel’, he asserts: ‘It is
an article of our creed, and one which we wish to realise, that all things
are in common [omnia sunt communia], and should be distributed as
occasion requires, according to the several necessities of all. Any prince,
count, or baron who, after being earnestly reminded of this truth, shall be
unwilling to accept it, is to be beheaded or hanged’.16
kautsky 1897, 130, 1895, 284

15
16

‘On Counterfeit Faith’ from December of 1523 already speaks of the need ‘to root out, tear
down and scatter the counterfeit Christians’ (Müntzer 1988, 218).
The text translated by Matheson reads: ‘All things are to be held in common [omnia sunt
communia] and distribution should be to each according to his need, as occasion arises.
Any prince, count, or gentleman who refused to do this should first be given a warning,
but then one should cut off his head or hang him’ (Müntzer 1988, 437).
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Omnia sunt communia is of course the Latin translation of the slogan ‘all
things in common’ in Acts 2:44 and 4:32, the core inspiration – as I have already noted earlier – for Christian communism itself. Kautsky also stresses
the organisational ability of Müntzer, for he was far from being a somewhat
deluded visionary. Although he was one of a number of the complex and interweaving currents at the time, Kautsky (1897, 110, 1895, 266) emphasises that his
significant contribution was due ‘to his extravagant communistic enthusiasm,
combined with an iron determination, passionate impetuosity, and statesmanlike sagacity’. On this matter Kautsky (1897, 145, 1895, 300) stresses the already
existing networks, maintained through the ‘indefatigable interlocal activity
of the communistic “apostles”’, of peasants, townspeople and especially the
militant miners. In the end, it was not to be enough, for time was too short,
plans were not sufficiently developed and the divisions too strong. But not for
want trying. All of this was inseparable from Müntzer’s theological engagements, with a view to overthrowing oppressors and freeing those burdened in
the name of a thoroughly democratic and communist project. It was certainly
not Ernst Bloch who first stressed the integral role of biblical interpretation
and theological engagement with Müntzer’s and indeed the peasants’ revolutionary activity.17 We find it very much in Kautsky’s detailed reconstruction, so
much that he can mention the Gospel and democracy (communism) as one
and the same: Müntzer ‘urged them to stand fast to the Gospel (i.e., by the
democratic cause), and to resist its enemies’ (Kautsky 1897, 129, 1895, 283).
Overall, Kautsky’s analysis of Müntzer is rather astute for its time, going well
beyond Engels’s effort and despite a tendency to glide over material at other
times. He is judicious when using secondary sources, attempting to a ddress
their anti-Müntzer bias, as we also find with his treatment of the revolution
at Münster. And he offers a gentle – and somewhat heretical in a German
context – downgrading of Luther’s contribution to the German Reformation.
Luther emerges as the lesser theologian, a man buffeted and overtaken by
events and innovations. All he could do much of the time was appropriate the
initiatives of others and claim them as his own.18 In this light, I find it strange –
as mentioned earlier – that subsequent engagements with Müntzer rarely acknowledge Kautsky’s work, making at best a passing reference. Of all those I
have been able to consult, only Bloch (1969) acknowledges and draws upon
Kautsky for his own analysis. This neglect, especially over the last decade or
so, is all the more curious since Müntzer has been reappropriated by elements
17
18

As Toscano mistakenly suggests (2010b, xv–xvi).
Perhaps the only item missing is an appreciation of the ambiguity in Luther’s own
thought, which the radicals took further and from which Luther recoiled when he saw the
implications.
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of the anti-capitalist movement, featuring above all in the fascinating novel,
Q (see Chapter 3). All this is taking place when the country where he was
most acknowledged, being held up as a pre-modern revolutionary hero, has
not only been erased from the map but almost erased from the memory of
the European Left. I speak here of the ddr, East Germany, where – under the
influence of Engels, Bebel, Kautsky, Mehring (1931) and Bloch – Müntzer was
known by everyone. Indeed, the elaborate celebrations of the 500th year since
Müntzer’s birth – with more than a decade’s preparation of sculptures, vast
murals (especially in Bad Frankenhausen), marking of historical sites, publications and festivities – took place in September, 1989, only weeks before the
ddr was enveloped, if not colonised, by West Germany. All of this does not rate
a mention in more recent appropriations of Müntzer; the same – curiously –
applies to Kautsky’s analysis.
The treatment of the Anabaptists at Münster is the most thorough of all,
with Kautsky finding himself drawn into far more detail than he at first
planned. Tracking back, he opts primarily for what became known later as
the ‘monogenesis’19 position: Anabaptism began as a peaceful movement in
the context of the Swiss Reformation, focused on Zurich. Due to intense persecution, in which Protestant and Roman Catholic bodies often worked together,
they spread into the Tyrol, Moravia (where their communist organisation
flourished most fully until persecution set in), Southern Germany, The Netherlands and north-western Germany. While Kautsky sees little direct connection
with Müntzer and the Peasant Revolution,20 partly to counter anti-Anabaptist
polemic, he does see a strong continuity within Anabaptism through to Münster. He prefers to understand this militant, well-nigh apocalyptic event as a
response to repeated persecution. Perhaps a better angle is to see it as part
of the complexity of the movement itself. Indeed, as I have argued earlier in
this chapter, the revolutionary and the communal were two parts of the longer
tradition of Christian communism. Other elements also appear, such as ‘mysticism [Schwärmer]’, anti-clericalism, radical concerns with origins, and of
course a resolute focus on the Bible.
In many respects, Kautsky sees the Anabaptists as the greatest forerunners
to modern socialism,21 not least because many of the more recent accounts
19
20
21

This has become the majority approach to Anabaptist origins (Bender 1944; Friedmann
1973; Estep 1995).
A common tenet of the monogenetic position, although later polygenetic work indicates
the complexity of interconnections, which included those with Müntzer and the radical
Karlstadt (Klaassen 1973; Packull 1977a; Seebaß 2002).
Revealed also in his allusive language, which evokes modern socialist organisation:
‘Greater importance, however, attaches to the second Congress in August, 1527, which was
attended by more than sixty delegates from Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. Its chief

24

Chapter 1

took these Anabaptists as models of the evils of communism. So his defence of
the Anabaptists is as much a defence of the modern socialist movement. This
includes his efforts to uncover the bias of his sources through a favoured move:
revealing the contradictions in their narratives that show how unfounded are
the depictions of debauchery, excess and sheer hypocrisy of the leadership.22
It also leads him to emphasise the disciplined communal life instigated even
under duress, as well as the basic desire for peace so as to be able to work
at constructing their alternative social and economic organisation. In doing
so, he must counter a wave of efforts to depict the Anabaptists as depraved
monsters, who let loose the most primal of human passions once the fetters
of ‘respected order’ had been cast aside.23 Kautsky carefully reconstructs the
limited nature of wealth redistribution (from the old order), the management
of popular governance in democratic forms, the persistent enthusiasm and
devotion to the cause even in the final hours (especially by the women), the
desire for celebration even under siege and, perhaps the most contentious
issue of all, the economic and social need for what has been called ‘polygamy’.
And old calumny indeed, levelled against all manner of socialist movements:
the community of goods meant the communal ‘use’ of women by men – or so
the detractors were ever fond of pointing out (assuming thereby the possession of women by men). Kautsky argues for the economic necessity in a town
under prolonged siege: of about 10,000 defenders, 8,000 were women. Given
that household structures were not dismantled, women were free to choose a
household with a man ‘in charge’, and leave if it was unsuitable.
On this matter, Kautsky develops what may well be his most profound
insight: any form of socialism is a work in progress, seeking the correct path to
the unknown. Noting that there was no definitive statement on marriage, he
traces the various reflections, announcements, backtracking and reformulations, pointing out that they ‘never got beyond the search for a suitable form of
marriage that met the extraordinary circumstances in which they found themselves’ (Kautsky 1897, 269–70, 1895, 418). This observation applies not merely to
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task was the organisation of the propaganda work, the sending of “apostles” into different
districts, and perhaps also the settling of the programme, or “Confession”’ (Kautsky 1897,
181; 1895, 341).
This is especially so of Gresbeck’s eyewitness account, coloured by the fact that he
went over to the besiegers and advised them of the best way to attack the beleaguered
defenders. This account is now available in an excellent English translation of the original
German (Mackay 2016). The bias Kautsky seeks to counter continues to appear in more
recent works (Arthur 1999).
The great symbol was adult or believers’ baptism, which Kautsky sees as a trenchant form
of resistance against the political, cultural, and theological hegemony of the ruling class
(Kautsky 1897, 170–72, 1895, 329–31).
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relations between the sexes but to all forms of socialist construction. Too often
do critics assume that socialism should be implanted perfectly in the blink of
an eye, failing to understand that any such effort involves much trial and error
for what can only be a work in progress. Kautsky also stresses the realities of
Christian communism under siege, a lesson repeated time and again when any
later efforts to construct socialism appear. Apart from the profound challenges
of attempting to do so in what would later be an overwhelmingly capitalist
context (Kautsky 1897, 214, 1895, 371–72), the ferocity of opponents is usually
unbounded, as the punishments meted out to the defeated defenders at Münster already show. So also with international blockades, economic sanctions,
fostering of civil wars and anti-socialist forces within, if not outright invasions
that are found in the history of modern socialism. Kautsky does not opt for the
position that the Anabaptist effort at Münster was thereby distorted by the
necessity of dealing with counter-revolution, preferring to emphasise that they
achieved far more than could be expected in the circumstances. But he also
does not opt for the position that such a situation is normal for any effort at
socialism, which is in our time perhaps much clearer.
3

Theology and Revolution

I have sought to provide a critical overview of Kautsky’s much-neglected contributions to Forerunners of Modern Socialism, stressing certain aspects and
problems. The main achievement is to establish a distinct tradition of what
may be called Christian communism, in which he goes far beyond Engels’s
initial efforts. In doing so, his contribution is far indeed from the caricatures
of Marxist approaches as ‘reductionist’ (Friesen 1965). Instead, Kautsky’s work
shows clearly that a Marxist framework is inclusive rather than reductionist.
The economic base does not necessarily provide the sole key, for one can understand a movement fully only when economic, social, cultural, political and
religious factors are taken into account. As his reconstruction unfolds, he introduces a number of key distinctions, which are useful but contain problems of
their own. The first of these concerns communal organisation and revolutionary militancy. The first Kautsky finds already in Plato (in limited fashion) and
early Christianity, running through until the breakthrough to militancy by the
Dulcinians. Related is his distinction between passive and active forms, with
the former most notable among the early Christian communists and the latter
with the Dulcinians, Taborites, Lollards, the Peasant Revolution and Münster.
However, as I have made clear on a number of occasions, the distinction is too
sharp in Kautsky’s analysis. The reason is relatively straightforward: organising
a community along even some communist lines entails rejection and c riticism
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of wider social norms. While some communities – even today – hope that
their example may influence others, and while they prefer peaceful existence,
unmolested by outsiders, the reality is that profound criticism (whether for
theological or other reasons) also underlies revolutionary militancy. The latter
may arise out of force of circumstances, such as persecution, but it may also
arise from an awareness that any profound and long-lasting change requires
that one needs to face the forces of counter-revolution, which are usually far
more brutal in their efforts to suppress socialism, Christian or otherwise (as
Kautsky notes in the ferocity of the forces arrayed against Münster, but of
which one can find myriad examples since). Here too biblical texts come to the
fore. Acts 2 and 4 may provide a model for collective life, but – as Kautsky notes
– texts such as the Apocalypse, the Old Testament denunciations of tyrants and
oppressors, and the words of Jesus that speak of bringing not peace but a
sword, provided more than enough inspiration for revolutionary uprisings
(Kautsky 1897, 27, 1895, 137). The communal life of the Beguines and Beghards
is thus on a continuum with the Dulcinians and Lollards, if not Müntzer’s peasants and the extraordinary effort at Münster. For these reasons, I have argued
earlier that communal organisation along communist lines and revolutionary
action are really two parts of the same reality, with one or the other coming to
the surface depending on the circumstances. To go a little further, even when
a community or even a whole country is able through whatever means to begin the process of constructing socialism, it requires military, economic and
political strength, as well as allies, to withstand the constant pressure from its
opponents.
I would like to close with a final question: what is the role of theology? At
times Kautsky speaks of the ‘religiöse Hülle’ or ‘shell of religion’ (1895, 124),
much like Engels in the latter’s assessment of Müntzer.24 Yet Kautsky is also
fully aware of the force of ideas from another age, if not the ‘weight of religion’. The most insightful approach appears in a couple of pages in the midst
of his long engagement with the Anabaptists. He writes: ‘At the time of the
Reformation, the general tone of thought was not legal, but theological, and, in
consequence, the more radical a social movement, the more theological were
its forms of expression’ (Kautsky 1897, 221, 1895, 377).25 Immediate concerns,
notes Kautsky, are more obviously economic: a grievance over corn prices,
hoarding by the rich, service demanded by a lord, restrictions to traditional
rites of access to common lands, an increase in taxes that were already beyond
the means of peasants and workers. But when those local protests gain more
24
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The English translation of Kautsky’s text has ‘veil of religion’ (1897, 11). Friesen’s study
(1965) can hardly get past this point.
Translation modified.
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widespread and organised support, they typically take on modes of expression
that go deeper, seeking underlying causes and expressing common grievances.
At the time of the Reformation that was primarily in terms of theology, but in
our own day it may be expressed in terms of particular political ideologies.
In that formulation, he may seem to draw closer to Engels’s suggestion
concerning the ‘cloak’ or code of theological language for expressing political
aspirations. But he does not do so, for no one language provides the authentic
core, for which others are cloaks. Instead, his point is that theology and political
thought are both modes through which radicalisation gains traction and grips
the masses.26
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In this respect, Kautsky anticipates more recent Marxist-inspired studies of the radical
dimension of the Reformation (Brendler 1989; Vogler 1989).

Chapter 2

Early Christian Communism as a Political Myth
The enduring appeal of early Christian communism requires more attention,
so in the present chapter I focus on this specific feature of Kautsky’s construction of the long tradition of radical Christianity. Indeed, it was precisely this
argument in Forerunners that he was prompted, due to criticism, to defend
and elaborate in a work that followed a little over a decade late, Foundations
of Christianity (1908) – the first historical and dialectical materialist account
of the Bible as such.1 Kautsky was not the only Marxist of the time to devote
attention to this question, for a few years before his tome was published, Rosa
Luxemburg published an essay on the same topic. Consideration of both their
proposals leads me to assess in more detail a core feature of their reconstruction: the proposal that early Christian communism was one of consumption
rather than production. Although I have broached this question in the previous chapter, it requires more critical attention here. Also running through their
work is the question of history, specifically in relation to how much can be
known of early Christianity, a question that leads me to deal with other scholarly work relating to the foundational texts of Acts 2 and 4. Curiously, biblical
scholars and historians are less interested in whether we can reliably ascertain
the existence or otherwise of early Christian communism, for they are almost
all focused on denying that it was a form of communism, or may at most admit
that it was a form of ‘love communism’ (Weber and Troeltsch – see Goldstein
2014). But I am interested in historical matters at two other levels: first, how
the economic context leaves its mediated traces in the text; second, how this
text gains a historical force of its own as an authoritative story, in terms of
the history of scholarship itself, as the motivation for repeated and actual
attempts at Christian communism, and through the suggestion – by Luxemburg –
that modern communism would complete what early Christian communism
began.

1 The book was immensely popular and influential, with translations – to give a few examples –
into Finnish, English, Dutch, Hungarian, Greek, Russian, Polish, Romanian, Serbo-Croatian,
Japanese and Chinese, with subsequent editions in German and then in many translations
(Bentley 1982, 43).
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Reconstruction: Kautsky

In the introduction to Foundations, Kautsky mentions the criticisms of his earlier Forerunners of Modern Socialism, criticisms that found ‘fault mainly’ with
the ‘brief account of the communism of primitive Christianity’ (Kautsky 1908a,
xxi, 1908b, 3). As a response, he felt the need for a fuller elaboration, which led
him to a work that was much larger than he initially intended.2 In Foundations,
Kautsky draws heavily on the latest (German) biblical scholarship, so that he
is wary of written texts and treads carefully in historical reconstruction. After detailing the difficulties in delineating a historical Jesus, he seeks out the
economic and political backgrounds: not merely of the Greco-Roman context,
with its slave economy3 and imperial state, but also of ancient Israel, with its
trade, peasant impoverishment, Babylonian exile (determinative for the production of religious beliefs and literature), and later movements, especially
Sadducees, Pharisees, Zealots and Essenes. Far from offering a reductionist account (Meeks 2003, 3), Kautsky does not explain everything in terms of the
economic base, but includes economics, class, politics, culture and ideas in a
comprehensive Marxist analysis.
With the Essenes, Kautsky nears his most significant but controversial topic:
early Christian communism, for which the Essenes provide a broader context.
If the Zealots evinced the active, revolutionary side of religious communism,
the Essenes developed the other, focusing on communal living away from urban centres. Kautsky uses the available sources, especially Josephus, to depict
a religious community that had all things in common, segregated the sexes and
foreswore sexual relations (although he notes that children were produced by
those in another, albeit lower, level of Essene organisation). Most importantly,
he argues that the Essenes had a communism of consumption rather than production. This hermeneutic principle had already been developed in his earlier
Forerunners, which he applied (although not without difficulty) to all forms
of pre-modern communism. The same applies to early Christianity, entailing
that they did nothing to change the socio-economic structures of the GrecoRoman world. Only a communism that alters production rather than modes of
consumption would have a lasting effect.
2 For a detailed analysis of the influence of Kautsky’s study on Max Weber, see Goldstein (2014:
486–501).
3 Kautsky stresses that the slave economy or ‘Ancient mode of production’ inhibited innovation and rapidly stagnated. This argument resonates through the Marxist tradition, finding
articulate expression in Anderson’s later study (1974, 25–28). The reconstruction also tracks
back to the socio-economic context of the Hebrew Bible, thereby providing the first historical materialist overview of the whole Bible.

30

Chapter 2

Where is the basis for this proposal? Kautsky engages in extensive biblical
interpretation, of which I can give only a sample. Acts 2:44-45 and 4:32-35,
with their ‘all things in common’, provide evidence for communal practices.
Kautsky argues that the early Christian community, beginning with Jesus and
then reflected in the Acts of the Apostles, was a communist one: ‘At first the
community had been permeated by an energetic though vague communism,
an aversion to all private property, a drive toward a new and better social
order, in which all class differences should be smoothed out by division of possessions’ (Kautsky 1908a, 217, 1908b, 433). Added to this are the ‘proletarian nature
of the movement’ (1 Corinthians 1:26-27), contempt for labour (Luke 12:22-31),
destruction of the traditional family (Mark 3:31-25; Luke 9:59-62; 14:26; 1 Corinthians 7), and class hatred against the rich (Luke 6:20-25; 16:19-31; 18:18-28; the
whole of the epistle of James). With this last item, he moves to the radical dimension, which appears in statements of conflict and the contradictory stories
of disciples bearing swords (Matt 10:34; Luke 12:49-53; 22:38).4 Two questions
arise from this reconstruction. First, how did the Christian movement survive and grow, since it was one movement among many? The answer: the
communistic organisation already in place around Jesus. Indeed, this was
the secret of the success of Christianity, for only a ‘communistic mutual aid
organisation’ ‘[kommunistische Unterstützungsorganisation]’ (Kautsky 1908a,
198, 1908b, 407) would have enough impetus to move beyond the death of its
founder. Second: how to account for accommodation with the rich and powerful that appears already in the New Testament? Kautsky is of two minds. On
the one hand, he deploys a narrative of betrayal from an authentic core: the
radical edge is softened, slavery embraced, hierarchies and division of labour
4 Kautsky also cites other texts from the Gospels. Even the ‘revisionist’ Matthew has some telling verses. For example: ‘And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or
mother or children or fields, for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold, and will inherit
eternal life’ (Matthew 19:29); ‘I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave
me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me
clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me’ (Matthew
25:35–36); ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of
my family, you did it to me’ (Matthew 25:40). The other Gospels are not to be outdone: ‘Sell
your possessions, and give alms’ (Luke 12:33); ‘none of you can become my disciple if you do
not give up all your possessions’ (Luke 14:33); ‘When Jesus heard this, he said to him, “There is
still one thing lacking. Sell all that you own and distribute the money to the poor, and you will
have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” But when he heard this, he became sad; for he
was very rich. Jesus looked at him and said, “How hard it is for those who have wealth to enter
the kingdom of God! Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than
for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God”’ (Luke 18:22-25; see also Mark 10:17-31).
See also the story of Lazarus and the rich man (Luke 16:19-31).
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instituted, and the communist impulse weakened (due to the inadequacies of
a communism of consumption). On the other hand, he notes the deep internal
contradiction in Christianity, with contrasting historical conditions, teachings
and social organisation, evincing both the ‘organization of communism’ and of
the ‘exploitation of all classes’. Kautsky closes by arguing that the ‘communist
impulse’ could not be excised, for it kept turning up in Christian history – as he
had already argued in Forerunners.
2

Reconstruction: Rosa Luxemburg

Since I have already devoted considerable attention to Kautsky in the first
chapter, I would like to engage with another related approach to the same
problem – Rosa Luxemburg’s less-known argument in her essay, ‘Socialism
and the Churches’ (1905a, 1905b). This piece appeared in 1905, ten years after
Kautsky’s initial and brief proposal in Forerunners, but three years before his
extensive Foundations of Christianity. Clearly, Luxemburg’s reconstruction was
part of a wider socialist effort at claiming a longer radical heritage – although
she does not directly reference Kautsky. For my purposes, her essay has three
key features, which may be described as tactical, historical and differential.
Luxemburg is tactically explicit in her argument, directing her message to the
many workers with strong religious affiliations who were joining the Social
Democratic Party of Lithuania and Poland (if not the German Party) and who
were facing vociferous opposition from church leaders. Your faith, she points
out to the workers, is not inconsistent with socialism, for early Christianity too
was a radical movement with communistic social organisation. Thus, she deliberately uses ‘proletarians’ to speak of both the oppressed class in the Roman
Empire and the workers ground down by capitalism. Her argument may be one
of analogy, but she pushes it much further, making use of an argument from
origins that is close to the agenda of radical groups throughout the history of
Christianity: modern socialists are not merely analogous to early Christians,
but the socialists actually embody – in a concrete way – the socially salvific
agenda of the early Church. Should Jesus appear in her time, he would side
with the socialists: ‘And, if Christ were to appear on earth today, he would surely
attack the priests, the bishops and archbishops who defend the rich and live
by the bloody exploitation of millions, as formerly he attacked the merchants
whom he drove from the temple with a whip so that their ignoble presence
should not defile the House of God’ (Luxemburg 1905a, 150, 1905b, 43).5 As we
5 Translation modified.
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will see later, she also argues that modern socialists will complete what was
begun by the early Christians.
The second feature of her argument is historical, invoking references from
a variety of sources to back up her reconstruction and situating the development of early Christianity in its socio-economic context. The expected text
of Acts 4:32-35 appears, stressing ‘they had everything in common’ and that
those who had lands and houses sold them and brought the proceeds to the
apostles. As also does Acts 2:44-45, which summarises these two points: ‘And
all who believed were together and had all things in common; and they sold
their possessions and goods and distributed them to all, as any had need’. She
also emphasises the practice of having meals in common and the abolition of
family life (1905a, 138–39, 1905b, 26), backing up her invocation of the book of
Acts with references to secondary sources. For instance, she quotes from an
unspecified ‘contemporary’ writer, the church historian Vogel (albeit from
1780) and then some Church Fathers, such as Saint Basil in the fourth century,
John Chrysostom (347–407) and Gregory the Great from the sixth century.
The other dimension of her historical reconstruction has recourse to Marxist
arguments concerning socio-economic factors. Thus, the early appeal of Christianity was among the slaves forced to work the ever-larger estates of the ruling
class, as well as the peasants impoverished by the process. Losing their small
holdings to the estates of the absentee landlords, these apparently independent producers either succumbed to debt slavery or fled to cities like Rome.
Without a manufacturing base, there was little work even in the cities, so they
relied on the insufficient corn dole to feed themselves and their families. Their
inability to organise themselves in any meaningful way was also the situation
of the slaves, who found themselves ground down by crushing labour and were
too dispersed to make any effective effort at changing the situation – despite
frequent slave revolts. In this context, she argues, Christianity ‘appeared to
these unhappy beings as a life-belt [Rettungsplanke], a consolation and an
encouragement, and became, right from the beginning, the religion of the
Roman proletarians’ (Luxemburg 1905a, 136, 1905b, 24). Given their economic
situation, these early Christians demanded an equal share of all resources,
especially those that the rich hoarded for themselves. It was a communism
born of dire economic circumstances.
3

Consumption versus Production, or, Transition

Luxemburg’s third argument is differential. The major problem is that the
picture of early Christianity she has reconstructed is clearly a communism of
consumption rather than one of production. The limitations appear in terms
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of size (it can only work with a small community) and duration, for such consumption is workable only as long as some members have riches to share and
goods to sell:
But this communism was based on the consumption of finished products and not on the communism of work, and proved itself incapable of
reforming society, of putting an end to the inequality between people and
throwing down the barrier which separated rich from poor. …Suppose,
for example, that the rich proprietors, influenced by the Christian doctrine, offered to share up between the people all their money and other
riches which they possessed in the form of cereals, fruit, clothing, animals, etc. what would the result be? Poverty would disappear for several
weeks and during this time the people would be able to feed and clothe
themselves. But the finished products are quickly used up. After a short
lapse of time, the people, having consumed the distributed riches, would
once again have empty hands.6
luxemburg 1905a, 137–38, 1905b, 26–27

Apart from the Christian communities themselves, nothing has changed
within the economic structures as a whole. In fact, it would rely on the rich
producing more, by means of their slaves, so that they could once again share
their wealth with the Christian community – ‘That would be to draw water in a
sieve!’ (Luxemburg 1905a, 138, 1905b, 27). And if they relinquished their control
over the current means of production, the Christian communities as a whole
would soon starve.
This consumption-production distinction was also central for Kautsky’s
reconstruction of the tradition of Christian communism (as we saw in Chapter
1), so let me bring Kautsky back into the discussion to interrogate the permutations of this distinction. Kautsky identifies nearly all of the pre-modern forms
of communism – from Plato to the Anabaptists – as ones of consumption.
Only with modern socialism does one find a resolute focus on transforming
the means of production, a position that Luxemburg affirms. But the distinction raises more questions than it answers.
To begin with, where does this proposal lead? Obviously, it opens up a qualitative difference between pre-modern and modern socialism. Both Luxemburg
and Kautsky face a conundrum: the more one emphasises a long tradition of
communist movements, the more difficult it becomes to identify what is distinct about the modern version. Here the consumption-production distinction
plays a crucial role. In contrast to the early Christians, modern socialists work
6 Translation modified.
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for a fundamental change in the means of production. For Luxemburg, while the
Christian communists ‘did not demand that the land, the workshops and
the instruments of work should become collective property, but only that
everything should be divided up among them, houses, clothing, food and finished products most necessary to life’, the socialists seek to make into common
property the actual ‘instruments of work, the means of production, in order
that all humanity may work and live in harmonious unity’ (Luxemburg 1905a,
138, 1905b, 27). Kautsky, as we saw, attempts to draw a firm historical boundary
between pre-modern and modern forms. With the destruction of Münster in
1535, Christian communism came to an end as a ‘real, effective force in public
life’, replaced by the modern proletariat in the context of capitalism and the
bourgeois state (Kautsky 1897, 291, 293, 1895, 435–36).
But this is by no means the only option they explore. For her part, Luxemburg also suggests a devolutionary narrative, in which the internal logic of the
communism of consumption leads to almsgiving. If one already has a structure that relies on those with resources to keep on giving to the community’s
poor, it is a short step to the ethos of the imperial church and its form of welfare. In other words, this form of communism can be accommodated within,
if not lead to, new structures of exploitation.7 For his part, Kautsky offers two
qualifications that trouble the effort at a sharp distinction between Christian communism and modern socialism. The first is his attraction to Thomas
More, who becomes a crucial link between the two forms, providing a bridge
between medieval religiosity and modern materialism:
We believe that we have disclosed the most essential roots of More’s Socialism: his amiable character in harmony with primitive communism;
the economic situation of England, which brought into sharp relief the
disadvantageous consequences of capitalism for the working class; the
fortunate union of classical philosophy with activity in practical affairs –
all these circumstances combined must have induced in a mind so acute,
so fearless, so truth-loving as More’s an ideal which may be regarded as a
foregleam of Modern Socialism.
kautsky 1888a, 128, 1888b, 228–29; see schwartz 1989

7 Kautsky also notes this tendency with the variation of monastic communism, which simultaneously carried on the impulse of early Christian communism as Christianity became the
religion of empire in the fourth century and provided a line that prompted and supported
early capitalist production through its ‘hausgenossenschaft [house cooperative]’ (Kautsky
1895, 111–12).
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Clearly, the distinction was not as sharp as Kautsky suggests with his overarching narrative. Another strand is even more telling. As I indicated earlier,
Kautsky notes again and again that some medieval and Reformation-era communities also engaged in substantial production. These include the Bohemian
Brethren, the Taborites and the Anabaptists in Moravia and Münster (Kautsky
1897, 197, 208, 211–12, 1895, 357, 366, 369), but it is summed best in his earlier
observation: ‘Communism produces extraordinary diligence, an extraordinary
willingness to work [der kommunismus erzeugt außerordentlichen Fleiß, eine
außerordentliche arbeitsfreudigkeit]’ (Kautsky 1895, 109). Perhaps the tradition of Christian communism was more of a forerunner than he is elsewhere
willing to admit, so much so that I am tempted to invoke here a dialectic of
continuity and rupture, much like Lenin’s ‘leaps, breaks in gradualness, leaps,
leaps’ (Lenin 1914–16a, 123, 1914–16b, 112).
4

The Question of History

Let me summarise my argument thus far, which has offered a critical overview of the reconstructions by Kautsky and Luxemburg. By and large, they
agree in terms of the overall picture, although Luxemburg has a greater tactical emphasis on religious workers who seek to join and are joining socialist
parties. However, their differential arguments evince a few problems. Keen to
distinguish between early Christian and modern forms of communism, they
stress the consumption-production distinction. But the distinction faces a
number of qualifications, whether devolution into alms-giving by an imperial church, the suggestion that early Christian communism was fulfilled only
with modern socialism, softening the sharp difference between the two types
of communism through a historical figure (Thomas More), or the presence of
a communism of production in Christian communism itself.
Running through these tensions is the problem of history, to which I now
turn. As should be clear by now, both Kautsky and Luxemburg argue that this
form of communal organisation did take place, even if it came undone through
its own dynamic. Biblical scholars and historians are somewhat more divided,
moving back and forth over whether the foundational text of the Acts of the
Apostles can be used for historical reconstruction or not.8 Yet, when one delves
into such material in regard to Acts 2 and 4, the question of history becomes
8 The range of possibilities is embodied in the unwavering confidence of Bruce (1990) in the
historical reliability of Acts all the way to Koester’s (2000, 49–52, 321–27) profound scepticism
given the genre of romance or epic that Acts evinces.

36

Chapter 2

sidelined – except for Montero (2017)9 – for the sake of another concern: the
effort to negate any suggestion of early communism. Many who assume a historical reference speak of a ‘community of goods’ or an ‘alternative family’,
diverting quickly to contemporary examples from Qumran and the Essenes
and citing other biblical verses that tend in the same direction, such as Deuteronomy 15:4, Luke 8:3, John 12:6, Acts 11:29 and Galatians 2:10 (Capper 1995,
1996; Bauckham 2007, 62; Bartchy 1991). Or they labour more strenuously to
water down the import of the text, suggesting it was limited to small groups
for a short time and that it entailed no more than ‘some kind of sharing’ that
was not ‘highly organised’ (Barrett 1994, 167–70, 252). Or it involved the proper
use of wealth to build ‘relationships and community’ (Talbert 2005, 50), was
focused on the ‘love feast’ or ‘agape-meal’ (Finger 2007), the need for ‘reciprocity’ (Malina and Pilch 2008, 36, 46–47) or simply an admonition to give
alms (Haenchen 1985, 192, 231–33). Scholars with a more sceptical approach
to the historical reliability of a biblical text like Acts end up with much the
same result, preferring to describe these accounts as compositions by the author concerning ‘ideal life’ in the Jerusalem community (Koester 2000, 322), an
‘idealisation’ designed to encourage the rich to work harder to assist the poor
(Esler 1987, 186, 196), or simply as a ‘utopian’ picture, with all of the associated
negative assumptions (Pervo 2009, 88–95, 126–28).10 It is difficult to escape
the conclusion that they all share in various ways the assumption expressed
explicitly by Walter Rauschenbusch more than a century ago, that it was ‘not
communism in any proper sense of the word’ (Rauschenbusch 1907, 122; see also
Walton 2008). Similar sentiments were expressed at the same time across the
Atlantic. Not only was there the very liberal and middle-class movement,
the Evangelisch-sozialer Kongress (from 1890), which sought to counter the
appeal of socialism in Germany, but also scholars such as Adolf von Harnack
and Adolf Deissmann. While Harnack argued that the gospel of Jesus brings
justice and soothes the sorrows of the distressed, so much so that it was ‘profoundly socialistic’, it was also deeply inward and thereby beyond the world
and politics. It was a socialism based not – as Kautsky had argued in 1895 – on
a social movement with Christ as a social deliverer, but on the ‘consciousness
of a spiritual unity’ (Harnack 1902, 3, 108). For his part, Deissmann roundly
condemned Kautsky and the historical materialist method in general by suggesting that even if Christianity appealed primarily to the ‘lower’ classes, it by
9
10

See further below.
Pervo has perhaps the most complete discussion of these issues, providing ample references for those wishing to pursue the opinions that biblical scholars take on these verses.
See also the examples given in Montero (2017, 110–13).
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no means entailed a proletarian revolution (Deissmann 1908, 8, 395, 465–67;
Blanton 2007, 119–20; Crossley 2008, 15).11 Clearly, the spectre of early Christian
communism haunts these efforts.
Throughout these efforts, the question of history is – perhaps surprisingly –
sidelined, so let me take a novel approach and deal with history. This concern
has two dimensions, one dealing with historical background and the other
with historical effect. On the matter of background or context we need to look
somewhat awry, or at least to the wider context of economic history rather
than the immediate question as to whether early Christian communism was
practised or not. One reason is – as with so much ancient history – that it is impossible to verify whether a specific event mentioned in texts occurred or not.
The evidence is simply too patchy and dispersed to make such assessments –
as we find with the practice of early Christian communism. All we can say
is that it might have happened, in light of comparable practices at the same
time (the Essenes, for instance, although this too is based on interpreting texts
and archaeological materials), but it may also not have happened in the way
depicted.
For these reasons, I prefer to focus on the wider background of economic
history. Relevant here is what may be called subsistence-survival agriculture.
The reason will become clear soon enough, but let me outline the nature of
this economic activity. This form of agriculture shows remarkable consistency
across vast time periods, with rural labourers returning to it whenever possible.
Its primary location was in village-communes, where we find diverse and versatile mechanisms of animal husbandry, with 2:1 ratios of resilient sheep and
goats so as to ensure herd survival in the case of disease, regular culling across
the herd, use of all animal parts, and optimal use of water and fodder (Sasson
2010). Crop growing too shows diversity in types of grains and fruits grown, in
terms of both seasonal and long-term crops such as grapes and olives (Hald
2008). This economic activity – for agriculture was by far the prime economic
reality of the ancient world – was socially determined through and through.
It was centred on what Soviet-era Russian scholars called the extendedfamily household commune or a village-commune (Diakonoff 1974, 1975, 1991,
34–35; Jankowska 1969, 1991, 253; Bartlett 1990), and what ‘Western’ scholars have dubbed musha’ farming (Wilkinson 2003, 2010; Khalidi 1984; Firestone 1990; Palmer 1999; Schäbler 2000; Nadan 2003, 2006). Typically, farmers lived in a village cluster, with a population of 75 to 150 and coterminous
with the clan, although smaller settlements often had less than seventy-five
11

By contrast, Rauschenbusch cites Kautsky’s Forerunners favourably, but only in the sense
that the impulse survived in terms of poverty alleviation.
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(Knight 2011, 122–23). From here, farmers would go out to the fields to work, as archaeological investigation of settlements and their pathways indicates (Wilkinson 2003; Casana 2007). But the fields were not held in perpetual possession by
the same farmers. Instead, non-contiguous strips of land were allocated to each
household for cultivation. In the Bible, this is the ḥelqat haśśādeh of Genesis
33:19–20; Ruth 4:3; 2 Samuel 14:30–31; 2 Kings 9:21, 25; Jeremiah 12:10; Amos 4:7
(cf. the verb ḥlq, ‘apportion’, in Jeremiah 37:12). These were social units of
measurements rather than clear demarcations of land for the purpose of ownership. They would usually be of considerable length (up to one kilometre, or
along the twisting path of a terrace in areas such as the Judean highlands),
but with a width of a few furrows. At set times, usually annually or biannually,
those strips were reallocated on the basis of need, fertility and labour power.
The means of such reallocation varied, whether by lot, by all the adult males,
a council of elders or perhaps a village headman. Needless to say, the process
involved unwritten rules and much argument, but the outcome was that the
strips were reallocated. Collective activity was inescapable within the village
and between villages that were two to four kilometres apart, for the individual
was helpless in the face of natural and social disaster, needing cooperation and
reciprocal aid to survive (Diakonoff 1976, 66; Hopkins 1985, 256). Thus, kinship,
both highly flexible and embodied in the patriarchal household, was crucial.
A further factor was the advantage of combined labour, whether with plough
teams, sowing or harvesting. Finally, the close-knit village-commune, with its
headman and council of elders, was also advantageous for protection and defence against raiders. We may, following Roberts (1996, 35–37), describe these
three factors as the communality of assent, economizing and enforcement.
How might this economic practice – or what I prefer to call an institutional
form or economic building block – manifest itself in the text of Acts? Intriguingly, the few verses where it appears (Acts 2:44-45, 4:32-35) are like traces that
disappear as quickly as they appear. Nothing further is made of them, especially
in a text that is clearly saturated with the cultural and class assumptions of
the polis. Indeed, I suggest that this curious remnant may be seen as a trace
of the colonial chōra, which designates all of the area outside the polis in colonised areas that had to provide the polis with the items it deemed necessary for
a ‘civilised’ existence. It was precisely in the chōra that one found the practices
I have described.12 This subsistence form had in fact been dominant for a long
period leading up to the emergence of classical Greece. The centuries from the
late second millennium bce into the middle of the first millennium are usually
12

For a rare but welcome emphasis on the chōra in Acts, at concrete and metaphorical
levels, see Petterson (2012).
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characterised as ‘collapse’ or a ‘dark age’, but this is the perspective of the ruling
class and its records (and so also modern historians who rely on such sources
or their absence). From the perspective of rural labourers, it was anything but a
collapse, for the preferred subsistence-survival form could dominate, so much
so that one can speak of a subsistence economic regime that was dominant
for centuries. But with the emergence of classical Greece and its slave system,
subsequently enhanced by the Romans, this subsistence regime was inexorably driven back. In the context of Greco-Roman colonisation of the eastern
Mediterranean, it was reconstituted as the colonised chōra, dominated in various ways by the extractive economic demands of the polis. But even in texts
like Acts, which overwhelmingly presents the perspective and assumptions of
the polis, traces and representations of the chōra and its efforts at subsistencesurvival agriculture appear from time to time. After all, the very possibility of
the world inhabited by Acts (and indeed Luke, if not much of the New Testament), relied inextricably on that which it sought to deny. So it should not
surprise us that the other world, normally outside the boundaries of a text like
Acts, should have a fitful presence, even if disappears again all too rapidly.
At the same time, such representations are so often indirect rather than
direct. They may be seen as mediated responses, filtered as it were through a
diffracting lens, so we can hardly expect a mirror-like reflection of actual conditions. That such a mediated and metaphorical response makes it more d ifficult
to discern the historical conditions of the trace should be obvious, but this is
by no means a reason to avoid discerning these traces. In this light, the representation in Acts 2 and 4 presents a number of displacements. To begin with,
we find this community displaced from the chōra to the polis, cut off from its
roots and trying to grow in strange soil. In the chōra subsistence-survival agriculture was very much a matter of production and consumption, for otherwise
it would not be viable. But in a polis context these practices were no longer possible, leaving only the social determination of the products of labour and not
their production. Thus, the insight of Kautsky and Luxemburg into the communism of consumption inadvertently picks up this feature. But their insight
also indicates the mediated and indirect nature of the picture in Acts. Other
traces appear, such as the paths followed by peasants to the polis, paths fraught
with apprehension and need. On a daily basis, some peasants had to make
the journey to the polis, with beasts of burden laden with requirements,13 only
13

For example, a small town like Sepphoris in Galilee, with a population of about 8,000,
would require annually no less than 1,600,000 kilograms of grain, 2,000,000 liters of wine,
and 160,000 liters of oil. How many animal loads would this entail? Evidence from Egyptian papyri indicates that a donkey could carry 90 kilograms (3 artabae). This means that
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to find themselves under threat of the angareia (forced labour). They might
either be mistaken for such a labourer or simply be dragged off to the latest
building project.14 Or they may be lured by the illusory promise of ‘opportunity’ for disrupted lives in the chōra, drifting to the polis only to eke out a living
on the fringes, providing necessary services that had little benefit for themselves. Again, this may be the historical reality, but in the text of Acts it appears
as a mediated trace of these transitions. One feature of Acts is notable: it does
not present this early Christian communism in disparaging terms, in contrast
to the way Greco-Roman sources overwhelmingly represent peasants in the
countryside as ugly, misshapen and dirty (G.E.M. de Ste. Croix 1981, 208–10).
5

Political Myth

Thus far I have dealt with the historical background of the representations in
Acts 2 and 4, so it remains to deal with the historical effect. By this I mean the
concrete practices generated by a text, particularly one that became part of a
sacred canon. Even if the practice of Christian communism did not take place
exactly in the way it is all too briefly represented in Acts, it has and continues
to have significant repercussions among religious movements. This historical
effect or power has appeared in at least three ways.
First, the arguments of Kautsky in particular were widely discussed, refuted
and supported, vilified and backed-up. Earlier, I pointed out that the spectre of
Kautsky’s and Luxemburg’s argument concerning early Christian communism
continues to haunt scholarship. This ghost (to gloss The Manifesto of the Communist Party) appears time and again when scholars attempt to downplay the
claim in the biblical text that the early Christians had ‘all things in common’.
Here I would like to pick up another dimension of this legacy, which comes
originally from Engels (1894–95a, 1894–95b): Christianity appealed primarily
to peasants, slaves and unemployed urban poor. This became an assumed position in the early- to mid-twentieth century among New Testament scholars
such as Adolf Deissmann (1908, 465–67, 1929, 64–65) and among sociologists
like Troeltsch (1992, 1912). Both seek to counter Engels, Kautsky and Luxemburg by arguing for a religious origin for Christianity and yet they assume the
argument concerning the class makeup of earliest Christianity. However, by
the 1960s a conservative reaction set in, pointing out that the textual ‘evidence’

14

Sepphoris required on a daily basis just under 115 donkey loads (48.7 of grain, 60.9 of wine,
and 4.9 of oil), or 41,975 per year (Choi 2014).
The requisitioning of a donkey and its colt in Matthew 21:2-7 may be seen in this light.
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suggests a mixed class basis for the Christian movement (Judge 1960, 2008,
1–56), a position elaborated by, among others, the sociological study of Wayne
Meeks (2003), who does not pass up the opportunity to condemn Kautsky’s
work as ‘reductionist’, and the rational choice study of Rodney Stark (1996),
who hypothesises that Christianity primarily appealed to the privileged ruling
class (2011, 87–104) and misses no opportunity to praise the role of Christianity
in fostering reason, individualism, freedom, capitalism and the ‘success’ of the
‘West’ (2006). Stark’s is obviously an extreme and unsupportable hypothesis,
but even his efforts witness to Kautsky’s continuing influence on scholarship,
not least in the way he feels called upon to dismiss Kautsky (who is named)
and Marxist arguments. Yet, as these proposals were being aired, biblical scholars developed further arguments for what may be called a red thread, running
through from prophetic indictments of exploitation, rural patterns of allocative economics, impulses from the Jesus movement (Gottwald 1992; Horsley
2014; Horsley and Hanson 1985), as well as the constitutive resistance of subsistence-survival economics in the Greco-Roman world (Boer and Petterson
2017). These debates within scholarship may be seen as another dimension of
the historical effect of Kautsky’s argument, keeping it alive in a way he may
well not have expected.
The second historical effect is perhaps more obvious, for this early account
in Acts 2 and 4 has inspired many movements since to emulate it in practice.
Apart from the historical examples outlined by Kautsky in his Forerunners (see
Chapter 1), the study by Montero may be seen in this light. While he seeks
to draw parallels from the Essenes, Hellenistic assumptions concerning ideal
friendship, as well as other New Testament texts, his evidence draws heavily
upon material that comes from the centuries after the biblical texts (Montero
2017, 58–69, 76–82).15 From other sources, we may add monastic cenobitic
(communal) practices, evangelical poverty among the Franciscan ‘rigorists’
and the communist efforts of Gerrard Winstanley and the Diggers in seventeenth century England (Hornik and Parson 2017, 64, 75–77). As Winstanley put
it: ‘And when the Son of man, was gone from the Apostles, his Spirit descended
upon the Apostles and Brethren, as they were waiting at Jerusalem; and Rich
men sold their Possessions, and gave part to the Poor; and no man said, That
15

Montero deploys Graeber’s (2011, 94–95) definition of ‘baseline communism’, premised
on the basic and necessary principle of ‘from each according to his abilities and to each
according to his needs’, which is necessary at a fundamental level since human society
would cease to function without this everyday and low-level form of mutual cooperation.
Notable also is Montero’s emphasis on ‘informal’ communism enforced by moral expectation, which was unable to change the larger economic context – a point that echoes
Kautsky’s and Luxemburg’s emphasis on a communism of consumption.
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ought that he possessed was his own, for they had all things Common, Act. 4.32’
(Winstanley 1983, 88). In the nineteenth century, they continued with the Icarian communities led by Étienne Cabet and Wilhelm Weitling,16 who was not
only involved in Communia (in Iowa from 1847 to 1858), but also referred explicitly to the Gütergemeinschaft, the community of goods of Acts 2 and 4. The
condition of joining the early Christians was the sale of all one’s possessions
and sharing with the poor. So seriously, observes Weitling, was this condition
taken that failure to do so had the divine penalty of death – as the story about
Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5:1-11 makes clear.17
The third historical effect is perhaps the most unexpected. Let us return
to Luxemburg, who argues that modern socialism will complete what early
Christianity began. The latter’s intention may have been in the right place – an
ardent belief in communism – but it needs to go a step further: not only do the
products of an economy need to be held in common, but so also do the means
of production. Her arresting conclusion is that modern communism may be
seen as the logical outcome, if not the fulfilment of Christianity: ‘What the
Christian Apostles could not accomplish by their fiery preaching against
the egoism of the rich, the modern proletarians, workers conscious of their
class-position, can start working in the near future, by the conquest of political power in all countries by tearing the factories, the land, and all the means
of production from the capitalists to make them the communal property of
the workers’ (Luxemburg 1905a, 148, 1905b, 40). This argument bears the potential trap of supersessionism, in which a qualitatively higher form replaces
an earlier one: modern communism with its focus on production is a step beyond early Christian communism. The proposal may, of course, run the other
way, connecting the initial impulse from early Christian communism with the
movement in which Luxemburg was so much involved. Thus, modern communism seeks to negate the tendency towards almsgiving and charity, with
its redistribution of wealth that has become so characteristic of later social
democracy under capitalism. Instead, it seeks – for Luxemburg – to pick up
the torch lit first by early Christian communism, a torch that has flickered to
life at significant moments since but has only with modern communism flared
the brightest.
16
17

Engels called Weitling the ‘first German communist’. For a full discussion with references,
see Boer (2014a, 135–40).
‘Die Bedingung der Aufnahme in das Christenthum war der Verkauf der Güter des neu
Aufzunehmenden und die Vertheilung derselben unter die Armen. Die Uebertreter dieses
Gesetzes wurden schwer gestraft, und wir finden in der Bibel auf einen solchen Fall selbst
die Todesstrafe. Vgl. Apostelgeschichte 5, 1-11’ (Weitling 1838–1839, 12). See also his Poor
Sinner’s Gospel (Weitling 1845a, 1845b).
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To sum up, the early Christian communism identified and indeed claimed
by Kautsky and Luxemburg has three concrete historical effects: the continuing
effect on scholarship concerning early Christianity; the efforts through h
 istory
to establish communities based on the principles of Acts 2 and 4; and the claim
by Luxemburg that modern communism will complete what early Christianity
began. How might we understand this virtual power of early Christian communism? This pertinence of this question is enhanced by the fact that we cannot
conclusively verify the historical reliability of the brief depiction of the early
Christian community in Acts 2 and 4. I have argued that its brief appearance in
this text functions as a trace – mediated and displaced – of subsistence-survival
agriculture, but remains no more than a trace. To make sense of the aftereffects of this trace, I would like to deploy the category of political myth.18 The
term carries the double sense of a constructed and imagined narrative that
simultaneously bears a deeper truth (Lincoln 2000). Further, this myth has an
enabling and virtual historical power that is also and simultaneously proleptic
– to deploy the future perfect, we may speak of a communism that will have
been true, so much so that it is directly influential in the present (Boer 2007c).
In other words, Christian communism may have appeared briefly in history, as
part of the founding moment of Christianity, but this is enough to express a
hope for the future. Once it became an authoritative and even sacred story, it
was appropriated again and again as communities sought to re-enact and live
up to the ideal. Thus it gains a power of its own with historical consequences.
That many of the Christian communist movements have come to an end
sooner or later should not be regarded as a ‘failure’, but rather as an indication
of the continuing power of this political myth. Even more, the tendency for
some Christian communist movements to enact a communism of production
rather than merely one of consumption – as we saw in the early treatment of
Kautsky’s Forerunners – indicates that these movements may be seen as efforts
to realise what the image of Acts 2 and 4 was unable to realise.

18

A more useful approach than Nettl’s dismissal as a ‘curious piece of historical sophistry’
(1966, vol. 1, 323).

Chapter 3

Reaction and Revolution: How to Read
the Apostle Paul
In light of the previous two chapters, it may seem that the radical dimension
of the Bible and Christianity is determinative – at least as I have presented
matters thus far. Obviously, this is not the case, for the history of this particular
religious tradition is overflowing with examples of a distinctly conservative, if
not reactionary approach. The tension between the reactionary and the revolutionary is a recurring theme of the book as a whole, so, as a contrast with my
treatments of Kautsky and early Christian communism, here I tackle directly a
core biblical text for the reactionary position: Romans 13:1-7. This text, among
others, causes not a few problems for those who seek a radical message in
Paul’s texts, let alone other parts of the Bible. Its significance is not merely
due to the role of sacred texts in a religion like Christianity, but also because it
comes from none other than the Apostle Paul, the most significant ideologue
in this tradition. The analysis of this chapter is mostly theoretical, dealing with
the interpretation of literature and the core ideas of Christian theology. But it
is necessary due to the importance of the topic.
1

Anti- or Pro-Empire?

It is difficult to avoid the sense of Paul’s exhortation in Romans 13:1. ‘Let every
person [pasa psychē] be subject [hypotassesthō] to the governing authorities
[exousiais hyperechousais]’ is quite clear: all of us must subordinate ourselves
to those with power, authority and control over our lives – those ‘over above’
us. Three points are worth noting in these verses: a hierarchy of power, a concern with insurrection, and taxes. I will leave taxes alone (vv. 6-7), since the
point flows from the other two. As far as hierarchy is concerned, what runs
through Paul’s text is a chain of command (see v. 1b): God first, who bestows
power and authority upon designated rulers, and then all the rest who must
obey them. Here it seems to be earthly rulers, but the same hierarchy applies
to the spirit world (1 Corinthians 15:24). Now emerges the concern with sedition. This is really the main focus of the text, covering four of its seven verses.
And it turns on a play with tassō. Originally designating the proper ordering
of troops, tassō has come to mean the correct arrangement and order, the
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d etermined s equence of things. Paul points out that authority has been ordered
(tetagmenai; v. 1) by God and it requires one to ‘be subordinate [hypotassesthō]’
(vv. 1 and 5) to that authority. However, what one must not do is undermine or
go against that order (antitassō), or more strictly be a disruptor of order or ‘a
rebel [ho antitassomenos]’ (v. 2). In other words, Paul is all too keen to counter
any possibility of civil disobedience, sedition and insurrection. Woe to the ‘one
who resists authority [ho antitassomenos tē exousia]’ (v. 2), he writes, for the
wrath, judgement, terror, punishment and sword of the ruler and thereby of
God will soon follow (vv. 2-5). Be afraid, be very afraid if you engage in such
acts. One wonders why Paul is so keen frighten his readers into obedience, into
‘good conduct’ in order to gain the authority’s approval (epainon ex autēs; v. 3).
Might it be that Paul and those who took up his message glimpsed the radical
possibilities of what he proposed elsewhere, a possibility that caused him a
good deal of apprehension?
More than one conservative or reactionary has found a text such as Romans
13 extraordinarily useful. To cull a few more notable examples from a very long
list: there is the deal done with the state under Constantine and the resultant
efforts at ‘catholic’ or ‘orthodox’ Christianity; or the ‘holy’ Roman emperors
who followed through the Middle Ages; the uncanny ability of absolute monarchs to be, as Christ’s representative on earth, both head of state and of the
church; the class status of the Church throughout feudalism; Luther calling on
everyone to slaughter any rebel peasant they might encounter in 1525; the sine
qua non of deep religious commitment by as many presidents of the United
States as one cares to remember; and the grovelling support of wealthy and
powerful rulers by any number of ecclesiastical bodies.
Romans 13 was not the only text called upon to justify such reactionary readings. For instance, John Calvin added to this flagship text Titus 3:1 on obeying the
powers, principalities and magistrates (Calvin 1856, 324), 1 Peter 2:13 on submission to kings and governors (Calvin 1855, 79–80), and 1 Timothy 2:1-2 on prayers
and intercessions for all in authority (Calvin 1856, 51–53; see also Calvin 1559,
4.20.23; Calvini 1559, 5:494.6–26). As I argue later, Calvin gets himself into a massive knot, since he is too perceptive a student of the Bible not to see that there are
a good many texts that advocate disobeying an ungodly ruler, if not overthrowing such a ruler, although Calvin prefers to leave that task to the ‘magistrate’.
I will come back to this tension in a moment, but before doing so let me
juxtapose Romans 13 with the positions taken by those who approach the New
Testament from the perspective of ‘empire’ and post-colonial criticism.1 What
is striking about these texts is that they seek not merely to situate the New
Testament within the Roman Empire as a response to the earlier emphasis on
1 The range of such works is now extensive, but the best survey covering the New Testament is
a series of articles by Diehl (2011, 2012, 2013).
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its deeply Jewish nature, but they also argue that these texts are deeply anti-
imperial documents. Or at least one can find, they argue, a consistent
anti-imperial theme running through them. Invariably the comparison is made
with our own times, whether the imperialism of the United States, or the global ravages of trans-national corporations or the profound difference between
the majority of impoverished peoples of the world and the small number of
the obscenely rich.
This approach seems to be a long way from Romans 13, so let us see what
some of them make of that text.2 Most of the positions fall into standard patterns of interpretation, although all of them share the assumption that at some
level Paul must be consistent and even coherent. Although some have toyed
with the idea that Romans 13:1-7 is, without any evidence, an interpolation
(Kallas 1965), most fall back on the position that the text is a particular injunction limited to a specific time and place (Käsemann 1980, 338–47; Tellbe
2001, 171; Carter 2006, 133–36; Ehrensperger 2007, 173–74; Elliott 2008, 154). This
argument has all manner of variations, such as a temporal one in which Paul
advocated submission while the Romans seemed all powerful and resistance
would have meant immediate annihilation (Ehrensperger 2007), or that he
took up a standard theme and repeated it without reflecting too much (Käsemann 1980), or that he distinguishes between being forced to obey and willingly doing so (Carter 2006; Ehrensperger 2007). The catch is that this position
turns on a deeply theological and problematic distinction between universal
and particular admonitions. One cannot help notice that it is more popular
when there is a rather bad example of government in mind – the Nazis for
German critics or the United States for some critics in that part of the world.
A less popular and difficult line is to argue that Paul is being ironic, offering a
subtle critique of Roman power (Carter 2004; Jewett 2007, 787–89). In contrast
to these various twists and turns, the very non-postcolonial Voelz (1999) actually offers a novel argument: the text is perfectly clear but it refers only to good
governments – he explicitly mentions Nazi Germany as a negative example. No
one, however, countenances the possibility that Paul may be inconsistent. Or
not quite, for Elliott (2008, 1997) argues that Paul shows signs of strain since he
was under the influence of imperial ideological forces that produced ripples
and disjunctions in his letters. In other words, Elliott recognises a contradiction or two in Paul’s texts, contradictions that arise from the ‘material and
ideological conditions in which the letter was written and which the letter was
an attempt to resolve’ (Elliott 2008, 156). I seek to take Elliott’s insight a step or
two further.
2 This is a heavily interpreted text, as one would expect. See the survey of positions in Tellbe
(2001, 177–78) and especially Riekkinen (1980).
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Contradiction Analysis

We have arrived at the point where anti-imperial, if not radical, readings
run up against and struggle with texts like Romans 13, offering what are
often old exegetical responses. Except for Elliott’s interpretation, none of these
approaches countenance the possibility that Paul may have been openly ambivalent on this matter – that there is a basic and irresolvable opposition in
his thought. It should actually be no surprise that there is a tension or two
in Paul’s thought since his whole theoretical framework turns on them. Yet the
assumption is that Paul has managed to work through or overcome them.
The usual challenge for interpreters who assume that Paul must be coherent
is to determine how he does so, for it is far from clear. In this section, then,
I explore these oppositions and tensions further.3
Let me tabulate the many tensions in Paul’s letters, attempting to be as comprehensive as possible:
– Death and life: Romans 5-6; 7:10; 8:2, 6, 38; 2 Corinthians 2:16; 4:10-12;
Philippians 1:20-24.
– Adam and Christ: Romans 5:12-21; 1 Corinthians 15:21-22.
– Elect and damned: Romans 8:28-31; 9:11; 11:7, 28.
– Spirit and flesh: Romans 7:5, 14, 18; 8:1-13; 13:11-14; 1 Corinthians 3:1-3; 5:5;
6:16-17; 15:50; Galatians 3:13; 4:23, 29; 5:16-26; 6:8; Philippians 1:21-24; 3:2-4.
– Grace and law: Romans 4:16; 5:20; 6:14-15; Galatians 2:21; 5:4.
– Grace and sin: Romans 5:20-21; 6:1, 14-15.
– Grace and works: Romans 11:6.
– Christ and law: Romans 7:4, 21-25; 8:2; 10:4; 1 Corinthians 9:21; Galatian 2:16,
21; 3:1, 13, 24; 5:4; 6:2; Philippians 3:9.
– Christ and sin: Romans 5:21; 6:1, 5-11, 23; 7:22-25; 8:2, 9-10; 13:14; 1 Corinthians
8:12; 15:3, 17; 2 Corinthians 5:19, 21; Galatians 2:17; 3:22.
– Righteousness through faith or works: Romans 1:17; 3:21-22; 4; 10:6; Galatians
3:10-14; Philippians 3:9.
– Law of sin and law of Christ or faith: Romans 3:27-31; 7:21-25; 8:2.
– Jews and Gentiles: Romans 2:8-10; 3:9, 29; 9:24; 10:12; 1 Corinthians 1:23;
Galatians 2; 3:28.
– Slave and free: Romans 6; 1 Corinthians 7:20-22; 9:19; 12:13; Galatians
3:28; 5:13.
– Male and female: Galatians 3:28.
3 I am not the first to point out that the New Testament is a treacherous and highly ambivalent terrain if one wishes to find a clear anti-imperial message. See Stephen Moore’s (2006)
thorough discussions of Mark, John and the Apocalypse, where he focuses on their political
ambiguity, albeit without offering any reasons for it. On Mark see also Liew (1999).
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This list should dispel any doubts as to how consistent these oppositions
are. Yet, Paul tackles them in different ways. Sometimes one side receives his
approving nod and the other side not (these should be obvious). At other times,
he mixes and matches: Christ and life are pivots for many of the terms Paul
values, so we can line up Christ and life with redemption, grace, and faith and
oppose them to sin, law, death, and works.4 And at other times he mentions an
opposition in order to point out that it no longer applies in light of Christ (the
famous male and female, slave and free, Jew and Gentile of Galatians 3:28). At
others, the opposition becomes the basis of further complication, undermining and rearranging, such as the reshaping of law versus grace in terms of the
law of Christ versus the law of sin, or the jumbling of flesh and spirit in light of
the body and in terms of death and life.
Let me explore the tensions I have been emphasising a little further in terms
of content, before turning to the form of these multiple and overlaid contradictions. Returning initially to Romans 13:1-7, we find that it has no explicit counter-posing text, but it evinces its own tensions (Elliott 2008). The main one is
between the higher or governing authorities and God’s authority (exousia), the
latter being the only authentic authority (v. 1). The text immediately seeks to
connect the two in a derivative fashion: any existing authority apart from God
has authority only through God. For the next few verses (vv. 2-6) it becomes a
little ambiguous as to which authority Paul means. ‘Whoever resists authority…’, he writes, ‘authority does not bear the sword in vain’, and ‘Do you wish to
have no fear of the authority?’ It is not entirely clear whether God or the rulers
are in mind here. The text overall seems to tilt in the direction of the rulers who
derive their authority from God, but the tension in terms of content remains.
It also implies that should a ruler resist divine authority, that ruler should be
in fear of incurring judgement. ‘Then do what is good, and you will receive its
approval’ (v. 3) would then apply as much to a ruler as to one who is subject to
a ruler given authority by God. Notably, Paul does not say that a person should
refuse or resist a ruler who does not ‘do what is good’. That would be a step too
far, at least in terms of this text.
While we are still with matters of content, the discussion of authority in
Romans 13 connects with the wider issue of grace and law, which is usually
coupled with faith and works. Romans and Galatians produce sentences such
as: ‘you are not under law but under grace [charin]’ (Romans 6:14); ‘we know
that a person is justified [dikaiousthai] not by the works of the law but through
4 At this point we could extend this mixing in a way that would reveal some of Paul’s more
problematic assumptions. For example, what do the reshuffled oppositions of elect versus
female, or law versus spirit, or indeed Jews versus life say about Paul’s own deeper patterns of
thought?
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faith in Jesus’ (Galatians 2:16); ‘we hold that a person is justified by faith apart
from works prescribed by the law’ (Romans 3:28). The problem with these
statements is that they have and do run in a number of directions, such as:
Calvinist predestination (since we are completely reliant on God’s grace we
are also reliant on his decisions as to who will be saved and who damned);
the Arminian and Methodist tendency (God’s grace is available to all but we
can accept or reject it); license (if we are of the elect then nothing we do will
change that); Puritanism (in response to grace we need to live lives acceptable
to God); quietism (it is all up to God); activism (showing the fruits of grace);
and political radicalism (grace is the theological version of revolution).
I have run ahead of myself, so let me go back to Paul. While Paul asserted
freedom from the law because of grace, some of the groups that grew up around
these letters took the idea much further than he anticipated, pushing Christian
freedom from the law into different directions such as freedom in regard to sex,
worship, and Roman law. As some of the classic studies of the Corinthian and
Galatian correspondence indicate, Paul seems to be putting out fires for which
he himself was initially responsible (Longenecker 1990; Martin 1999; Thistleton
2000; Martyn 2004; Keener 2005; Matera 2007; Fitzmyer 2008).5 While the Galatians erred on the side of sticking with the law, the Corinthians pursued Paul’s
arguments further than he was willing to countenance. So we find the libertine
response: if the law has been overcome, then it is no longer relevant for us.
Alternatively, if our sins have been forgiven once and for all, then it matters
not what we do. Or in an apocalyptic vein: since Christ has inaugurated the last
days, the old world has passed and has no hold on us now.
Once these various readings became clear to Paul, he realized that this
was not quite what he had in mind. The push towards Christian freedom that
appears in the letter to the Galatians runs into the mud in the Corinthian
correspondence. To his own chagrin, these developments could claim a logical
beginning within his own thought. So we find him trying to rein in what had
been let loose, setting boundaries on what grace, faith and freedom mean. He
argues that one should not dispense with the law entirely, for it is good; indeed,
there is another law, the law of Christ and faith. He bans the sexual license that
some saw in the original idea of freedom from the law, limits the freedom
that women were taking in some of the churches, and urges some concern for
5 For the sake of argument, I assume with the bulk of studies of Paul that his references to
opponents and opposing positions refer to real opponents. It would be interesting (but a
different study) to explore the possibility that Paul manufactures these opponents in a deft
piece of rhetorical shadow-boxing. By doing so, he brings his readers onside by arraying
himself against a range of imaginary opponents.
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‘weaker’ brethren who still felt bound to the law in outward observance (for
example, on the question of eating meat given to idols). Thus, we find that
the same person who wrote ‘not under the law, but under grace’ (Romans 6:14
and 15) and ‘now we are discharged from the law, dead to that which held us
captive’ (Romans 7:6) also wrote the text with which I began my discussion,
‘Let every person be subject to the governing authorities … whoever resists
authority resists what God has appointed’ (Romans 13:1-2). The same mouth
that dictated ‘all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse’ (Galatians
3.10) also mentions that ‘we uphold the law’ (Romans 3:31), that the law is ‘holy’
and ‘good’ (Romans 7:11 and 16). One more: to the Galatians he writes ‘There
is no longer slave or free … for all of you are one in Christ Jesus’ (Galatians
3.28), while he tells the Corinthians, ‘Let each of you remain in the condition
in which you were called’ (1 Corinthians 7:20). Paul would bequeath these
tensions to whomever took up his ideas.
By now the situation has become rather complex, with overlapping oppositions playing off against one another. At the level of form, two realities emerge.
First, Paul needs to multiply the oppositions in question, as my initial effort
to tabulate them indicates. Second, when Paul delves into the tensions, his
thought twists and turns as he seeks to deal with the conundrums of graceChrist-law-sin-works in light of different situations. As my effort to articulate
what happens with these items indicates, the complexity multiplies.
3

Imaginary Resolution

How might we understand this tendency to complicate the contradictions?
This formal question – inescapably tied with that of content – needs a methodological pause. Thus far, three main responses have been offered as ways
to solve Paul’s tensions. One is to gather all the reactionary texts, argue that
they are central, that Paul really did suck up to the powers that be and then
show through some deft exegetical arguments that the texts which contradict
such a position – the anti-imperial ones which declare war on corrupt rulers
and powers of this age – only do so apparently. Or we may take the opposite
tack and argue that Paul is really a progressive deep down, that he consistently
critiques ‘empire’. In this case, the exegetical procedure is reversed and texts
like Romans 13 require careful exegesis. A third approach shows some promise.
This entails searching Paul’s context in order to identify some crucial third term
outside his texts that provides the key. Proposals include, but are certainly not
limited to, the particular historical situations in which Paul might or might
not have written the – authentic – letters; the androgyne as the answer to the
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tension between universalism and dualism in Paul’s writings (Boyarin 1994,
2004); the Stoics who provide the inescapable philosophical and social background for Paul’s thought (Swancutt 2004), so much so that he is a philosopher
first (Engberg-Pedersen 2000); Hellenistic perceptions of sexuality and the
body that become the necessary background for reading Paul (Martin 1999); or
the psychagogia, the ‘leading of souls’ that runs through the moral philosophy
of Greece and Rome which helps us perhaps to understand Paul’s arguments
in Philippians (Smith 2005). Why do they show promise? Implicit in this third
approach is an awareness that Paul’s fleeting missives in some way cannot
make sense on their own. Or rather, that the tensions they evince struggle to be
resolved on their own. To be sure, many of the works that seek an external third
term still assume that one can identify – precisely through the external register –
an elusive coherence in Paul’s arguments.
Now a further problem with many such approaches emerges: they seek
an idealist solution to an idealist problem. In other words, Paul’s theoretical
conundrums require a theoretical solution – an approach favoured by intellectuals, whose approaches are determined by the very occupation in which they
are engaged. For the sake of advancing the argument, let me invoke none other
than Karl Marx in response:
Feuerbach, consequently, does not see that the ‘religious sentiment’ is
itself a social product, and that the abstract individual which he analyses
belongs to a particular form of society.
Or more fully:
Feuerbach starts out from the fact of religious self-estrangement [der
religiösen Selbstentfremdung], of the duplication of the world into a
religious world and a secular one. His work consists in resolving the
religious world into its secular [weltliche] basis. But that the secular
[weltliche] basis lifts off from itself and establishes itself as an independent realm in the clouds can only be explained by the inner strife and
intrinsic contradictoriness of this secular basis.
marx 1845a, 4–5, 1845b, 6–7

Replace ‘Feuerbach’ with ‘biblical scholar’, if not ‘intellectual’ as such, and the
point becomes clearer. One may read these theses and the consequent method
in a one-directional ‘vulgar’ Marxist fashion. Even though Marx’s work from
time to time exhibits such a practice, and although this moment is needed at
certain points, this line is not dominant in my analysis. Instead, I take up the
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other dimension of this approach, in which the ‘social product’, the ‘independent realm’ of thought and the text responds to the ‘inner strife and intrinsic
contradictoriness’ of its social and economic basis. The response in question is
certainly not direct in most instances, but indirect and mediated, appearing in
form as well as content, but all the while seeking to resolve the contradiction
in question. The catch is that the attempted resolution remains theoretical and
cultural and thereby cannot solve directly the socio-economic contradiction
in question – unless the theoretical proposal becomes a guide for action. Thus,
the text in which it is expressed continues to manifest – at another level and
perhaps in unexpected ways – the very contradictions it sought to solve.6
So my hypothesis: Paul’s multiple-layered contradictions, if not his efforts
at narrative, function as persuasive efforts at an imaginary resolution of wider
political, but especially socio-economic tensions. Politically, the point is reasonably obvious (to invoke the ‘vulgar’ Marxist moment of a direct connection).
Paul’s prevarications over ‘authority [exousia]’ speak rather directly of the
tensions between imperial and local authority. Rather than a simple opposition between divine and human, between Godly authority and the (derived)
mundane version, the earthly variety was not uniform: the local ruling class,
with all its internal conflicts and struggles, also had to deal with the colonising presence of Greek-speaking poleis. Some had been established during the
Greek conquests, only to be taken over and extended when the Romans asserted their colonial control. At times, a local ruling class sets itself against
an imperial master, presenting itself as a champion of all who suffer from the
imperial yoke. At others, the local rulers work hand-in-glove with the imperial overlords, especially in situations where such an arrangement enhances
their own power, however limited it might be. Often, these local aspiring potentates play a double game at one and the same time (the Herods come to
mind).
However, far more was at stake than merely political realities, for these were
interwoven with the economic situation. Paul’s texts breathe the air of the
polis, in his language, in the way he frames questions, in the very way he looked
at the world. But the polis, as I have already pointed out, was the marker of
colonial presence in the eastern parts of the Roman Empire.7 Crucial to
understanding this situation is the transformation of the polis-chōra – cityhinterland – relation from classical Greece to the time in which Paul and
6 More recent articulations of this approach may be found in the work of Claude Lévi-Strauss
(1989, 229–56), Louis Althusser (1971, 127–86) and Fredric Jameson (1981, 77–80). See also
my effort to develop this approach for dealing with biblical texts in relation to economics
(R. Boer 2015a, 48–51).
7 The overview of the economic situation in what follows is drawn from Time of Troubles,
which has all of the necessary references (Boer and Petterson 2017, 49–152).
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others were moving about. In the earlier context, a polis was inconceivable
without the agricultural land surrounding it: the chōra and its kōmae, or villages. Given the overwhelmingly agricultural nature of ancient economics, the
very possibility of establishing a polis depended on arable land. However, with
the emergence of Greek colonisation and then the conquests by Alexander of
Macedon, poleis were also established in the conquered and colonised areas.
Over time, the chōra came to be all of the lands under the sway of the polis.
The basic purpose was the same: to supply the polis with its foodstuffs, materials, clean water and labour – except that the local people so engaged did so
for imperial overlords. The economic situation was transformed into one of
coercive exploitation, by both economic and extra-economic means. Add to
this the fact that polis was culturally and socially distinct from its occupied
context. The language was Greek, the architecture and town-planning GrecoRoman, the governance imposed from without. By contrast, the colonised
peoples spoke their local languages, followed very different customs and forms
of social organisation, and practiced older forms of governance when possible.
This reshaping of the polis-chōra relation may be described as a colonial economic regime, one that the Romans were happy to take over from the Greeks
and bend to their own preferences. Of course, the problem with describing the
situation in terms of polis-chōra is that it uses the very terms of the polis itself –
precisely what Paul does as well in his own way.
If this colonial regime had enough of its tensions and struggles (witness the
regular uprisings in different parts of the eastern Roman Empire), then
the situation was exacerbated by its intersections with another economic
regime – the slave regime. In the crucial part of the Roman Empire conquered
early and then appropriated at all levels, the slave regime emerged from the
long era of ‘crisis’ that enveloped the ancient Mediterranean and Southwest
Asia. I speak of Greece, which after more than half a millennium of what is
often but mistakenly called a period of ‘crisis’ and ‘collapse’ arose in a series
of self-contained poleis with slavery a fundamental feature of their socio-
economic structures. The core production of surplus upon which the ruling
class lived was produced by slaves, so much so that even the most modest
‘big peasant’ would have at least one or two slaves. Indeed, the very possibility of Greek democracy, predicated as it was on the fundamental distinction
between freedom and lack of freedom, relied on slavery to function. Slave
market economies began to arise for the purpose of supplying slaves. But the
Romans ‘perfected’ the system, if I may use such a term. Although the New
Testament overwhelmingly represents household slaves, the vast bulk of slaves
actually worked in agriculture. In Italy, slave estates spread along the river valleys, often using multiple forms of labour when required, including tenured
peasants or day workers. Crucially, the Romans saw all forms of labour within
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the framework of slavery, even at times when other forms of labour outnumbered slaves. The effect of such a system pervaded all interlocked levels of life,
from economic realities of agricultural production and slave markets, through
social relations mediated through slaves, to cultural and ideological assumptions. These assumptions appear most clearly when we realise that the Greeks
and Romans could not imagine their world or history without slavery.
Thus far, we already have four overlayed tensions: between divine and
human ‘authority’, imperial and local rulers, polis and chōra, and between slave
and free in the slave regime. Indeed, if the concept of freedom arose in the
context of slavery, where many human beings as ‘things [res]’ were not free,
then Paul’s approach to freedom should be understood in a similar way. These
are by no means the only tensions, for the colonial and slave regimes often had
a problematic relationship. For example, slaves had to be found, by whatever
means – prisoners of war, reproduction (vernae), exposed infants, debt-slavery,
children sold by parents, adults giving themselves up to slavery, sentences given
to some criminals, kidnapping, slave-raiding and acquisition across the frontiers. One major source was in the eastern parts, with some of the largest slave
markets found here, especially Ephesus.8 Obviously, the constant search for
more slaves put pressure on the peoples of the chōra. Not only did they need to
supply both the local polis with all sorts of goods, even adjusting agricultural
production for the sake of fine breads (panis siligneus versus the peasant p anis
plebeius) and the Hellenistic preference for wine, but the constant search for
slaves by whatever means threatened to reduce the number of agricultural
labourers in colonised areas.
The question of labour brings us to a final collection of economic and social
contradictions. The begin with, both the colonial and slave regimes sought in
their very mechanisms to negate the continuing appeal of a resilient subsistence regime (see the previous chapter). The long period of what many call
‘crisis’ and ‘collapse’ – which extended from the end of the second millennium
bce into the middle of the first in the Greek world, saw the long dominance
of this particular regime. It was characterised by an allocatory rather than an
extractive economic dynamic, with field shares, labour and produce carefully
allocated and reallocated in a regular basis. Its primary focus was on e nsuring
the continued viability of village communities, which also entailed diversity
of crops and herds (typically two-thirds sheep and one-third goats). And it
preferred to avoid being enmeshed with extractive regimes where possible,
relocating villages away from the wavering sway of power, refusing labour and
actively engaging in the destruction of centres of power when the weakness
8 Others include Byzantium, Alexandria, Amphipolis, Mitylene (after the decline of Delos),
Sardis, Thyatira, Samos, Rhodes, Xanthus, Myra, Side, Acmonia and Gaza.
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of the latter became apparent. In ancient Southwest Asia, it had seen earlier
periods of dominance, only to find itself once again subjected to extractive
regimes. In the Greek world, the eventual emergence of the slave regime in
the middle of the first century bce may be seen as an alternative and even
ingenious response to the subsistence regime. The later colonial regime added
another dimension to this response, with the two extractive regimes exercising a reasonably effective suppression of the subsistence regime and the interests of rural labourers. In many respects, this struggle against the subsistence
regime may be seen as the primary economic tension or contradiction. This is
not to say that the subsistence regime did not have its own tensions, particularly between what may be called the ‘big peasant’ and the ‘small’ and ‘middle’
peasants. Here patronage played a role alongside traditional patterns of patriarchal village governance. The relatively wealthy and powerful ‘big’ peasant
was tolerated as long as his control was seen as largely beneficial to the survival
of village economies, but it could easily tip over into an extractive mode that
undermined these communities and their subsistence drive. This was indeed
the case with the rise of the slave regime in the Greek world, since it can be
seen as the victory of the big peasants who became the model of the Greek ‘citizen’, participants in Greek democracy (with its many limitations and flaws),
and the ideal of the rural-based ‘free man’ who reduced others to slavery.
Labour itself runs like a red thread through all of these developments. All of
the evidence – from life expectancies of 25–30 to consistent patterns of laws –
indicates that labour was consistently in short supply in the ancient world.
Even with the agricultural methods at hand, land was usually in abundance,
but the difficulty was in finding labour to work it. Or at least, this was so for extractive regimes like the colonial and slave regimes, since they sought to maximise production for the provision of those not gainfully employed (the ruling
class). Some periods may have experienced population pressures, such as the
time when the Greeks first began colonial settlements in Asia Minor, but even
in this case land was found elsewhere. This constant search for able hands to
work the land in both the colonial and slave regimes had the effect of producing periodic waves of chronic labour shortage. Much more can be said about
this question, but my point here is that it led to constant tensions between the
colonial and slave regimes, as each sought to secure labour for its own mechanisms. It also enabled the most potent weapon of those forced to labour for
others: the removal of labour, if not rural labourers moving themselves away
from control by the local colonial polis. But is also led inexorably to a final economic regime of this ancient mode of production, which was the shift to what
may be called the land regime. The origins of this regime may be traced back
to practices of tenure in the Greco-Roman world, in which an extractive relation ensured that land was worked (labour) for the sake of the one controlling
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the land. Increasing, landlords sought to tie labour to land, culminating in the
dramatic reform of Justinian in the late third century ce. Labour was fixed to
a particular place (origo) with the consequent restriction of movement. The
stated purpose was reform of the Roman taxation system through a census
(to enable effective poll taxes), but the real and long-lasting effect was to lock
in – theoretically at first – the whole of the working agricultural population
throughout the empire. To secure this shift over time, a large number of subsequent laws were enacted (Constantine, famed for his conversion to Christianity, was an enthusiastic propagator of these laws). An individual tenant and
his extended family was tied to the farm or plot under rent and would remain
so on a hereditary basis. Those subject to the new situation began to be designated in the tax rolls as colonus originalis, originarius, or adscripticius, and
the new abstract noun, colonatus, began to be used. Further, individuals who
lived in villages (the vast majority) were tied to their villages. This situation
had been developing for some time and it took even more time to sort out its
complexities, but it entailed a new method for securing labour, if not an admission that the slave and colonial regimes were ultimately not able to counter the
constitutive resistance of peasants and their preferred subsistence mode. The
land regime also laid the groundwork for the eventual emergence of a feudal
system in Europe.
By now it should be clear that multiple economic tensions played off
against and overlapped with one another: authority (divine and human, imperial and local); polis and chōra; slave and free; colonial and slave regimes and
their combined efforts to counter a subsistence regime; internal tensions in a
subsistence regime; and labour and land. How does this complicated socioeconomic situation relate to Paul’s theoretical, if not theological, tensions? At
one or two points, we may identify direct homologies (Goldmann 1964), as I
have indicated earlier in relation to ‘authority’. Another direct connection is
between the offer of ‘life’ at various levels and the reality of short lives often
afflicted by exploitation and diseases, such as the ever-present malaria, which
may not have killed immediately but produced a range of secondary afflictions
to which the bearer was now more vulnerable. But I have also pointed out that
the relation is usually more indirect and relates to formal issues. This means
that the very complexity of Paul’s oppositions, the way they cannot so easily
be separated from one another and constantly interact, may be seen as a formal manifestation in the very patterns of his thought of the socio-economic
tensions I have outlined. The interweaving of these oppositions, the linking
of one with another, the overcoming or transformation of one term in light of
another – these and more indicate not merely an increasing effort to overcome
the oppositions themselves, but ultimately the impossibility of doing so. For
instance, siding with one side of the equation becomes an ethical decision for

Reaction and Revolution: How to Read the Apostle Paul

57

one or the other – life over death, grace over law, faith over works. This taking
of sides is really the first step, for Paul also suggests that ‘in Christ’ some of
these oppositions are overcome. Here we have the famous trio of slave and
free, Jew and Gentile, male and female. In this step, Paul makes an effort at
mediating the oppositions. One negates them by positing a greater and higher
reality into which they are absorbed. A third option goes even further: in this
case Paul narrates a passage from one to the other, from death to life, from law
to grace, from works to faith and from sin to redemption. In the process, the
first term is appropriated and transformed: so death becomes part of resurrection, law is still needed within grace, and works are transformed in faith.
Let me pick up this final point, since Paul’s distinct response to the wider
situation was to attempt a way out: a passage from one state of existence to another; from a life of sin to a life of faith. Taking up a methodological suggestion
from Mao Zedong (1937a, 1937b), I would like to ask: what is the most important or primary contradiction in Paul’s thought, a contradiction to which the
others are secondarily related in an often complicated fashion? While a number of candidates may be entertained, especially the pattern of grace and law
that I analysed earlier in relation to Romans 13, I propose that it is death and
life. In order to see how, I return once more to Paul’s arguments to see how they
relate to these two terms, which appears explicitly in the narrative of the death
and resurrection of Christ. Paul writes, ‘But if we have died with Christ, we
believe that we will also live with him’ (Romans 6:8). Or as Romans 6:5 puts it
slightly more expansively: ‘For if we have been united with him in a death like
his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his’. But this tension is not isolated, for it immediately connects with Adam and Christ: through
one comes death, through the other life (1 Corinthians 15:21-22). So also with
election, for the elect are those called to life, while the damned are not so fortunate (Romans 8:28-31). And the flesh is overwhelmingly one that leads to
death, while the spirit gives life (although note Philippians 1:22-24 where being
in the ‘flesh’, in this world, has certain benefits for others). Thus far, the narrative of oppositions seems reasonably straightforward, but, as we saw earlier,
Paul is not content to settle for clear-cut oppositions, with each side neatly
arrayed against the other. Already with these terms we find others that soon
join them: with Adam we find sin and law, while with Christ appear grace and
justification. The latter term also sits side by side with election (Romans 8:30,
33). One could argue that grace, justification, Christ (as well as faith) are clearly on the side of life, especially through the cross and resurrection of Christ.
And so they are, but they have a curious effect on their opposites. Superficially,
grace-Christ negates sin-law-works. But law and works do not merely ensure
the path to death. Thus, we return to Paul’s notorious twisting over the law: the
law exists apart from sin, but the law exacerbates sin; following the letter of
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the law leads nowhere, but if one happens to enact the law even without knowledge then one is reasonably fine; Christ does not negate the law, except perhaps
in a dialectical fashion in which he fulfils it; one may indeed speak of a ‘law of
the Spirit of life in Christ’, which is opposed to the ‘law of sin and of death’
(Romans 8:2). Even more, sin may be intensified through the law, but this in
turn makes grace abound even more (although this should not read – Paul
counsels – as a license to sin enthusiastically).
The point here is that through it all Paul offers a distinct narrative, promising an ideal new life that puts the old life-leading-to-death behind one. Yet,
the very form of Paul’s argument raises a question: does one really pass from
sin to salvation, from law to grace, from works to faith, from death to life?
Even Paul is not so sure. The law is also good, he says, and you should really
obey those earthly rulers, for God has appointed them. Women should not
let freedom go to their heads and as for sex, he counsels that Christians had
better follow his example where possible. Further, believers may be dead to
sin, Christ may have forgiven them, and they may have entered a new life, but
for some reason they continue to sin, the new collective is split by strife and
the cares of the world keep crowding in upon them. The promised transition
is not as effective as Paul might have hoped. No certain passage is offered;
instead, Paul’s narrative of passing from one state to another is fraught with
a significant degree of uncertainty, hesitating in the middle of the bridge,
wavering between two states. Paul seems to be caught between the pull of a
new home, so much so that he wishes to die immediately and join Christ, but
he also longs to stay in the old place. He writes to the Philippians in 1:21-24
that he does not know which option he prefers. On the one hand, ‘living is
Christ and dying is gain’; on the other, ‘if I am to live in the flesh, that means
fruitful labour for me’. Thus, ‘I am hard pressed between the two: my desire is
to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; but to remain in the flesh
is more necessary for you’. Here Paul puts it in terms of his personal desire
and his sense of duty for the wellbeing of the Philippians, but the text reveals
in a direct fashion the problem I have been emphasising.
The result is a profound ambivalence, which Paul both identified and – as
a result of the later canonical decision to identify him as the prime ideologue
of Christianity – came to determine the nature of Christian thought and practice that was to follow. Without a clean break, caught in the messy state of
transition, both sides of the oppositions have claimed a place in Christianity.
So, we have law and grace, works and faith, flesh and spirit, Adam and Christ,
death and resurrection. Thus, the early church might have appealed to the poor
peasant or slave or tenant, but it also had much to say to the wealthy landlord,
slave owner or political power. It may have offered a new way of experiencing communal life, but it also ensured that such a life was hierarchical and
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unequal. In short, where grace appeared, so did law; where faith, also works;
where life, also death; where resistance, compromise.
4

Conclusion

I began this analysis with the challenge of Romans 13:1-7, particularly in light
of the preceding chapters on Kautsky’s initial mapping of a history of revolutionary Christianity and the question of early Christian communism. This led
me, initially in response to efforts to find an anti-imperial message in Paul,
to an e xamination of the multiple tensions and contradictions in Paul’s texts.
Intrigued, I set off to examine these tensions and found an increasing complexity, which suggested an inability to overcome them. To identify a way to
understand – but not resolve – these tensions, I took up a methodological
suggestion from Marxist analysis: the development of contradictions at an
ideological level may be seen as both a manifestation of and a response – in terms
of content and form – to wider socio-economic tensions. In light of this methodological framework, I analysed the multiple contradictions produced by the
various economic regimes of the ancient mode of production, specifically
the colonial, slave and land regimes. But this was only an initial step, indicating the
possibility that Paul’s multiple tensions may be seen as a formal manifestation, in patterns of thought, by one inescapably immersed in the world of
the polis. The next step was to focus on Paul’s response, his effort to narrate
a way out of this situation. This proposed solution turns on the narrative of
Christ’s death and resurrection, but Paul hesitates. He is uncertain about the
transition entailed by the narrative and equally unclear about its completion.
It might be possible to describe this problem in terms of a spiritual solution
to a real-world problem, but this would be too easy and somewhat foreign to
Paul’s more integrated approach. More to the point, the result was that Paul
left an ambivalent legacy at many levels, opening up the possibility for radical,
if not revolutionary readings of his and other texts, but also the real potential
for reactionary interpretations that are more than happy to bolster power and
prestige. Indeed, the ambivalent tradition that developed from Paul suited the
Empire rather well, from Constantine onwards. Yet, those who identify a more
radical dimension would find this development far from acceptable.

Chapter 4

Omnia Sunt Communia: Theology and
Politics in Luther Blissett’s Q
In regard to what was to be understood by ‘the Gospel’, he asserts: ‘It is
an article of our creed, and one which we wish to realise, that all things
are in common [omnia sunt communia], and should be distributed as
occasion requires, according to the several necessities of all. Any prince,
count, or baron who, after being earnestly reminded of this truth, shall be
unwilling to accept it, is to be beheaded or hanged’.
kautsky 1897, 130, 1895, 284

We have already met this quotation within a quotation in the first chapter, from
Kautsky’s Forerunners in his assessment of the Peasant Revolution and the role
of Thomas Müntzer. The reason for quoting it again is not fortuitous, for it indicates the way Kautsky’s initial insights have been taken up once again in our
own day. The present chapter moves forward in time, although this time it has
a double register: it deals with a troubled European present that is a ttempting
to reappropriate the revolutionary decades of the sixteenth century. My focus
is the long and wildly popular novel, Q, which is a stunning reclamation of
the revolutionary Christian tradition for a whole generation of anti-capitalist
activists in the early decades of the twenty-first millennium. Written by the
radical Italian collective, Luther Blissett (now Wu Ming, ‘nobody’),1 it was first
published online in Italian in 1999. I would like to suggest that it is both an
unexpected and lively contribution to the renewed debate over Marxism and
religion and that it reveals some unexpected dimensions of the anti-capitalist
movement.2 In what follows, I analyse the tone of the novel, one that is set
1 Luther Blisset, the name of an English footballer who played for AC Milan in the 1990s, was a
name used by hundreds of activists in order to play pranks on the capitalist media. Wu Ming
(the new name of the collective from 2000 but earlier the name of a much wider movement),
was deeply involved in the G8 protests in Genoa, where the police laid a trap and beat,
tortured and imprisoned many protestors. For some further information, filtered through
both the mouths of Wu Ming and of the reporter, see the interviews by Baird and Home and
their own reflections in the Verso reprint of Müntzer’s Sermon to the Princes (Baird 2006;
Home 2013; Wu 2001, 2010).
2 There is a slightly personal dimension to this question, since I seek some answers to the
popularity in the same circles of my five volume work, The Criticism of Heaven and Earth
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by a tradition that begins with Engels, runs through Karl Kautsky and Ernst
Bloch, and includes Antonio Gramsci. This is a tone of revolutionary appreciation of the Anabaptists and of Thomas Müntzer, but also one that sees the
Reformation itself as a great revolutionary period. From its tone, I move to
the issues raised by the novel. These are the tensions between passion and
reason, rupture and communalism, as well as the deep political ambivalence
of theology. What is intriguing about these tensions is that one finds them in
both revolutionary political and religious traditions. Finally, I broach the matter of translation, offering both an alternative model to the relations between
religious and political thought, and seeking a possible answer as to why many
of those in the anti-capitalist movement have read Q, indeed why they are so
interested in religious radicalism.3
Before proceeding, a brief outline of the novel is in order, a novel that
shows all the signs that the authors thoroughly enjoyed the writing thereof.
The revolutionary decades of the sixteenth century are connected by a multinamed protagonist, who at the same time has no name.4 He may be of German
extraction, but much of the revolutionary and religious ferment arises from
the Netherlands – a welcome emphasis. He moves from the battlefield of
Frankenhausen in 1525, where the peasants led by ‘Magister Thomas’ (Müntzer)
were finally defeated, to owning a Venetian brothel in the 1540s, from the
Anabaptist revolution of Münster to defrauding the Fugger’s bank of 100,000
florins, from the war parties of Jan van Batenburg to the free spirits or Loists
(Boer 2007–2014). From Morocco to China to Australia, I have encountered activists who
have read these heavy tomes and have endless questions concerning theology itself.
3 The secondary literature on Q is rather thin. The study by De Donno (2013) touches on
some of the issues raised here (and I refer to it from time to time), but it seeks a moral in
the novel and is theologically tone-deaf, thereby missing central features of the novel. The
studies of Garber (2006) and Zucchi (2007) focus on historical issues. Although both attempt
to assess the historical reliability of the novel’s representation of the Anabaptists and the
Reformation era, Zucchi at least searches for some features of their play with history. In reply,
it is worth quoting the authors: ‘We make use of historians’ work, their research and their
interpretations, but then we go beyond the point at which they’re constrained to stop’ (Baird
2006, 255). The main focus of the other studies on the Wu Ming project concerns the political
function of indeterminate identities and authorship, along with scattered interest in the role
of media and the nature of Italian literature and intellectual activism in Italy, or the function
of the indeterminacy of names, with little, if any, attention paid to the crucial matter of the
intersections between theology and politics in Q (Habeck 2003; Ovan 2005; Thoburn 2011;
Biasini 2010; Mecchia 2009; Piga 2010).
4 Here the authors both implicitly acknowledge Lukács’s point (1971) that the novel needs
a hero to provide a thread that links its disparate elements and challenge that point with
the multi-named hero and the two characters – the hero and the Vatican agent Q. For some
further reflection on the slipperiness of identity and anonymity, see the interview by Baird
(2006, 252) and the studies by Habeck (2003), Ovan (2005) and Thoburn (2011).
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of Antwerp, from bringing Italy to the verge of Reformation to conspiring with
Jewish bankers to spread Calvinism via the booklet, Benefit of Christ Crucified.
Increasingly, he becomes a leader himself, a prophet with a canny ability for
taking care of himself. Throughout friends and comrades meet grisly ends,
loves are lost or left behind, battles are mostly lost, but some are won.
All the time, he is shadowed by an equally unnamed Vatican agent. Or rather, this agent has a consistent code name, signing his missives to his Vatican
boss with ‘Q’ and those to Müntzer with ‘Qoèlet’. On each revolutionary occasion, Q is in the thick of events. He persuades Müntzer to take to the battlefield
at Frankenhausen, feeding false information concerning the supposed unpreparedness of the troops of Philip, Landgrave of Hesse. He turns up within the
walls of Münster, seeking to ingratiate himself – now as Gresbeck (the actual
author of a first-hand account and betrayer of the revolutionaries) – with
the Anabaptist leaders and push them to extremes. He investigates the curious radical ferment in Italy itself, devoting himself to identifying its cause. He
counters the efforts of moderate Roman Catholic cardinals and theologians
who seek rapprochement with the Protestants. Continuously, he pens missives
to his tireless boss, Cardinal Gianpietro Carafa, the head of the newly formed
Inquisition and one who becomes Pope Paul iv at the end of the novel. These
letters are a crucial component of Q. At once fawning and frank, they offer
insights into the radical movements, propose daring counter-revolutionary
moves and educate readers concerning the inner theologico-political workings of the Counter-Reformation. He also pens the letters that win over the
confidence of Müntzer, showing a mastery of flattery and faux confidentiality
(although we must wait quite a while to find out he is the author).5 The formal opposition of these two characters, both men of action and ingenuity, will
become crucial for my later assessment of the ambivalence of Christianity.
1

Q and the Marxist Tradition

Q breathes the spirit of those who have identified a profoundly revolutionary dimension to Christianity – from Friedrich Engels, through Karl Kautsky
and Anatoly Lunacharsky and Ernst Bloch, to Antonio Gramsci.6 For Engels,
5 The other letters are those – between Müntzer and other revolutionaries – in the old satchel
rescued by the hero from the battlefield of Frankenhausen, as well as the few sent by Anton
Fugger to the Inquisition boss, seeking the punishment for heretics – burning at the stake –
of those who had defrauded the bank so successfully. They are of the same ilk as Q’s letters.
6 I would add the occasional moment from Marx and Mao as well. From Marx we have of
course the explanation of the economic mechanisms of capitalism, focused now on
the ‘Dutch miracle’, that is, the first properly capitalist empire (Blissett 2004, 260–64).
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the process of coming to terms with his Reformed background (he shared the
strong faith of his Calvinist household in Wuppertal) involved the increasing
awareness of the revolutionary nature of Christianity.7 Developing a passing
insight in the 1840s concerning ‘the religious revolution of which the outcome
was Christianity’,8 Engels first elaborated his position in an influential study
of Müntzer and the Peasant Revolution (Engels 1850a, 1850b).9 Although this
work set in train a series of subsequent studies, especially by Kautsky and
Bloch, so much so that Müntzer became a revolutionary hero in East Germany,
it is not Engels’s best study. Here Müntzer’s fiery theological language becomes
a mere external covering for a secular, revolutionary core. Müntzer spoke in
theological terms to the larger groups of peasants, but to the inner circle he
spoke in a directly political manner, untainted by theology. Other elements are
of greater worth, such as: the identification of a tension in Luther’s message,
one that both set Müntzer on his revolutionary path and then led Luther to
denounce the peasants; the clear appeal of Luther to the merchants of the
towns; and the detailed discussion of military manoeuvres and battle plans
(with a glorious map). The latter may not have been taken up by the novel, but
the former becomes a crucial feature that enhances the theme of the political
ambivalence of Christianity.
Since I have dealt with Kautsky’s careful study of Müntzer and Münster in
the first chapter, I do not need to reiterate the points made there, although I
would like to emphasise two points. First, Kautsky goes well beyond Engels
with his awareness that in the sixteenth century theology was inextricably
entwined with the economic, social and cultural dimensions of the
revolutionary movements (Kautsky 1897, 220, 1895, 377). Second, one soon
realises that Q is deeply consonant with Kautsky’s work, even to the point of a
Further: ‘Luther stripped the priests of their black garb, only to put it on the hearts of all men’
(Blissett 2004, 258; Marx 1844a, 182, 1844b, 177; see also Boer 2012, 145–50). And the Maoist
moment appears when Ottilie Müntzer whispers, ‘You were right. We can’t do anything
without the peasants’ (Blissett 2004, 60; see further Chan 2003).
7 For a detailed discussion of these aspects of Engels’s work, with complete references, see
Criticism of Earth: On Marx, Engels and Theology (Boer 2012, 233–306).
8 This is from his Letters from London of 1843. Following the text I have quoted is a
reinterpretation of a phrase from Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:3): ‘blessed are
the poor, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven and, however long it may take, the kingdom
of this earth as well’ (Engels 1843a, 380, 1843b, 452). To this should be added his early roll
call of revolutionary movements and their leaders inspired by Christianity, such as Thomas
Müntzer, Étienne Cabet, Wilhelm Weitling and others (Engels 1843c).
9 I am not interested here in assessing Müntzer per se, but rather in the Marxist heritage. For
those wishing to explore Müntzer further, a cluster of studies – of varying quality – appeared
at what was generally agreed to be the fifth centenary of his birth in 1989 (Gritsch 1989; Scott
1989; Friesen 1990; Goertz 2000; Bak et al. 2013). The best, however, remain Bubenheimer
(1989) and Vogler (1989).
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similar n
 arrative flow.10 Indeed, I would suggest that the central slogan – omnia
sunt communia – of Wu Ming, as also of some parts of the anti-capitalist and
commons movement,11 is mediated via Kautsky’s text. For Kautsky emphasises
that ‘all things in common’ – omnia sunt communia, the Latin translation of Acts
2:44 and 4:32 – was the definition of the Gospel given by Müntzer (Kautsky 1897,
130, 1895, 284). The intersections are many: the narrative flow from the Peasant
Revolution, through the revolutionary currents and underground work of the
Anabaptists, to the watershed of Münster itself;12 the careful effort to read against
the anti-revolutionary bias of the sources; the suspicious figure of Luther, whom
Müntzer outshines; the energy and organisational brilliance of the peasants and
their leader; the names, networks and arrests of the various Anabaptist leaders;
as also the empathetic interpretation of the Anabaptist revolution at Münster.
Indeed, Kautsky is even more sympathetic to these radical Anabaptists than
is Q. For the novel, eventually Münster slips into madness under Jan Matthys
and then Jan van Leyden, especially when our hero leaves the city, first to seek
reinforcements and supplies, and then for good. Yet, as we saw earlier, Kautsky
attempts to understand and interpret favourably the situation of a city of radical
communists under siege. We also find the central figure of Gresbeck, who
betrayed Münster to the massed Roman Catholic and Protestant forces. A native
of Münster and a joiner, Gresbeck wrote one of the most detailed accounts of
the events in the city, albeit from the perspective of one who betrayed it (Mackay
2016). So Kautsky’s suspicions provide the creative link by which Gresbeck
becomes, in the novel, a manifestation of the Vatican agent, Q.
Anatoly Lunacharsky and Ernst Bloch also share Kautsky’s insight – that
theology is itself crucial. The well-nigh forgotten Lunacharsky (through no
fault of his own) was a Left Bolshevik, Commissar for Enlightenment after the
Russian Revolution, and author of a stunning work, Religion and Socialism.13
10

11

12
13

I make this point fully cognisant of the fact that Wu Ming has stated that Bloch is the
major influence on their reading (De Donno 2013, 40). On this matter, I would simply
point out that authorial statements are not always the best guide to interpretation,
especially when they attempt to guide such interpretation.
In their introduction to the Verso reprint of Müntzer’s Sermon to the Princes, Wu Ming
note the curious and even troublesome intersection between Q and the anti-capitalist
movement, especially at the G8 meeting in Genoa in 2008. Apart from placards with
omnia sunt communia, those involved used aliases such as ‘Magister Thomas’ and
‘Gert-from-the-well’ (Wu 2010, xxxiv).
Even the opening scene in which Müntzer is captured after the battle of Frankenhausen,
a scene that vividly captivates the reader in the opening pages of Q, appears in Kautsky’s
text, albeit in a more concise form (Kautsky 1897, 151–52, 1895, 309–10).
This two-volume work has lain in obscurity ever since Lenin attacked it 1908. For the
complex story and a detailed study of the work see my Lenin, Religion, and Theology (Boer
2013a, 74–83).
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Here he writes: ‘Great prophets are always on the borders and among seething
social struggle. With eagle eyes peering into the future, they provide a slogan,
generalize the struggle, scourge the enemies of their ideas, console supporters’
(Lunacharsky 1908b, 70). This applies as much to Müntzer as it does to the
tradition of revolutionary prophets that he traces from the Bible: Amos
the firebrand, bright Hosea, Isaiah the democrat, Jeremiah the furiously eloquent, Paul the democratic internationalist, Jesus the scourge of the propertied
and wealthy, the ‘everlasting Gospel’ of Joachim of Fiore, through to Müntzer
(Lunacharsky 1908b, 165–78, 1911, 145–55).
In many respects, Lunacharsky anticipates the interests and emphases
of Ernst Bloch, even though the latter does not seem to have known of his
forerunner. Along with Engels and Kautsky, Bloch influenced the raising of
Müntzer to the status of pre-revolutionary hero in the ddr (much like Jan Hus
in Czechoslovakia). His Thomas Münzer als Theologe der Revolution first appeared in 1921, with its wholehearted embracing of Müntzer and the peasant
revolt. The book follows Kautsky’s main points, arguing for the centrality of
theology in Müntzer’s radical politics, as also the pre-Marxist forms of communism that are found in the radical tradition of Christianity. For Bloch, of
course, it is part of his wider project to restore the ‘warm stream’ of Marxism –
the one that appeals to heart, that fosters enthusiasm and commitment. It
is not that he wished to dispense with ‘cold’ theory, but that both are necessary for Marxism. One of the main sources for that warm stream is religion, or
more specifically the Bible (Bloch 1968; Boer 2007a, 1–56). However, Bloch’s distinct contribution is to focus on the apocalyptic or millenarian dimension of
Müntzer’s message, although this too is part of a larger project to show how revolutionary such religiously-inspired apocalyptic movements can be. Not only
was this an effort to introduce a distinct dimension that Marxism had missed,
but it also pushed back against the desire by Marx and Engels to counter the
apocalyptic fervour of many early communists (such as Moses Hess and Wilhelm Weitling). In Müntzer’s hands, then, the revolutionary myth of Christian
communism finds full expression. The Bible becomes the bad conscience of
the Church, and it is precisely its vivid apocalyptic texts that breathe the fire
of protest and revolution.
By now there is more than enough to indicate the tradition from which Q
springs, the tone and feel that it conveys: revolutionary Anabaptists, Christian communism, theology itself as potentially revolutionary – all mediated
through a distinctly Marxist tradition. However, the novel also breathes a curiously Italian air, that of Gramsci. It was Gramsci’s lasting lament that Italy
had not experienced the Reformation. Indeed, he wrote: ‘Luther and the
Reformation stand at the beginning of all modern philosophy and civilization’
(Gramsci 1994, 365). By contrast, Italy had undergone, through the R
 enaissance,
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a series of ‘reforms that touch only the upper classes and often only the
intellectuals’ (Gramsci 1996, 244). Never has there been an ‘intellectual and
moral reform’ that shook up society from bottom to top (Gramsci 1996, 243–
44). He goes so far as to align the Protestant Reformation with the communist
revolution, for the Reformation was the last great European mass movement.
The solution: Gramsci searches for a comparable figure and finds him in
Machiavelli’s prince. The authors of Q give voice to the same longing, although
they also correct Gramsci by constructing an account in which the reason why a
Reformation did not take place may be found in the Inquisition. Our protagonist
undertakes, towards the close of the novel, a program of roving preaching,
spreading the Anabaptist message, baptising and finding many adherents. In the
end it fails, through the dual causes of the Inquisition and the cowardice of
the newly found leaders. The authors also correct Gramsci by locating the truly
revolutionary strain of the Reformation not with Luther but with the Radical
Reformation. If this had taken root, then there would indeed have been a thorough shakeup of Italian society at all levels.
So Q breathes the air of this long tradition in Marxism, where religion itself
can become a revolutionary force. Engels feeling his way, Kautsky providing a
grand narrative, Lunacharsky and Bloch giving some depth and Gramsci an air
of longing: these are the nutrients of rich engagement.
2

Issues

My analysis turns now to consider four themes that emerge from Q: the
tension between passion and reason, that between rupture and communalism, the political ambivalence of Christianity, and the question of translation
between politics and theology.14 All of these may be seen as distinct features of
political myth, the recreation of which is a crucial feature of Wu Ming’s project. However, since I have written at length on political myth elsewhere and
since De Donno has broached, in a limited way, the self-proclaimed ‘mythopoesis’ of Wu Ming, as well as their allegory of the present (R. Boer 2009d, De
Donno 2013; Baird 2006, 257–59),15 I prefer to develop that discussion in terms
14

15

Others may also suggest themselves, such as the carnivalesque nature of revolution, or
revolution as apocalypse, the perennial question of old and new, or the tension between
utopiananddystopiandimensionsof radicalactivism.Apartfromthelastpoint,whichmaybe
extracted from De Donno’s study (2013), the remainder are the topics of another study.
Although De Donno’s emphasis on mythopoesis is welcome, it misses the full dialectical
complexity of political myth (R. Boer 2009d). More problematic is the way he follows
a rather old-fashioned search for authorial intention, overlaid with moral concerns – a
curious effort given Wu Ming’s problematizing of authorship itself. That he falls into the
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of these four themes. On the first point, the novel clearly focuses on what
it is that motivates people to take up revolutionary politics. It is a passion
enhanced at a narrative level by the immediacy of the filthy roughness of life,
but especially in situations of war. Carefully argued assessments of the current
state of economic oppression, with the requisite determination of what needs
to be done, may be one thing, but that – while thoroughly necessary – is not
what touches the heart for many. It is what Ernst Bloch called the ‘cold stream’
of Marxism, or what Anatoly Lunacharsky described as ‘“dry” economic theory’
(Lunacharsky 1908b, 9). Instead, they preferred to stress the enthusiastic and
emotional dimensions. For both of them, the cold stream was embodied in
Second International Marxism, which had lost the sensitive and enthusiastic
Marx – a Marx who provided alongside his scientific work an emotional appeal,
saying, according to Lunacharsky, ‘that poets need many caresses’ (1967, 274).
Indeed, this Marx was the one who brought about in Lunacharsky a distinct
‘conversion to Marxism’, a conversion to a ‘deeply emotional impulse of the
soul’ (Lunacharsky 1908b, 9). Or in Bloch’s characteristic style, ‘To the warm
stream [Wärmestrom] of Marxism, however, belong liberating intention and
materialistically humane, humanely materialist real tendency, towards whose
all these disenchantments are undertaken’ (Bloch 1995, 209, 1985, 241).
The tough hero of Q is also one whose eye has the glint of promise and hope,
and who finds that same gleam in Thomas Müntzer, ‘the flame that set Germany
ablaze’ (Blissett 2004, 27), in the peasants who follow him, in the eyes of the radicals at Münster, in the apocalyptic prophets such as Jan Matthys, and in the
free spirits of Antwerp. To be sure, he has his head on his shoulders and the survivor’s instinct. His scars – ‘the geographical map of lost battles’ (Blissett 2004,
114) – tell enough of that story. Yet in the face of an almost unending stream
of catastrophe and failure, when the ‘army of the elect’ is ‘lost in the mud’, the
passion remains (Blissett 2004, 24). But whence does that enthusiasm come? Is
it in the catharsis of violence, when his hopes are seemingly dashed time and
again against superior forces? Is it in the hedonism that creeps through at different moments, with a wine flask and a woman or two? Is it the revolutionary
promise, when ‘everything was possible’ (Blissett 2004, 27, see also 45, 78), that
calls one back again. No, it is clearly from his faith, of a radical Anabaptist kind.
A Gospel of the poor it was, of the dregs who never imagined they would
have the chance to decide history. Or rather, through a focus on the texts in
which obedience to God’s command was central and those who failed to
trap of following Wu Ming’s own efforts to guide and control interpretation of the novel
only exacerbates the problem. Further, he tends to focus on Thomas Müntzer, which is
the concern only of the first part of the novel, thereby giving scant attention to the longer
and even more intriguing engagements with Münster, the Anabaptists in the Lowlands,
the Brethren of the Free Spirit in Antwerp and the movements in Italy.
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live up to that law were to be condemned. Princes, bishops, barons, counts,
anyone who oppressed the poor, especially the peasants, were subject to God’s
judgement. Anyone who saw themselves as higher than everyone else, who
took on airs and powers and wealth, did so not only on the backs of the poor,
but in contravention to the message of the Gospel. The Church of Rome falls
short, as does Luther, whose message appealed to the wealthy merchants and
burghers of the towns, let alone the princes who saw in Luther and his message
a way of throwing off the burden of Rome and the Holy Roman Emperor.
This emphasis leads to the second tension in the novel, between rupture
and communalism – a distinction I have already explored in relation to Christian communism. The first appears obviously with the opening scene, the
graphic and first-hand account of the slaughter of the peasants at Frankenhausen, and it continues through the long story of the siege of Münster, a name
that provokes ‘a shiver that was once an earthquake’ (Blissett 2004, 142), let
alone the apocalyptic squads of Jan van Batenburg in the Netherlands, seeking
to bring on the end by cutting a swathe of destruction. Each was the ‘umpteenth Jerusalem, still populated with ghosts and crazed prophets’ (Blissett
2004, 112). But I wish to focus here on the constant desire, at both the personal level of our hero and of the revolutions themselves, to break through to
communal life, with all things in common, mutual aid and the banishment of
exploitation. We find this above all at three moments, with differing emphasis
but with the same underlying desire.
Apart from efforts at communal government, as explorations of protosocialist formations in Mühlhausen and Münster (both towns seized by deft
and popular revolutions), the most obvious treatment of communalism
takes place when the hero spends a good deal of time – the middle section
of the novel – with the Brethren of the Free Spirit in Antwerp. Lodewijck de
Schaliedecker (alias Eloi Pruystinck) is their founder and guide, a man who had,
like Müntzer, gone beyond Luther, but on a different tack. For Eloi, the key is not
violent conflagration, but an antinomian reading of theology. ‘Not under law,
but under grace’ (Romans 6:14) means that the old order no longer holds one
down. The new order, of grace that goes beyond all that is, begins now, has been
inaugurated and awaits the consummation with Christ’s return. The upshot:
a community of mutual aid, having all things in common, in cooperation
rather than conflict, of sexual freedom, an oasis in the maelstrom of life and
politics. Indeed, this is precisely how the hero first encounters them. He is
rescued by Eloi after a severe beating at the hands of Spanish colonial soldiers,
immediately after the execution of Jan van Battenberg. The vast house of the
Brethren becomes a place of recuperation from his injuries, of finding again
old handicraft skills, of peace and even of love (Kathleen). But how does Eloi
fund the group? He is as innocent as a dove and as wise as a serpent (Matthew
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10:16), persuading the rich merchants and bankers of Antwerp, who are all too
keen to foster any movement that challenges Rome and the tax burdens of
the Spanish crown. Yet he also has a grander scheme, not only of funding his
movement, but of bringing the corrupt economic and ecclesial order of Europe
to its knees. He enlists our protagonist and an old banker into a massive project
that defrauds the Fugger’s bank and nets them each 100,000 florins (an early
instance of revolutionary expropriations, which the Bolsheviks would later
perfect). The idea is that the scheme would throw doubt into the reliability of
the Fugger’s bank, but Anton Fugger calls Cardinal Carafa to investigate and try
Eloi as a heretic. Eloi dies at the stake in 1544, but not before many among the
Brethren – forewarned – escape overseas, or, in the case of our hero, to Italy.
Tellingly, he takes on the name of Lodewijck de Schaliedecker,16 and recreates
a very different communal life, now in Venice and as a shareholder (with his
many florins) in a brothel. His hard-earned toughness enables him to provide
the necessary threat of violence (and its occasional enactment) to ensure the
women in the brothel can work in peace and under good conditions. Here is
both an astute awareness that any communist venture requires a strong arm to
keep its would-be destroyers at bay, but also a working out of what it actually
means for Jesus to prefer the company of ‘the disinherited, the whores and the
panders’, the dregs who had nothing to lose (Blissett 2004, 150). Of course, the
brothel venture is connected with the antinomian sexual bent of the novel,
in which the celebration of a very different, communal life, also means the
earthiness of carnivalesque, sensual enjoyment – even Müntzer is known to
like a drink, engage in sexual banter, and occasional public sex, such as the
mutual masturbation with Ottilie (Blissett 2004, 51, 72).17
A final expression of the desire for communalism emerges through the contacts with the Jews and Muslims in the story. Initially, some Jewish bankers
provide a glimpse of an alternative life, even while constantly watching their
backs and prepared to pack up and move on at a moment’s notice. And then,
as the novel closes, the Muslims of the Ottoman world, with their superior culture and knowledge of what it means to live well, provide a glimpse of peace.
A man now older and with a few too many creaky bones and stiff muscles finds
at last a life on the other side of revolution.
Both elements – of violent revolution and communal life – come through
strongly in the novel, at times as a stark contrast, but more often as a necessary
pair (in contrast to Kautsky’s effort to separate them too sharply). So also with
16
17

In comparable moments, he takes on the names of Gerrit Boekbinder in Münster
(thereby linking in with the historical Bartholomeus Boeckbinder) and Titian in Italy (the
Italian heretic connected with The Benefit of Christ Crucified).
‘Let the Carnival begin’, is the call that notes the successful revolution in Münster (Blissett
2004, 211). Bakhtin’s study of the carnivalesque may be read as both a search for its historic
revolutionary role and as a code for the Russian Revolution (Bakhtin 1984; Boer 2007b).
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the Anabaptist tradition that is central to the novel. Its communal tendencies
may have flourished during its period in Moravia (as Kautsky notices) and
come to the fore in the pacifist propensities that have had the upper hand
since the Münster Revolution, at least in those branches influenced by David
Joris, Obbe Phillips and Menno Simons.18 Yet Anabaptism embodies a tension
between the two sides, a tension that is necessary for any movement that
bases itself upon vanquishing a world of exploiters and fat cats for the sake of
one that espouses communal life. Once again, the deep patterns of Kautsky’s
work show through here, for in his lengthy account he is keen to emphasise
the superior communal life of the various strands of ‘heterodox communism’,
during the relatively brief periods when they were given space to develop.19
I would like to focus briefly on a third distinctive feature of the novel: the
tension between reaction and revolution that runs through the text, both in
terms of form and content. I have already written of the political ambivalence
inherent within the workings of Christian thought and practice in the previous chapter (see also Boer 2014a, 125–69), so I do not wish to reprise that whole
argument here, save for a couple of observations. By political ambivalence I
mean the ease which theology and the church may sidle up to tyrants and repressive economic orders, while at the same time giving continuous inspiration to revolutionary movements. Neither one is a core truth, for which the
other then becomes a distortion, for both are genuinely possible within
the logic of theology.20
This ambivalence emerges at multiple levels within the novel. It may be within Luther himself, for he is the one who set the radicals on their paths, especially
Müntzer, who was ‘more like Luther than Luther himself’ (Blissett 2004, 38).
That is, they sought to bring to its natural conclusion the message of salvation
by grace through faith (Blissett 2004, 31). Luther soon became alarmed at what
he had unleashed, seeking to rein in the radical tendencies of those who took
18

19

20

The debate turns up in the novel itself (Blissett 2004, 251). The argument that the
communal side is the true core and the other an aberration is both mistaken and
obviously an effort to gain the upper hand in a perpetual struggle. Garber’s study (2006) is
written from the perspective of ensuring that the pacifist story remains the core.
Nonetheless, a loss of the revolutionary edge risks two developments: an accommodation
with the status quo for the sake of working within the system; and retreat from the world in
somewhat self-contained communities that define themselves by offering an alternative
to the degraded world that surrounds them. The reasons for such moves vary widely,
some of them strategically justified, but too often do these moves become permanent,
eschewing any form of revolutionary activity and finding all manners of justifications for
doing so. At one point in the novel, a debate between Eloi and the hero turns on precisely
these issues (Blissett 2004, 256–58).
De Donno’s proposal (2013, 44–49) that the novel seeks to revitalise the radical utopian
tradition while warning against its authoritarianism and the repressive nature of
institutions may be seen as one element of this larger political ambivalence of Christianity.
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him at his word, taking a position in line with the Roman church he opposed.21
Melanchthon then expresses the position of both Rome and Wittenberg, that
of Romans 13.22 However, these issues remain at the level of content. By contrast, a more sustained manifestation of this political ambivalence appears in
the form of Q. I think in particular of the doppelganger characters, of the namechanging Anabaptist revolutionary and his opposite, the Vatican agent Q, who
works for the founder of the Inquisition, Cardinal Carafa. Struggling with one
another at a distance or at close quarters, at times even cooperating (especially
when Q is Gresbeck in Münster and then towards the close of the novel), it
seems as though the agent mostly has the upper hand. He it is who persuades –
through carefully crafted letters (as ‘Qoèlet’) that inspire trust23 – Müntzer to
lead the under-prepared peasants onto the battlefield at Frankenhausen. He too
volunteers to go into Münster, in order to push the leaders to extremes so that
the whole Anabaptist movement would be discredited. Here he becomes the
historical figure of Gresbeck, who pens the most intimate account of the revolution and is instrumental in its betrayal (Mackay 2016). At this point, my own
sense is that the authors overplay their hand, for Q is a little too involved in every
event, a little too prescient, a little too able to influence the course of history. The
result is that the agency of the peasants and Anabaptists dissipates somewhat,
even with the realistic awareness of the perpetual threat of spies and agents.
Given that the coherence of a novel such as this is strung together by the lead
character – here a double character – the point is that reaction is exceedingly
strong and devious. Yet, in the end, Q loses his sense of purpose, and realises
how much he has both been used and how dispensable he really is. Finally, the
hero and Q meet, cooperate for a moment to gain access to incriminating documents concerning the pope and the struggles in the church between moderates
and hard-liners, only for Q and the documents to burn and die in the fire that
consumes the Viennese brothel.
The man with many names and yet none embodies the revolutionary side
of this tension. While the struggles between him and Q manifest the profound
political ambivalence at the heart of Christianity, the novel closes with a hint
21
22
23

This insight is given to Q himself, who writes in one of his letters: ‘The truth is that
the portal that Luther has opened is one that he himself would now wish to be closed’
(Blissett 2004, 36).
At one point, in debate with the radical Karlstadt, Melanchthon quotes Romans 13:1: ‘Let
every soul be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no power but of God: the
powers that be are ordained by God’ (Blissett 2004, 29).
The letters – a standard literary device – are another formal manifestation of the tension.
Initially, it seems as though Q has the upper hand, with his long letters foreseeing new
developments, if not precipitating them. Yet, Müntzer too has written and received
letters, kept in the satchel our hero manages to rescue from the battlefield at
Frankenhausen. In the end, these letters hold their own against those of Q.
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that the latter has greater endurance. The passion never quite fades; the multitude of failures and disasters never quite dampens his desire and belief; many
ghosts may visit his dreams, but he wakes once again.24 Here too form exhibits
this message even more than content. At the novel’s opening, we are thrown
into the last moments of the bloody defeat at Frankenhausen.25 Müntzer
and our man are hauled off the field by the miner-bodyguard, Elias, only for
Müntzer to be captured, Elias to be beheaded on the street, and the hero to
escape narrowly. Why begin with a crushing defeat? I suggest that the defeat
actually opens up the possibility of hope. New life follows death. Defeat is the
first word, the common denominator, a bitter lesson to be learned, but it is not
the end. Indeed, the structure of the novel that follows, at least for two-thirds
of its length, works its way between flashback (enabled at first by the rescued
letters of Müntzer and then by the questions of Eloi Pruystinck) and the present, filling out the story that led to the high-points of Frankenhausen and then
Münster, yet showing that the project continues beyond the defeat. A deft
switching back and forth between past aorist and present tenses in the narrative add yet another level of the formal emphasis of this feature. The novel
continues, with even more defeats, but those formal moves indicate that at
least one survives, learns, hopes and fights again. The revolutionary fire cannot
be extinguished so easily.
3

Conclusion: How to Be Truly Radical

I have argued that Q offers a comprehensive recovery of the radical,
revolutionary dimensions of the Reformation, especially for a range of Leftwing m
 ovements today. It is indebted to the Marxist tradition of identifying
the revolutionary strain of Christian thought and practice, whether in terms
of early Christianity, Thomas Müntzer and the Peasants, or the Anabaptists
at Münster. Here the names of Engels, Luxemburg, Kautsky, Lunacharsky
and Bloch are central. I have also sought out the deeper issues raised by the
novel, in terms of the tensions between passion and reason, rupture and
communalism, and the political ambivalence of Christianity. I would like to
close on a slightly different, albeit related note, and ask: how does all this have
relevance to the appeal of Q today, with its wholesale recovery of the radical
theological tradition?
24
25

‘Every time thunder shakes the heavens, I start at the memory of the cannon. Every time I
close my eyes to sleep, I know that by the time I open them again I’ll have been visited by
many ghosts’ (Blissett 2004, 399).
A similar approach is used with the death squads of Jan van Batenberg, for the narrative
reopens after the execution of van Batenburg and the hero’s narrow escape after a
harrowing defeat (Blissett 2004, 103–4).
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Apart from the issues explored earlier, I suggest that a significant part of Q’s
appeal lies in what may be called the translatability of religion and (especially)
radical politics. That is, the semantic fields of key terms and ideas in both politics and theology offer the possibility of being translated into one another. On
this point, the novel goes beyond Kautsky, who merely hints at this possibility
with his juxtaposition of the radicalism of social movements and the deeper
theological nature of its articulation: ‘The more radical a social movement, the
more theological were its forms of expression (Kautsky 1897, 220, 1895, 377).
Q offers a thorough translatability of theology and radical politics. Terms such
as revolution and miracle, obedience to the law of God and justice, the land as
God’s and land reform, adult (or believer’s) baptism and the right of people to
make their own political decisions, Christian communism and the abolition of
private property – these and more have their own semantic fields that open out
to one another. Let me give one example of many (note the biblical allusions):
We were diligent sowers of the seed, lighting the spark of war against those
who had usurped the word of God, the tormentors of His people. I saw
scythes hammered into swords, hoes becoming lances and simple men
leaving the plough to become fearless warriors. I saw a little carpenter
carving a great crucifix and guiding Christ’s troops like the captain of the
most invincible army. I saw all this and I saw those men and women take
up their own faith and turn it into a banner of revenge. Love seized our
hearts with that one fire that flamed within us all: we were free and equal
in the name of God, and we would smash the mountains, stop the winds,
kill all our tyrants in order to realise His kingdom of peace and brotherhood. We could do it, in the end we could do it: life belonged to us.26
blissett 2004, 67

When they touch one another in the process of translation, the semantic fields
overlap, albeit not completely. God may come out into the barricades, get
drunk in taverns, sack churches and frighten the horses (Blissett 2004, 219),
but that is not all God does. As any translator knows only too well, the overlap
is never complete, for each semantic field has smaller or larger regions that do
not intersect immediately, which lie outside and perhaps even resist the translating process. When such a translation process works well, both political and
theological terms are enriched, but when it works less well, something is lost
26

Or, in the words of Bernard Rothmann, the preacher of Münster: ‘Justice for us, brothers
and sisters, justice for anyone who is held in servitude, forced to work for a starvation
wage, anyone who has faith and sees the house of the lord sullied with images, and
children being washed with holy water like dogs under a fountain’ (Blissett 2004, 171).
Note also Q’s own words: ‘Wherever there is a discontented, hungry or ill-treated peasant
or craftsman, there is a potential heretic’ (Blissett 2004, 98).
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in the process of translation. Now the situation becomes more interesting, for
translation never rests content with the initial overlap. For this reason, it constantly moves back and forth, from one term to the other, exploring possible
alternatives. The dialectic is never satisfied with its achievement. And there
remains often a dimension that cannot be translated, that resists the process
and holds the other term to account. Theology may say to politics: you cannot
express everything that I am able to express, especially in ontological terms.
Politics may reply: ditto, except that I give fuller articulation to imminent
forms of political desire.
The advantages of this model – which can be sketched out here only in a
preliminary manner – are threefold. First, it challenges the narrative of secularisation, in which theology is the point of origin and political thought
becomes the inheritor and transformer, emptying these terms of theological
content and yet bound to the forms of expression. If we shift the model to
one of translation, we are able to dispense with the linear narrative and gain a
greater sense of the perpetual interplay between these two languages. Second,
it negates the claims to absolute status by either code. For theology, it usually
takes the form of absolute source, the origin and thereby determining mode
of expression. Political thought may attempt a similar move (usually via the
troubled classicist narrative that traces the origins of Western thought to that
eastern European, Balkan country known as Greece), or it may urge that it is
the basic form, for which theology is then a particular expression. By contrast,
translation reminds each that theirs is a limited language, with some pluses
and minuses.
Third, the model of translation provides a fruitful avenue for considering the
popularity of a novel like Q among some – usually younger – elements of
the European radical Left today. The novel does not spare readers the intricacies
of the theological debates of the sixteenth century, for these are crucial for
understanding its politics. It does so in a way that refuses absolute status to
either code, for political aspirations were expressed in theological terms,
while theological differences were in their turn articulated in political shape.
The authors offer, if you will, a careful example of that translation process in
action. For instance, the wonderful scene of feasting and sex in the early days
of Münster (Blissett 2004, 177–79) is an expression both of the radical form of
grace and of the freedoms unleashed when the people themselves take power.
The scene cannot be understood without both codes intersecting at this point.
This feature of the novel is replicated time and again throughout the text, all of
which leads to the desire by those on the activist Left to understand the nature
and intricacies of those debates. In this respect, they carry on a tradition that
Q has recovered.

Chapter 5

John Calvin and the Problem of Ungodly Rulers
Müntzer, Münster and the Anabaptists were not the only manifestations of
radical theology and politics during the European sixteenth century. In this
chapter and the next, I turn my attention to the ‘magisterial’ Reformation –
although Müntzer too was called Magister Thomas – with particular interest
in Calvin and Luther. Above all, I am interested in the tensions that emerge
between radical and conservative elements. As for Calvin, his natural proclivity was towards conservative positions that support the powers that be, but he
perpetually struggles with the radical directions that he keeps finding in the
Bible and at the heart of theological thought. It is not for nothing that Engels
would follow a path from the Reformed (Calvinist) faith of his youth to what
became known as Marxism, a path that is perhaps not as strange as it may at
first seem (see also my final chapter on Kim Il Sung, who followed a similar
path). A second, more underlying concern is the close connection between
theology and politics in Calvin’s texts, especially his Institutes of the Christian
Religion. In our fragmented academies, we like to distinguish between little
corners of specialization that rarely recognize one another. So also with the
study of Calvin: it is too easy to distinguish discrete realms of thought, whether
in terms of theology, politics, economics, society or even daily life (Höpfl 1982,
217; Dommen and Bratt 2007; Biéler 2006). By contrast, I seek the way these
realms are interwoven with another, except that this is a somewhat perverse
way of putting it, one that would be foreign to Calvin and his contemporaries
(Graham 1978; Stevenson 1999; Van Kley 1999).
In this chapter, I focus on the famous last section of Calvin’s Institutes,
where we find politics and theology inseparably entwined. Every sentence
of what is called ‘Of Civil Government [De Politica Administatione]’ evinces
a tension between radical and conservative, or revolutionary and reactionary
elements of theology. Time and again Calvin espies the radical possibilities
of the Bible and theology, only to try to contain it within his own carefully
constructed boundaries, from where it breaks out once again. Structurally too
there is something amiss with the chapter, indicating that he was unable to
organise the material to his satisfaction. Calvin sets out in this last chapter
of the Institutes to speak of three categories: the magistrate, the laws and the
people (Inst. 4.20.3; OS 5:474.17-24).1 Yet before long kings appear so that we
1 Following convention, Inst refers to the Institutes of the Christian Religion, and references
are given in terms of book, chapter, and paragraph numbers. As for the Latin original, I have
© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, ���9 | doi:10.1163/9789004394773_007
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find a competing s tructure: king, magistrate (and the laws), and people. One
feature is the ostensible structure of his chapter, while the other is the political
reality with which he tries to deal. They are at odds with each, clashing from
time to time, which suggests an inability to control what is happening with the
discussion (see further Bousma 1988, 204–13; Willis-Watkins 1989; Steinmetz
1995, 199–208; Stevenson 1999, 32–36, 2004). In sum, Calvin struggles between
strict stipulations to obey rulers and his closing realisation that one is dutybound to disobey any ungodly and tyrannical ruler. Through a close reading of
the literary structure of Calvin’s argument, I follow his struggle concerning this
issue, moving through his assertions that one must obey at any cost, through
recognizing that God and his appointed agents may punish and overthrow
tyrannical rulers, to his direction not to obey any ungodly ruler.
I begin with the crucial paragraph of the whole chapter, bringing out its
main points and then retrace the steps by which Calvin arduously works his
way towards this paragraph.
But in that obedience which we have shown to be due the authority of rulers, we are always to make this exception, indeed, to observe it as primary,
that such obedience is never to lead us away from obedience to him, to
whose will the desires of all kings ought to be subject, to whose decrees
all their commands ought to yield, to whose majesty their scepters ought
to be submitted. And how absurd would it be that in satisfying men you
should incur the displeasure of him for whose sake you obey men themselves! The Lord, therefore, is the King of Kings, who, when he has opened
his sacred mouth, must alone be heard before all and above all men; next
to him we are subject to those men who are in authority over us, but only
in him. If they command anything against him, let it go unesteemed. And
here let us not be concerned about all that dignity which the magistrates
possess, for no harm is done to it when it is humbled before that singular
and truly supreme power of God (Inst. 4.20.32; OS 5:501.28-502.3).
Clearly, if a ruler disobeys God’s commands, then we should not obey the ruler.
We may be subject to those who rule over us, but ‘subject only in the Lord’. So,
writes Calvin, ‘if they command anything against him, let it go unesteemed’.
I will have more to say about this extraordinary paragraph at the end of my
made use of Opera Selecta, a five volume selection of Calvin’s work in Latin. The third, fourth,
and fifth volumes contain the 1559 Latin edition of Institutiones Christianae Religionis, edited
by Petrus Barth and Guilelmus Niesel (Calvini 1559 [1957]). The format for references is to
cite OS, followed by volume, page, and line numbers. By and large I have followed the 2006
translation of the Institutes by Ford Lewis Battles in The Library of Christian Classics (Calvin
1559 [2006]).
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d iscussion, so let us leave it for now, go back to the beginning of the last c hapter
of the Institutes and see how he comes to this conclusion.
1

Two Kingdoms or One

Through this long and complex chapter Calvin attempts to negotiate three
main tensions: between temporal and the spiritual; between tyranny and anarchy; and then between obedience to evil rulers and obedience to God. The
last one interests me most, but let us analyse the argument one point at a time.
Earlier in the Institutes in the section called De Libertate Christiana, ‘On Christian Freedom’ (Inst. 3.19), we encounter Calvin’s sharp distinction between the
spiritual and the temporal domains. In a last-ditch effort to block the argument
that Christian liberty – as liberty from the law through the grace of Christ – has
radical political potential, Calvin deploys the distinction between spiritual and
temporal. Liberty from the law and for Christ, he argues, applies only to the
spiritual domain. Temporally one is subject to all the laws of the land. One is
free only in the private inner life of faith.
The opening comments in the last chapter of the Institutes open on a similar note. Of the ‘two governments’ within us, Calvin admits that he has spent
most of his energy exploring the inner one which relates directly to eternal life
but that he does indeed need to say a few things about the other one, ‘which
pertains only to the establishment of justice and outward morality’ (Inst. 4.20.1;
OS 5:471.15-16). Here too he asserts the sharp difference between them for the
same reasons as he did in his earlier discussion of ‘Christian freedom’ (he refers
explicitly to Inst. 3.19): it is to forestall the mistaken souls who think that the
promise of liberty from the law relates to this fleeting, temporal realm. They
seek to overcome all that interferes with their freedom in this life – laws, courts,
magistrates, government itself – until the revolution has been achieved, or, as
he puts it, ‘unless the whole world is reformed into a new form [nisi totus in novam faciem orbis reformetur]’ (Inst. 4.20.1; OS 5:472.11-12). Not so, Calvin points
out, since the spiritual and the temporal cannot be confused with one another.
Spiritual is spiritual and temporal is temporal with no intercourse between
them. Or so it seems. As soon as he has re-asserted his earlier argument Calvin switches tack. Despite this very sharp separation between the realms,
Calvin writes: ‘We must know that they do not contend with each other [ita
nec quicquam pugnare sciendum est]’ (Inst. 4.20.2; OS 5:473.8-9). Pugnare is a
strong word, meaning fight, struggle and contend. The spiritual and temporal
realms do not battle with each other; they are distinct but – crucially – not
opposed. Although this point appears first as a minor concession, it is extraordinarily important: now the spiritual and temporal, the internal and external
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are connected. Much turns on this concession, for once he admits that the
spiritual and temporal are related, a mass of items begin to flow between them
(Graham 1978, 158–59).
What is the role of a civil government in the life of faith? To begin with, it
should ban idolatry, blasphemy and any slanders against the truth (Inst. 4.20.3;
OS 5:473.30-474.24). Substantial enough, but Calvin goes further, suggesting
that the government must also maintain public peace and quiet, as well as
ensuring that private property remains intact. Now that he is on his way, Calvin
adds the protection of commerce, as well as ways of maintaining honesty and
modesty and even a decent form of public religion among Christians. This list
has become somewhat comprehensive.2 Here Calvin appears as a good conservative: everything must be done to ensure that order is maintained and any
revolutionary threat negated. But he has also gone further, for the proper task
of government is to protect and nurture ‘the true religion [vera religio], which
is contained in God’s law’ (Inst. 4.20.3; OS 5.474.13 see also 4.20.9; OS 5:479-81).
If it does so, then the very earthly civil government actually plays a role like
that of food and water, even light and air, albeit with greater dignity.
Thus far, I have been exegeting the third paragraph of Chapter 20 since it
brings out how close the spiritual and the temporal realms have come to one
another in the space of a few short sentences. But Calvin also seems to realise
that his argument is a complete about-face, so he now attempts to show why his
argument is consistent. But let me ask an initial question: why does Calvin make
this move to connect the spiritual and temporal? The short answer is that he
wants to prevent both tyranny and anarchy. The long answer is in what follows.
2

Anarchy or Tyranny

This opposition between tyranny and anarchy is one of the structuring features of the whole chapter. Initially Calvin deals with various forms of anarchy,
whether spiritual escapism or political radicalism. Later he focuses on tyranny,
working away at the problem of what Christians should do when faced with
ungodly rulers. I analyse each one in turn.
The political radicals, whom we have already met in my earlier discussion
and who we also keep meeting in the Institutes, connect the spiritual and the
temporal very closely. Disdain for the existing political order, the law and other
2 One is reminded of the initial list of revolutionary elements in the prefatory letter to Francis
i of France, where Calvin tries to reassure the king that he and his followers are not in the
business of overthrowing the laws and the courts, disturbing the peace, tearing sceptres from
the hand of kings or, to sum it up, turning society upside down.
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matters of human society, translates into a radical and anarchistic agenda, for
the social, economic and political life of this world is corrupt and depraved.
However, instead of retreating from this world they seek to overthrow and
replace it with a new society. In a rather good description of anarchism, Calvin writes: ‘They … think that nothing will be safe unless the whole world is
reshaped to a new form, where there are neither courts, nor laws, nor magistrates, nor anything, which in their opinion restricts their freedom’ (Inst. 4.20.1;
5:472.10-13). Faced with such a close connection between the spiritual and the
temporal in the hands of these anarchists, Calvin opts for their separation – at
least for the time being.
In the remainder of this last chapter of the Institutes Calvin keeps both
forms of anarchy in mind. To counter the political anarchists, he constantly
asserts the need to obey earthly rulers since they have been appointed by God.
But he is also wary of spiritual escapism, which turns on the radical separation
of spiritual and temporal. It may take two forms. On the one hand, it is a retreat
within when faced with the troubling and complex matters of the world. One
may find a quiet corner away from the cares and worries of life, block them
out as best one can and live an inner life of faith in peaceful solitude. On the
other hand, it may mean a complete disdain of the things of this world. Since
we already have one foot in heaven and sit at the table of the Lord we really do
not need to bother with the laws and sanctions of society. We are far above all
those messy earthly matters and can therefore ignore the matters of politics
and the legal system. We are a law unto ourselves; or rather, we already live
out God’s law and need no law of men. Both types of spiritual escapism are
problematic for Calvin (see Inst. 4.20.2; OS 5:472.35-473.29). He knows full well
that his argument for the purely spiritual and inner domain of Christian faith
can lead in this direction, so in this case he switches and seeks to connect both
spiritual and temporal. Against the spiritual escapists he harps on the point
that civil government is there to protect and nurture the life of faith.
Nonetheless, spiritual escapism is less of a concern to Calvin, for tyranny
draws more and more of his attention. Already in his opening statement Calvin lays out the threat of absolute power. Although he speaks of finding a way
between the two extremes of anarchy and tyranny – between the ‘insane and
barbarous’ people trying to overthrow God’s order and the ‘flatterers of princes’ who oppose earthly power to God’s government in order to enhance their
own ‘power without measure [potentiam sine modo]’ (Inst. 4.20.1; OS 5:471.
21-23) – he is actually more interested in countering tyranny. The nub of the
problem is that if an earthly ruler is opposed to God, what is a Christian or
indeed a citizen to do?
The answer is not clear. For someone given to near obsessive precision and
the careful arrangement of his arguments, this is curious indeed. Something
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must be bothering him. Calvin tries to deploy his usual efforts to categorize and
organise. So we find that most of his attention in this last chapter is given over
the respective roles of the king, magistrate, laws and people. This time his famed
precision does not help him. One would imagine that the simple q uestion –
what to do with an ungodly ruler? – would be relatively easy to answer. But not
so, and the reason is that Calvin is far too good a student of the Bible to find an
easy answer to the question. Let us follow him as he twists and turns.
3

Ungodly Rulers

In section after section (from the fourth to the thirteenth of Chapter 20) we
find various tasks of the rulers, both kings and magistrates. Calvin begins by
emphasizing that they are appointed by God (Inst. 4.20.4-7; OS 5:474.25-478.10)
but then already raises the problem of what to do when they tend towards
tyranny. His preliminary response is to argue for a small aristocracy bordering
on popular government (Inst. 4.20.8; OS 5:478.11-479.31) in order keep tyranny
in check. Here his theology meshes with his politics very closely: analogous
to the combination of his democracy of depravity (the doctrine of sin) and
the aristocracy of salvation (predestination), Calvin argues for an aristocratic
government with distinct popular elements. Since monarchy tends towards
tyranny, aristocracy slips all too easily towards the faction of the few, and popular government has a tendency to be seditious, he seeks a system with the
proverbial checks and balances: ‘Therefore, men’s fault or failing causes it to
be safer and more bearable for a number to exercise government, so that they
may help one another, teach and admonish one another; and, if one asserts
himself unfairly, there may be a number of censors and masters to restrain his
willfulness’ (Inst. 4.20.8; OS 5:478.28-479.2). Calvin is no democrat, of whatever
form. Instead, he is a careful conservative who feels that the Bible points in this
direction. But he is also not interested in arguments for absolute monarchy,
for this would be an open ticket to the exercise of ‘power without measure
[potentiam sine modo]’ (Inst. 4.20.1; OS 5:471.23).
The next few sections cover matters such as the close relation between
spiritual and temporal laws (Inst. 4.20.9; OS 5:479.32-481.26), an effort to find a
moderate position between the command not to kill and the need for the death
penalty (Inst. 4.20.10; OS 5:481.27-483.28) as well as the uses of war in light of
the same argument, and the need to keep sedition in check (Inst. 4.20.11-12; OS
5:483.28-485.17). Taxes too should be necessary but not tyrannical (Inst. 4.20.13;
OS 5:485.18-486.8). And then we enter a lengthy discussion of the law (Inst.
4.20.14-21; OS 5:486.9-493.15), where Calvin argues that the basis of civil law
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is and should be Moses’s law and not common law. We are a long way indeed
from the sharp division between temporal and spiritual realms on which Calvin was so keen not that long ago. In fact, here he goes so far as to argue that
revelation is the basis of temporal law.
I have outlined all too briefly some features of Calvin’s effort to give precise order to matters pertaining to civil government. Although the threat of
anarchy turns up every now and then – especially in relation to the dangers
of popular government – we gain the impression that it is not really the major issue. This impression is enhanced when we come to the closing sections
of the chapter, for this is where Calvin really comes to grips with the issue of
tyranny. And he is driven to do so by a series of problematic – for an innate
conservative – biblical texts that deal with the overthrow of a ruler.
3.1
Obey!
Calvin begins the final stages of this chapter by asserting the importance
of obedience to divinely appointed rulers. Starting with the flagship text of
Romans 13:1-7 (see my Chapter 3), he engages with a string of biblical texts to
show that this is as solid a biblical position as one will find: Titus 3:1 on obeying
the powers, principalities and magistrates; 1 Peter 2:13 on submission to kings
and governors; 1 Timothy 2:1-2 on prayers and intercessions for all in authority
(Inst. 4.20.23; OS 5:494.6-26).3 Clearly, the Bible has a good number of texts that
give divine sanction to the ruler, whether king, dictator or despot. And over the
last two millennia there have been more than enough rulers and small-minded
churchmen who have been all too ready to use such texts for their own megalomaniac programs. So we face the next problem: if the Bible says we must obey
our rulers, what do we do with the dreary run of ungodly and tyrannical ones?
Calvin’s initial answer is rather conservative:
Indeed, he says that those who rule for the public benefit are true patterns
and evidences of this beneficence of his; that they who rule unjustly and
incompetently have been raised up by him to punish the wickedness of
the people; that all equally have been endowed with that holy majesty
with which he has invested lawful power (Inst. 4.20.25; OS 5:470.1-6).4
3 Stevenson (1999, 143–44, 2004) stresses this element in Calvin’s political thought, drawing on
letters that give direct advice on the matter. See also the commentaries on 1 Peter 2:13 (Calvin
1855, 79–80), 1 Timothy 2:1-2 (Calvin 1856, 51–53), and Titus 3:1 (Calvin 1856, 324).
4 So also: ‘When we hear that a king has been ordained by God, let us at once call to mind
those heavenly edicts with regard to honoring and fearing a king; then we shall not hesitate
to hold a most wicked tyrant in the place where the Lord has deigned to set him’ (Inst. 4.20.26;
OS 5:497.10-13).
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At this point he suggests that such a ruler is still to be obeyed, since he may be
an agent of punishment in God’s hands. The worst tyrant is still in a divinely
appointed role, even if it is to remind us of our sinful state.5 Calvin’s first proposition is in place: the people must not disobey or even contemplate removing
an ungodly ruler, no matter how rapacious or outrageous such a ruler might
be. This would be an excellent place to close his argument, especially for a
conservative like Calvin.
3.2
God’s Agents
The problem is that Calvin is too good a student of the Bible. For in that troublesome collection of texts he finds at least two situations when one may
remove a ruler from power. However, that ‘one’ is not anyone: only God may
do so or someone specifically appointed by God for this purpose, whether this
person knows they have been given the task or not. As for the first category,
God’s wrath has been and will be directed at any ruler who happens to disobey God. In language that comes close indeed to the Hebrew prophets and
even Thomas Müntzer, Calvin writes: ‘Before his face all kings shall fall and be
crushed, and all the judges of the earth, that have not kissed his anointed [Ps.
2:10-11], and all those who have written unjust laws to oppress the poor in judgment and to do violence to the cause of the lowly, to prey upon widows and rob
the fatherless [Isa. 10:1-2]’ (Inst. 4.20.29; OS 5:500.7-13).
Obviously, this is an important text, for it is both saturated in biblical
allusions and it marks the emergence of a different position on ungodly rulers.6
The crucial principle here is as follows: rulers are no different from anyone
else, so if they have done wrong they deserve to be punished. All have sinned
and fallen short of the glory of God – including rulers. But if the occasional
revolutionary might become eager, with fingers twitching at the scabbard,
Calvin makes it perfectly clear that this task of removing an ungodly ruler is
strictly God’s, unless God happens to appoint someone to the task:
Here are revealed his goodness, his power, and his providence. For sometimes he raises up open avengers [vindices] from among his servants, and
5 Although we may struggle in our time to find rulers explicitly arguing that they have been
sent by God to punish us, Calvin’s colourful description of such a ruler resonates at another,
experiential level: ‘If we are cruelly tormented by a savage prince, if we are greedily despoiled
by one who is avaricious or wanton, if we are neglected by a slothful one, if finally we are
vexed for piety’s sake by one who is impious and sacrilegious, let us first be mindful of our
own misdeeds, which without doubt are chastised by such whips of the Lord’ (Inst. 4.20.29;
OS 5:499.33-500.2).
6 The allusions are to Psalm 2:10 and Isaiah 10:1. We can see such a position espoused quite
clearly in his commentaries on these passages (Calvin 1845, 22–24, 1850, 333–34).
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arms them with his command to punish [poenas sumant] the accursed
tyranny and deliver [eximant] his people, oppressed in unjust ways, from
miserable calamity. Sometimes he directs to this end the rage of men with
other intentions and other endeavors…. For the first kind of men, when
they had been sent by God’s lawful calling to carry out such acts, in taking
up arms [arma sumendo] against kings, did not at all violate that majesty
which is implanted in kings by God’s ordination; but armed from heaven,
they subdued [coercebant] the lesser power with the greater, just as it is
lawful for kings to punish [animadvertere] their subordinates. But the latter kind of men, although they were directed by God’s hand whither he
pleased, and executed his work unwittingly, yet planned in their minds to
do nothing but an evil act (Inst. 4.20.30; OS 5:500.14-19, 29-501.4).
Two types of agent appear in the divine (secret) service of doing away with
sundry rulers, or at least delivering God’s people from the iron fist of impious
oppression. Perhaps the best way to distinguish them is in terms of the witting
and the unwitting. Some are directly appointed for the task, fully aware of the
role assigned to them (however unwilling they might be) and undertake this
ministry with more or less enthusiasm. The examples are easy to call to mind
(I cull a few from Calvin and add some others): Moses and the ungodly rule of
Pharaoh; Gideon and freedom from Midianite oppression; Othniel the judge
who overthrew the oppression of Cushanrishathaim, the king of Mesopotamia; Ehud the judge and assassin of Eglon king of Moab; Esther and Mordecai
in response to the oppression of Haman.
Others are not aware of their divinely appointed roles, co-opted into the task
without their knowledge. They may think that some minor affront needs to be
avenged, they may be driven by fury and evil intent, but still they carry out the
divine purpose (see also Inst. 1.18; OS 3:219-27). The biblical examples are not as
numerous. The most notable is Cyrus, king of the Medes and Persians, who is
named by Isaiah as Yahweh’s anointed – ‘messiah’ no less in Isaiah 45:1 (Calvin
1852c, 394–95). Others include the use of one state to punish another – Tyre is
punished by Egypt, but then Egypt is punished in turn by the Assyrians, who
in their turn are chastised by the Babylonians and they find themselves at the
receiving end from the Medes and Persians (Cyrus again). An intriguing way
to read the processes of imperial rise and fall in ancient Southwest Asia, but
then Calvin also points out that these empires punish Israel and Judah again
and again.
Note carefully what has happened with this move by Calvin. Two fascinating
twists have appeared in his argument, the first explicitly recognised, the second
not. The first is one of the many moments when he sets out to reconcile what
is really a contradiction: God appoints rulers (and so we must obey them) but
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then God also appoints agents to curb (coerceo), punish (animadverto), inflict
recompense on (poenas sumo), take up arms against (arma sumo) and deliver
from (eximo) ungodly rulers. How to make sense of this contradiction? Calvin
asserts that such agents ‘did not at all violate that majesty which is implanted
in kings by God’s ordination’. How so? Another order now comes into play. The
people may be commanded to obey rulers appointed by God, but those rulers
must obey the one who appointed them in the first place. They might be kings,
but God is king of kings. Or, as Calvin puts it, they are his satraps. The catch
with this argument, which was initially produced to deal with a biblical contradiction, is that it introduces a further problem for Calvin: rulers need to obey
God. If they do not, they may well be punished. The emergence of this position
will lead eventually to the explosive conclusion to Chapter 20.
The second argument concerning these divine agents of political vengeance –
that God may use for his own good the evil intent of others – introduces an
argument fraught with danger. It may go in either direction. For instance, one
can see it being used by some for the argument that Hitler actually carried out
a good and necessary task despite his evil intent, namely the belated bourgeois
revolution in Germany. But then it may also be used to argue that Churchill’s
withholding of grain from India during the Second World War, leading to millions of deaths in the Bengal ‘famine’, ultimately benefitted the independence
movement he sought to shut down through such an act, or that the theft of
Hawaii by the United States has been good for the place in the long run. The
list is endless, but it boils down to the old position that the end justifies
the means. Adding the qualifier that the good in question must be good for
God’s people does not change the volatility of the original point. Obviously,
this is a dangerous line to take.
We have reached the end of the second turn in Calvin’s argument. At first
we found him asserting, with the assistance of a long list of biblical texts, that
the ruler must be obeyed even if he is an oppressive, evil and ungodly ruler. But
then Calvin had to come to terms with the biblical accounts of punishing or
removing ungodly rulers, so he allows that either God or one of God’s agents
may avenge or punish a wayward and tyrannical ruler.
3.3
Magistrates
Now we turn to third moment of his argument – the magistrate. This crucial
figure actually fills a gap. In Calvin’s text the magistrate is the contemporary
form taken by the divinely appointed agent whose task (in part) is to curb the
tyrannical excesses of the king. Thus, the magistrate occupies an intermediate
position between king and people. Calvin sees such a magistrate embodied in
figures such as Moses, who receives the law from God and appoints 70 judges
to manage the judicial load in Exodus 18:13-27 (Calvin 1852b, 302–12), or like
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the judges in the book of the same name in the Hebrew Bible, or Samuel in the
books of his name. Indeed, a little earlier Calvin is drawn to the texts of 1
Samuel, although he uses them to point out that the people should obey an
unjust king (1 Samuel 8:11-17) and then to show how even David refrained from
taking Saul’s life when he had Saul in his power (1 Samuel 24). Yet Samuel the
judge or magistrate functions at another level here, for he is the one who both
anoints and removes kings from office. While Samuel anoints Saul as the first
king of Israel, he later removes that divine sanction from Saul and transfers it
to David. This king-making magistrate is one who seems to have played a role
in Calvin’s depiction of the relations between magistrate and king.
As far as the historical situation in Calvin’s own time is concerned, the magistrate was not merely a bureaucrat or even a law clerk as we tend to think of
magistrates now. Their task was to watch over public affairs, keep a watch on
other public officials, collect taxes, lead armies into battle if need be, execute
the odd criminal as a last resort, and, of course, see that the laws were followed
and enforced. It should be no surprise, then, that Calvin covers these topics in
this last chapter.
One of the tasks of the magistrate is that he has been ‘appointed to restrain
[ad moderandam] the wantonness [libidinem] of kings’. To make sure, Calvin
repeats the comment in a slightly different way: magistrates are appointed ‘to
withstand [intercedere], in accordance with their duty, the fierce licentiousness [licentiae] of kings’ (Inst. 4.20.31; OS 5:501.17 and 23; translation modified).
Here is a distinct echo of the curbing, punishing, inflicting recompense upon
and taking up arms against tyrants that we found with the divinely appointed
agents a little earlier. True, restraining and opposing is milder than curbing,
punishing and taking up arms, but the difference is not so great. Precisely what
this restraining and opposing may be is left unstated, but it is very clear that neither absolute monarchs nor kings who act tyrannically have a place in Calvin’s
polity.
We seem to have an answer to our problem of what to do with ungodly rulers.
If you are a member of the common people, all you can do is obey and bear an
ungodly ruler as best you can. But if you happen to be a magistrate then you
may do what is necessary to ensure that king does the right thing by the people.
And if you are a king then you must put aside any pretension to absoluteness,
for at the first sign of tyranny God may crush you or a magistrate may oppose
you. So we have two propositions: the people must obey kings in all situations;
and God and the magistrate are to keep a check on rapacious kings. It seems as
though we have a cautious formula for political stability. Indeed, Calvin seems
to have laid down a polity with some decent checks and balances in place: a
kingship kept in check by a magistrate, who one assumes is appointed from
within the aristocracy that Calvin so favours as the ruling body.
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Calvin makes this careful argument by Section 31 of the last chapter of the
Institutes. The problem is that it this is the penultimate section. Calvin knows
full well that there are some final biblical texts with which he has not dealt. And
they will undo all the careful work he has invested in this long final chapter.
3.4
Let Princes Hear and Be Afraid!
A little earlier I identified a move that would have profound consequences for
Calvin’s argument. At the point where he specifies the two ways in which a
ruler might be resisted and removed – by God directly or by a designated agent –
he introduces the following principle: since a ruler is subject to God, any ruler
who does not obey and serve God will be dealt with severely. At that point,
he is careful to stipulate that only God or his agent may undertake the task.
But what happens when the people have to endure an ungodly or self-serving
ruler? The answer with which we have become familiar is that the people
should do nothing but endure. The last thing Calvin wants to do is give license
to insurrection. So we find him asserting the following:
But however these deeds of men are judged in themselves, still the Lord
accomplished his work through them alike when he broke the bloody scepters of arrogant kings and when he overturned intolerable governments.
Let the princes hear and be afraid [Audiant principes, et terreantur]. But
we must, in the meantime, be very careful not to despise or violate that
authority of magistrates, full of venerable majesty, which God has established by the weightiest of decrees, even though it may reside with the
most unworthy of men, who defile it as much as they can with their own
wickedness (Inst. 4.20.31; OS 5:501.5-13; emphasis added).
This is a fascinating and highly revealing passage. To begin with, the tension
between reactionary and radical, between the conservative and revolutionary, comes to the fore. On the one hand, statements warn us not to violate
the authority of magistrates which is ‘full of venerable majesty’, but on the
other hand, we read of breaking ‘the bloody scepters of arrogant kings’ and
overthrowing ‘their intolerable governments’. The text is almost at war with
itself, moving one way and then the next.
Further, I am particularly interested in the outburst against insolent and
intolerable kings. For this passage is the second time Calvin has vented such
political passion. We have already come across this slightly earlier one, but I
cite it once again: ‘Before his face all kings shall fall and be crushed, and all the
judges of the earth, that have not kissed his anointed [Ps. 2:10-11], and all those
who have written unjust laws to oppress the poor in judgment and to do violence to the cause of the lowly, to prey upon widows and rob the fatherless
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[Isa. 10:1-2]’ (Inst. 4.20.29; OS 5:500.8-13; emphasis added). All kings and judges
of the earth shall fall and be crushed; he will break the blood-soaked sceptres
of insolent kings and intolerable tyrants – a theme is emerging here. This is
nothing less than prophetic fury against oppressive and tyrannical rulers. However, up until this point Calvin must content himself with allowing God and his
agents to do away with such tyrants – until we come to the extraordinary final
section of the last chapter of the Institutes.
4

Subject Only in the Lord

I quote the passage again, this time with the Latin since I want to give it closer
attention:
But in that obedience which we have shown to be due the authority of rulers, we are always to make this exception, indeed, to observe it as primary,
that such obedience is never to lead us away from obedience to him, to
whose will the desires of all kings ought to be subject, to whose decrees
all their commands ought to yield, to whose majesty their scepters ought
to be submitted. And how absurd would it be that in satisfying men you
should incur the displeasure of him for whose sake you obey men themselves! The Lord, therefore, is the King of Kings, who, when he has opened
his sacred mouth, must alone be heard before all and above all men; next
to him we are subject to those men who are in authority over us, but only
in him. If they command anything against him, let it go unesteemed. And
here let us not be concerned about all that dignity which the magistrates
possess, for no harm is done to it when it is humbled before that singular
and truly supreme power of God (Inst. 4.20.32).
At vero in ea, quam praefectorum imperiis deberi constituimus,
obedientia, id semper excipiendum est, imo in primus observandum,
ne ab eius obedientia nos deducat, cuius voluntati Regum omnium vota
subesse, cuius decretis iussa cedere, cuius maiestati fasces submitti par
est. Et vero, ut hominibus satisfacias, in eius offensionem incurrere, propter quem hominibus ipsis obedias, quam praeposterum fuerit? Dominus
ergo Rex est regum: qui ubi sacrum os aperuit, unus pro omnibus simul
ac supra omnes est audiendus; iis deinde qui nobis praesunt hominibus
subiecti sumus: sed nonnisi in ipso. Adversus ipsum siquid imperent,
nullo sit nec loco nec numero; neque hic totam illam, qua magistratus
pollent, dignitatem quicquam moremur: cui iniuria nulla fit dum in ordinem, prae singulari illa vereque summa Dei potestate, cogitur (OS 5:501.
28-502.3).
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Finally, another impulse of Calvin’s argument becomes clear. He begins by
r ecalling the obedience due to rulers, a point that he has made before. But then
he introduces an ‘exception’: excipiendum est – literally, an exception must be
made. Any obedience should not be incompatible with obedience to God. Or,
as Calvin puts it in his finely balanced writing, obedience to the one to whom
rulers are in fact subject (ne ab eius obedientia nos deducat). So we find three
balanced subordinate clauses that follow this central statement, each of them
introduced by ‘whose [cuius]’: to whose will (voluntati), decrees (decretis) and
majesty (maiestati) every king should be subject (subesse), must yield (cedere)
and bow (submitti). Each item – will, decree, majesty, being subject, yielding
and bowing – would be claimed by any garden-variety monarch. In response,
Calvin points out that they all are attributes of God first and kings second. He
reinforces the point a sentence or two later, asserting that God is King of kings
and that God is the mouth we should listen to ‘instead of all and above all
[simul ac supra omnes]’. Much earlier in the Institutes, in the preface addressed
to Francis, King of France – where Calvin is trying to assure the king that he
means no seditious harm – we find exactly the same sentiment addressed
directly to the king:
Indeed, this consideration makes a true king: to recognize himself a
minister of God in governing his kingdom. Now, that king who in ruling
over his realm does not serve God’s glory exercises not kingly rule but
brigandage (Calvin 1559, 12).7
Let the princes hear indeed! This quotation also suggests that the point Calvin
makes at the end of the Institutes is not really an exception at all. If we go back
to the opening sentence of the text I quoted above, we find that what Calvin
has to say must be observed above everything else: in primus observandum (the
gerund of observo giving the sense of obligation). What Calvin writes here is
simply the basic rule for all engagements by Christians with the state.
The remainder of the quotation turns around one point: when it comes to
a choice between obeying God or obeying an ungodly ruler there is no choice.
7 See also his closing comment to the exposition of the fifth commandment: ‘But we also ought
in passing to note that we are bidden to obey our parents only “in the Lord”’ [Eph. 6:1]. This
is apparent from the principle already laid down. For they sit in that place to which they
have been advanced by the Lord, who shares with them a part of his honor. Therefore, the
submission paid to them ought to be a step toward honoring that highest Father. Hence, if
they spur us to transgress the law, we have a perfect right to regard them not as parents, but
as strangers who are trying to lead us away from obedience to our true Father. So should we
act toward princes, lords, and every kind of superiors. It is unworthy and absurd for their
eminence so to prevail as to pull down the loftiness of God. On the contrary, their eminence
depends upon God’s loftiness and ought to lead us to it’ (Inst. 2.8.38; OS 3:379.16-27).
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Three times he repeats what has become obvious. It would be simply ‘preposterous [praeposterum]’ to suggest that anyone would attempt to please men
and thereby incur the wrath of God. Then again, we may be subject to our rulers, as Calvin has asserted again and again, but ‘only in Him [nonnisi in ipso]’.
And once again, bluntly, ‘If they command anything against him, let it be
worth absolutely nothing [Adversus ipsum siquid imperent, nullo sit nec loco nec
numero]’. Or literally, ‘let it be from nothing, in no place and with no number’.
I cannot emphasize enough the significance of the breakthrough in these
last lines. This position may seem obvious now, but it was not so clear a little
earlier where we were enjoined in no uncertain terms to obey even unjust,
oppressive and wilful rulers for our own edification. I will return to this t ension
in a moment, but first an observation. When first reading this passage, I
assumed Calvin was discussing magistrates. The word magistratus does appear
towards the end and I had been told that Calvin did not endorse civil disobedience by the people. Only the magistrate can curb, check or even punish
ungodly rulers. This would have the minimal benefit of maintaining some
consistency within Calvin’s own argument. The problem with such an argument is twofold. First, this passage from Calvin mentions kings (Regum) and
rulers (praefectorum) along with magistrates. All rulers come under the same
principle. And that is the second problem with the superficial consistency that
might have been maintained. To do so would betray a far deeper theological
truth for Calvin: God is supreme and any obedience is due entirely to him.
Rulers are no exception.
Often we come across efforts to solve the contradictions in Calvin’s thought.
I prefer to take the other path and push these contradictions as far as they
will go. Here is the contradiction: either obey the rulers at all costs or obey God
at all costs. Such a position works when there is no tension between the two,
when the ruler’s guidelines coincide with those of God. But when they clash,
we have a problem. Calvin tries to mediate between the two, so he begins by
arguing that the people should obey rulers in all situations, even when they are
rapacious, oppressive and ungodly. Only God or his appointed avengers may
punish such rulers, or indeed the magistrate, who is one such appointed agent.
But then he realizes that there is more at stake. It all turns on his theological position and his view of Scripture: if one’s ultimate obedience is to God,
there can be no compromise, and any ruler who decrees laws that contradict
those of God must be shunned. Even more, if all of us are radically fallen and
depraved, then that includes rulers as well. Thus, a ruler will more often than
not tend to be oppressive and tyrannical since he or she is a fallen creature like
everyone else. It is a radically democratic position, or what may be called the
democracy of depravity. Further, Calvin is far too good a student of the Bible
to let his earlier position stand. He knows well that the Bible has stories of civil
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disobedience, refusal to obey unjust laws and outright rebellion. He cites texts
such as Daniel’s refusal to bow to Nebuchadnezzar’s decree to worship him
(Daniel 6:22), or the edict of Peter in Acts 5:29 to obey God rather than men
(see also Calvin 1844, 214–15), or indeed Paul’s comment on not yielding to the
depraved wishes of men (1 Cor. 7:23). In fact, Calvin glosses this text from Paul
as the last statement of the Institutes: ‘That we have been redeemed by Christ
at so great a price as our redemption cost him, so that we should not enslave
ourselves to the wicked desires of men – much less be subject to their impiety’
(Inst. 4.20.32; OS 5:502.28-31). Or even more strongly in his commentary on
Daniel 6:22 he writes:
For earthly princes lay aside all their power when they rise up against
God, and are unworthy of being reckoned in the number of mankind.
We ought rather to utterly defy than to obey them whenever they are so
restive and wish to spoil God of his rights, and, as it were, to seize upon
his throne and draw him down from heaven.
calvin 1852a, 382, emphasis mine

5

Conclusion

The outcome of Calvin’s careful attention to the Bible is that he replicates
the many-layered contradictions of that collection of texts. In closing, let me
suggest that the tension I have been tracing may also be cast in terms of compromise over against principle. For much of this last chapter of the Institutes
Calvin tries to find a compromise between obedience to rulers and obedience
to God. We have seen the results of that compromise – the people must obey
rulers at all costs, God and his agents may punish them – but in the end it cannot hold. The principled Calvin triumphs in the end and that principle is none
other than obedience to God first and Scripture – a radical transcendence that
was so characteristic of many revolutionary moments. That such a principle
should lead to profound tensions between Calvin’s innate conservatism and
revolutionary possibilities makes his thought all the more intriguing. But it
also had concrete political consequences in, for example, the English Revolution (1642–1651), where Calvin’s radical strain was taken up with enthusiasm
(Lyons 2016), let alone the fascinating development in the northern Netherlands where radical Anabaptism once flourished (flowing initially to Münster
and then appearing in revolutionary cells such as those of Jan van Batenburg)
only to turn decisively to Calvinism.

Chapter 6

From Luther to Marx and Engels
In our own day we are approaching an era of revolution analogous to that
of the sixteenth century.
marx 1847a, 312, 1847b, 331

From one magisterial reformer to another, from Calvin to Luther, thereby
inverting the usual order. While the previous chapter analysed the internal
dynamics of Calvin’s thought through a careful reading of the final section of
the Institutes, this chapter deals with Luther through another lens. Now I am
concerned with the way Engels and Marx engage with Luther, an engagement
with far more intriguing twists than one may at first expect. Indeed, the interactions between Luther and Marxism range from profound philosophical
tensions to a positive, albeit critical, appreciation. In order to examine these
engagements, I distinguish between three topics that illustrate the range of
possibilities: the differences concerning human nature between Lutheranism
and Marxism; the ambivalent depiction of Luther as the ideologue of the bourgeoisie in Engels’s early study of the German Peasant Revolution of 1525; and
Marx’s dialectical appraisal of Luther as both the inaugurator of the first phase
of the German revolution, thereby setting up the second stage which Marx saw
beginning in his own time. As I am about to delve into this material, let me
reiterate the point that the story of Christian communism since the nineteenth
century cannot escape the complex interactions with Marxism.
1

Human Nature

On the matter of human nature, I need to set the scene more broadly. In
societies shaped by Christianity, the understanding of human nature turns on
the following question: can human beings do some good on their own initiative or are human beings unable to do good, relying completely on God? We
may reframe the question in terms of evil and sin: is evil limited, thereby providing some possibility of good works, or is evil more powerful than human
beings, which means that human effort is futile? The terms of these questions
in Latin Christianity were set in the debate between Augustine and Pelagius

© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, ���9 | doi:10.1163/9789004394773_008

92

Chapter 6

in the fifth century. Although the disagreements were subtle and complex,1
the names ‘Augustine’ and ‘Pelagius’ came to indicate two contrasting positions. While the former argued that only God’s grace was able to overcome the
inescapable evil of human existence, the latter argued that good works were
possible since evil was more limited.2
Luther falls on the Augustinian side, which has implications for the understanding of human nature. The core question was the transformation of
a fallen human nature, but the means for such a transformation were open to
debate. Augustine argued that the new human nature could be achieved only
through God’s grace, for human beings were unable to do so on their own. Pelagius countered by arguing that human discipline and cultivation could achieve
transformation, although not without divine assistance. His own much-
admired asceticism was an indication as to how a person might become more
holy. As his slogan would have it: if perfection is possible, then it is obligatory.
This early theological debate has also been seen in political terms, with – for
some Marxists – Augustine coming to embody an aristocratic or ruling class
perspective and Pelagius the perspective of those exploited. Thus, Augustine’s
argument becomes one for leaving the world as it is, a welcome message to
the wealthy and powerful since they need not work to change the world, and
solace to the poor and oppressed since they would find recompense in the
afterlife. By contrast, Pelagius (and indeed other ‘heretics’) become champions
for the downtrodden, urging that the only way to abolish poverty is to get rid of
the rich (G.E.M. de Ste. Croix 1981, 436–47; Wood 2008, 160). Anti-socialists from
Søren Kierkegaard to Eric Voegelin have agreed in their own ways, condemning
socialism as a Pelagian heresy (Garff 2007, 486–90, 502–5; Voegelin 1989–2009,
iv: 125; vi: 135, 145). If we consider a few examples from the Marxist tradition,
then this assessment may seem to be justified, although it was mediated by the
European Enlightenment’s assertion of the inherent goodness of human beings.
Thus, the proletariat and peasants have an inherent goodness, which will be
released from the exploitation by their masters when the communists have
taken hold of the reins of history. With this opportunity, workers and peasants
will wholeheartedly engage in creating a new society and economy for mutual
benefit. In other words, a Pelagian approach values the works that one can
do now, especially by the exploited. This understanding can be seen in Marx’s
(1844a, 176, 1844b, 171) image of throwing off the chain and plucking the living
flower, in the old slogan ‘from each according to ability, to each according to
1 For a sense of the intricacy, see some of the key works (Augustine 1992; Pelagius 1993; Rees
1998; Mann 2001; Wetzel 2001).
2 I leave aside the Greek (Orthodox) effort to mediate: since salvation is a divine gift, one
cannot earn salvation; yet, the gift can be accepted or refused, and so human activity is
involved.
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need’;3 or Anatoly Lunacharsky’s (1981, 57, 165, 245, 247) notion of the ideal of
human existence (represented by the gods of religion) to which one strives
through revolution and education; or Lenin’s sense (1917c, 272, 1917d, 350) that
patient and logical argumentation, backed up by ‘facts, facts, facts’; would
persuade anyone who listened, or Stalin’s (1906–1907a, 338, 1906–1907b, 336)
early observation that ‘it is obvious that free and comradely labour should result
in an equally comradely, and complete, satisfaction of all needs in the future
socialist society’; or indeed in the whole phenomenon of Stakhanovism and
the new Soviet man and woman of the 1930s (Siegelbaum 1988).
2

Engels, Luther and Thomas Müntzer

The implications for Luther should be obvious. As an Augustinian, he
stressed the power of sin and evil, the inability of human beings to do good
works on their own (Luther and Erasmus 1969), and an utter reliance on God’s
grace through faith. As the Smalcald Articles put it:
All have sinned and are justified freely, without their own works and
merits, by His grace, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, in
His blood (Romans 3:23-25). This is necessary to believe. This cannot be
otherwise acquired or grasped by any work, law, or merit. Therefore, it is
clear and certain that this faith alone justifies us … Nothing of this article
can be yielded or surrendered, even though heaven and earth and everything else falls (Mark 13:31).
mccain 2005, 289

In the terms examined above, this would place Luther firmly with the ruling
class, with the wealthy and powerful. Indeed, this is the assessment of Engels
in The Peasant War in Germany (1850a, 1850b). Engels’s effort at class analysis
determines the structure of the essay, with princes, nobility, clergy, burghers,
plebeians and peasants identified in the opening pages, to be followed by an
assessment of the war’s effects on these classes. As for Luther, he represents
the wishes of a nascent ruling class, or burghers seeking reform and of princes
with similar hopes. By contrast, Müntzer is the mouthpiece of radical peasants

3 Cited by every communist leader since Marx, the well-known slogan in its current form first
appears with Louis Blanc (1851, 92), after the revolutions of 1848: ‘de chacun selon ses facultés,
à chacun selon ses besoins’, although it can be traced back through socialist circles in other
forms (Bowie 1971, 82). The slogan is actually a gloss on the biblical text of Acts 4:35: ‘They laid
it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each as any had need’.
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and emerging proletarians. Thus, Luther infamously betrayed the Peasant
Revolution, calling on all ‘upright’ citizens to eradicate the peasants, miners
and others who had joined the movement.
Yet, despite the apparent symmetry in Engels’s analysis between Luther and
the first shoots of the bourgeoisie, he also hints at a greater complexity, if not
ambivalence regarding Luther. Engels traces the way Luther’s rhetoric and practice
changed over time. Initially, this Augustinian monk of peasant background
voiced staunch condemnations of the church and its cosy arrangement with
the powerful. Luther’s early statements evince a revolutionary zeal, which –
according to Engels – brought together a united front of exploited peasants,
plebeians, burghers, lesser nobility and even some princes. But when the situation became too heated, Luther opted for his real allies: burghers, nobility and
princes. This entailed a watering down of his fervour, a preference for peaceful
reform and condemnation of the radical extremes. This is, suggests Engels, the
real Luther, who became a staunch advocate of the new burgher church. In this
light, his earlier fiery statements and acts indicate that he had not yet clarified
his true position.
Engels works hard to paint Luther into this corner, but he cannot quite do
so. In distinguishing between the radical and moderately liberal Luther, Engels
attempts a temporal progression from youthful radicalism to mature moderation. Yet, Engels’s analysis betrays a more ambivalent approach, which comes
to the fore in his observation on Luther’s translation of the Bible:
Luther had put a powerful tool into the hands of the plebeian movement
by translating the Bible. Through the Bible he contrasted the feudalised
Christianity of his day with the moderate Christianity of the first centuries, and the decaying feudal society with a picture of a society that
knew nothing of the ramified and artificial feudal hierarchy. The peasants
had made extensive use of this instrument against the princes, the nobility, and the clergy. Now Luther turned it against the peasants, extracting
from the Bible such a veritable hymn to the God-ordained authorities as
no bootlicker of absolute monarchy had ever been able to match.
engels 1850a, 419, 1850b, 386

The text seeks to reveal Luther’s betrayal, but in attempting to do so, it i dentifies
what may be called the political ambivalence, if not multivocality of Luther’s
own engagement with the Bible.4 As should be clear from my analysis of

4 Already some years ago Arnal (1980–81) offered an insightful analysis of the tensions within
Luther’s own position in relation to the peasants.
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Romans 13 (in Chapter 3), this ambivalence Luther inherited from the Bible
itself.
Might Luther too be more radical than Engels is willing to admit? Let me
quote once again the opening sentence of Engels’s text: ‘Luther had put a powerful tool into the hands of the plebeian movement by translating the Bible’.
Engels reveals more than he seems to intend: one cause of the Peasant Revolution may be found with none other than Luther. As we saw, Engels is more than
keen to link Luther with the burghers and princes, while Müntzer was the radical theologian and political agitator through and through. Yet this bifurcation
misses the fact that Luther initially fostered Müntzer’s creative political imagination, firing up his radicalism through the Bible and new forms of theological
thought, even approving Müntzer’s early move to minister in Zwickau in 1520.
Luther’s teaching and practice ignited a crucial spark for the deeply read and
theologically astute Müntzer. Indeed, if one traverses the states of Thuringia
and Saxony in eastern Germany, one soon finds that the paths of L uther and
Müntzer perpetually cross one another in an area with a longer radical history
already identified by Kautsky, a history that carried on to the ddr and is still
present in unexpected ways today. Going beyond Engels, I suggest that Müntzer
brought to its logical conclusion one dimension of the political ambivalence
of theology that Luther had discovered and then sought to shut down. Might it
be said that Engels too recognises unwittingly that Luther had rediscovered a
deep theological and political tension at the heart of theology? Theology and
indeed the Bible are neither exclusively the preserve of the oppressors
and powers that be, nor indeed are they clearly with the downtrodden. I nstead,
both possibilities open up, so that it becomes difficult indeed to distinguish
reaction from revolution in the biblical texts or theological formulations in
question. Luther plays with both, glimpsing the radical possibilities of the
Bible only to become alarmed at what he had unleashed.
All of this requires a reading of Engels’s text that is sensitive to the ambivalence over Luther. He prefers to condemn Luther for invoking the wrath of God –
in the hands of the princes – on Müntzer and the peasants, but he also unwittingly recognises that Luther had identified the radical, if not revolutionary
dimensions of the Bible and theology – enough for Müntzer to gain inspiration.
3

Marx and Luther

The previous analysis has gradually moved from an outright opposition
between Luther and Marxism to the first hints of a rapprochement in Engels’s
assessment of Luther. I now turn to Marx, since his response to Luther is –
perhaps surprisingly – much more positive than one would initially expect.
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This is particularly the case when Marx cites a number of Luther’s works on
merchants, interest and the question of usury,5 so much so that Marx o bserves
that Luther provides ‘an excellent picture, it fits the capitalist in general’
(Marx 1861–63a, 539, 1861–63c, 1536). Nonetheless, I am more interested in
the engagement with Luther by the earlier Marx, from the 1840s. Here we find
a complex and dialectical appreciation of the contribution made by Luther.
I begin with the following:
Germany’s revolutionary past is theoretical, it is the Reformation. As the
revolution then began in the brain of the monk, so now it begins in
the brain of the philosopher … But if Protestantism was not the true solution it was at least the true setting of the problem.6
marx 1844a, 182, 1844b, 177

Luther is of course the monk, but I would like identify the key points of this
text, which will structure the following analysis: (1) the Reformation was revolutionary in a theoretical sense; (2) the Reformation marks the initial phase of
revolution in Germany, with the second due to a philosopher; (3) the Reformation may have set the question in a true fashion, but it was also incomplete.
For this reason, the second revolutionary stage is needed. These three points
may be reduced to two: the revolution in Germany has two phases, in which
the Reformation plays a central role, and the reformation was revolutionary,
although the nature of this revolution remains open to question.
3.1
Two Revolutionary Stages
Let us examine the question of two revolutionary phases in more detail. Elsewhere in the same text, Marx speaks of the criticism of religion and indeed of
heaven. But what does he mean by the ‘criticism of religion’? Does he mean
the recent work of the Young Hegelians, with Feuerbach the champion at the
time? The problem is that Feuerbach is the ‘philosopher’ mentioned in the text
5 These references appear through Marx’s notes and preparatory manuscripts for Capital, as
well as the final texts (Marx 1861–63a, 526, 531–41, 1861–63b, 7, 72, 1861–63c, 1522, 1526–36,
1543, 1602, 1867, 146, 203, 314, 388–89, 741 1890, 125, 175, 279, 531, 676 1894a, 329, 345, 391–92,
605–6 1894b, 324, 338, 383–84, 600–1). These works include An die Pfarrherrn wider den
Wucher zu predigen (1540), Von Kauffshandlung und Wucher (1524) and Eyn Sermon auf des
Evangelion von dem reichen mann und armen Lazaro (1855).
6 This text comes from Marx’s most well-known observations on religion (written in his early
twenties), where we find his lyrical statements that religion is the ‘illusory sun’, ‘spiritual
aroma’, ‘heart of a heartless world’, ‘soul of a soulless condition’ and the ambivalent metaphor
of the ‘opium of the people’ (which was simultaneously medicine and drug, panacea and
curse).
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quoted above and the criticism of religion is certainly older than Feuerbach. It
makes more sense to propose that Marx actually sees the criticism of religion
as beginning with none other than Luther. The first revolutionary stage is the
criticism of religion. In this light we can understand the following statements:
For Germany, the criticism of religion is in the main complete [im
wesentlichen beendigt], and the criticism of religion is the premise of all
criticism [die Voraussetzung aller Kritik].
marx 1844a, 175, 1844b, 170

The evident proof of the radicalism of German theory, and hence of its
practical energy, is that it proceeds from a resolute positive sublation of
religion [der entschiedenen positiven Aufhebung der Religion]. The criticism of religion ends [endet] with the teaching that man is the highest
being for man, hence with the categorical imperative to overthrow all
relations [alle Verhältnisse umzuwerfen] in which man is a debased,
enslaved, forsaken, despicable being.7
marx 1844a, 182, 1844b, 177

The relationship between the two revolutions is captured by the tension
between two terms Marx uses to speak of the criticism of religion: enden
or beenden (beendigen), with the sense of finishing or completing, and Aufhebung, the Hegelian sublation with the implication that it carries on into
another level, albeit thoroughly transformed. The first indicates a distinct
completion, an end beyond which nothing more can be done or said. The
second suggests transition and transformation; what is transformed may
continue but in a manner rather different from what we have seen thus far.
As Marx puts it elsewhere, Aufhebung indicates a process in ‘which denial and
preservation, i.e., affirmation, are bound up together [worin die Verneinung und
die Aufbewahrung, die Bejahung verknüpft sind]’ (Marx 1844c, 340, 1844d, 299,
1844e, 412).
The terminological difference indicates the structure of both passages (even
though Aufhebung appears only in the second). In the first passage, ‘premise’
or ‘prerequisite [Voraussetzung]’ signals the presence of a sense of Aufhebung.
Thus, the criticism of religion is simultaneously ‘complete [beendigt]’ and
functions as a ‘premise [Voraussetzung]’ for all criticism – but not as it was.
The second passage makes a similar point: the radicalism of theory in
Germany arises from the fact that it ‘proceeds from a resolute positive sublation
7 Translation modified.
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[Aufhebung] of religion’. At the same time, the criticism of religion ends
(endet) with the teaching that human beings are the highest beings.
If the criticism of religion designates the Reformation and its legacy (the
first revolutionary phase), then what are the implications for understanding
its relation to the new revolutionary stage? We may argue that Marx is torn between a resolute effort to end the criticism of religion once and for all, if not to
pronounce the end of religion as so many have done since the Enlightenment,
and the need to appreciate its transformed presence (Van Leeuwen 2002, 184).
But the two terms are actually related, as Marx’s text reveals: one cannot have
sublation and transformation (Aufhebung) without the former coming to an
end (beenden). It cannot continue in its former state, so it must be completed,
brought to an end, so that Aufhebung can take place and it can take on an entirely new form that has an indirect and dialectical connection with the former
state. Thus, the first revolutionary stage, stemming from Luther, must come to
an end so that it can be sublated by a second and more substantial revolution.
At the same time, this later revolution could not have happened and cannot
be understood without the former. So the criticism of religion may be complete, but it has been sublated so as to become the premise of all criticism that
follows. The later revolution transforms the former.
3.2
A Revolutionary Reformation?
Thus far, I have dealt with the relationship between the two revolutions, but
the question remains: for Marx, how was the Reformation itself revolutionary?
Let us return to Marx’s effort to identify this revolutionary nature in terms of
the shift from external to internal religious expression.
Luther, we grant, overcame the bondage of devotion by replacing it by
the bondage of conviction. He shattered faith in authority because he
restored the authority of faith. He turned priests into laymen because
he turned laymen into priests. He freed man from outer religiosity
because he made religiosity the inner man. He freed the body from chains
because he enchained the heart.
marx 1844a, 182

Luther hat allerdings die Knechtschaft aus Devotion8 besiegt, weil er die
Knechtschaft aus Ueberzeugung an ihre Stelle gesetzt hat. Er hat den
8 Marx uses ‘Devotion’ in his text, a loan-word that is not used so much in modern German.
The English translation in mecw has ‘piety’, but this is misleading, since it gestures towards
pietism, a very inner phenomenon. Marx seeks to indicate external and discernible acts of
devotion, worship and ritual.
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Glauben an die Autorität gebrochen, weil er die Autorität des Glaubens
restaurirt hat. Er hat die Pfaffen in Laien verwandelt, weil er die Laien in
Pfaffen verwandelt hat. Er hat den Menschen von der äußern Religiosität
befreit, weil er die Religiosität zum innern Menschen gemacht hat. Er
hat den Leib von der Kette emancipirt, weil er das Herz in Ketten gelegt.
marx 1844 [1982]-d, 177

Given the dialectical balance of these sentences (deeply infused as Marx was at
the time with Hegelian formulations), I have also given the full German text –
with the spelling of the original manuscript. These sentences emphasise the
profound shift brought about by Luther. All of the external forms of religious
expression, such as devotion, authority, priests and the body, were internalised.
Religion became a matter of conviction, faith, laity, the heart and the inner person. We may recast the distinction in terms of the shift from the public to the
private, insofar as the private was not a given but invented in the process itself.
Luther did operate with a given distinction, but in many respects reinvented the
internal and the private – which is very much part of the first stage of radical
revolutionary criticism. At the same time, the dialectical point is not that all of
this was simply internalised, as though one had retreated into a cloister. No, this
internalisation was a very public if not ‘democratic’ move. Private inwardness
of religious expression was made available for all as a common experience. The
monk and nun became a man and woman of the world.
I am not the first to note the anticipation of Max Weber’s point that monastic discipline became universalised (Weber 1992; Sayer 1991). Indeed, elsewhere
Marx makes the connection between Luther and Adam Smith – picking up
Engels’s point that Smith was the ‘new Luther’ (Engels 1844c, 422, 1844d, 474) –
to suggest that Luther’s internalisation of faith, the priesthood and religiosity
has an analogous expression in Smith’s proposal that private property is an
internal reality rather than an external condition (Marx 1844c, 290–91, 1844d,
257–58, 1844e, 383–84). In Capital, this point becomes an undeveloped aside
into which we should not read too much: Roman Catholicism is an externalised
form of expression, suitable for a monetary system, while Protestantism is
appropriate to the internalised realities of credit and commodities (Marx
1867a, 90, 1890, 78, 1894a, 587, 1894b, 583). Further, this point is less dialectical than Marx’s observations on Luther, which I have been examining in some
detail. Instead of homologies between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism,
Marx’s argument is that Luther universalises Christianity by internalising it,
and in the process creating, as it were, a whole new category of religious and
indeed human existence. This constitutes the first stage of revolution.
At the same time, this acknowledgement of Luther also identifies the limits
of his revolution. To return to the earlier quotation: the first and last sentences
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indicate that the Lutheran revolution brought with it new types of servitude.
Luther may have liberated people from external forms of religious expression,
but he enabled a completely new way to be enslaved. This was through the
heart, through conviction.9
3.3
The New Revolution
Luther’s revolution may have been necessary, a first stage without which the
second would not have been possible, but this revolution is by no means
enough, falling short and leading to new forms of enslavement. What should
the new revolution, the second stage, seek to achieve? It must focus on both
internal and external dimensions. If internalisation has been universalised, so
that laypeople have become priests, the struggle for liberation must deal with
the internalised priest. Further, since Luther was a theologian, he focused on
other-worldly matters, thereby missing the materialist basis. Or if there was
some impact on the world of class and economics, then it was secondary to
Luther’s main agenda. Marx seeks to make this aspect primary.
An internal, if not personalised revolution? Is not Marx the great analyst
of economics, of the forces and relations of production, and of the need for
a socialist revolution? Yet here we find him arguing for precisely such an
internal revolution in response to Luther. The new form of servitude is not
merely one of economic exploitation, but also one of the heart due to Luther’s
internalisation of religious conviction and practice. Marx’s point is far from
petty-bourgeois urgings to change one’s personal attitude as a key to changing
the world. Instead, he identifies an internal alienation: Luther had internalised
the earlier contradictions between layperson and priest, outer religiosity and
internal devotion, so that they became contradictions embodied within each
person – analogous to the tension between the private individual and citizen
of a state that Marx credits to Hegel and seeks to overcome elsewhere (Marx
1843a, 1843b, 1844f, 1844g). The solution? On the one hand, this requires attention to the external conditions of existence, which need to be revolutionised
so that the internal contradiction may be overcome. On the other hand, such
a transformation requires a subjective intervention in the very conditions of
existence. The conditions do not merely shape who we are, but we can reshape
the conditions themselves so that we ourselves can be transformed.
In relation to Luther, Marx argues that the missing element of Luther and
the Reformation as such was a popular, mass base. The revolution in Luther’s
hands was restricted to faith and knowledge, so much so that a common heart
could not be found to match the theologian’s head. For Marx, this common,
9 Here we find an anticipation of the point that would be developed by Foucault (1979).
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popular basis will be found in the proletariat. In this respect, Marx’s advocates
for philosophy to ‘grip’ the masses, for the liberation of the proletariat from its
radical chains in a way that will abolish its very status as a class.
Is this charge against Luther fair? To some extent it may be, but if we recall
the earlier discussion of Engels it becomes clear that Luther too had – albeit
unwittingly – a more radical edge, which set on their way the radical theologians and activists like Thomas Müntzer and indeed a host of revolutionary
Anabaptists. These movements certainly found a way to grip the masses. And
in another context – Italy – we find none other than Antonio Gramsci longing for an earlier revolution, like the Reformation, that had grasped the whole
of society from bottom to top so that everything changed. As noted earlier,
Gramsci observes, ‘In Italy there has never been an intellectual and moral reform involving the popular masses’ (Gramsci 1996, 243–44; Boer 2007a, 258–73).
Like the Protestant Reformation, a communist revolution must shake up all
levels of society.
The previous points question Marx’s assertion that he is one of the first to
discover a mass basis in the proletariat, albeit a discovery that he owed to Engels
(Kouvelakis 2003, 167–231). Might it be the case that Marx not so much discovered but rediscovered the question of mass appeal? If the Reformation too had
such an appeal, albeit on a different register, then the discovery of the proletariat by Engels and then Marx constitutes a rediscovery. Therefore, I suggest
that ‘the monk’ is more present in ‘the philosopher’, a second Luther no less, in
Marx’s thought than he would care to admit. In other words, Marx’s reflections
on Luther constitute more of an Aufhebung of Luther’s revolution. The theological nature of that first stage has been both brought to an end and transformed
(beenden and aufheben). Marx’s last sentence of the text I have been exegeting is full of implications: ‘When all the inner requisites are fulfilled the day of
German resurrection will be proclaimed by the ringing of the Gallic cock’ (Marx
1844a, 187, 1844b, 183). That the German revolution is none other than a resurrection and the Gallic cock (an allusion to Mark 14:29-31; Matthew 26:33-35;
Luke 22:33-34) signals the completion of the proletarian revolution that was
tasted but stalled with the French Revolution. The resurrection and the crowing cock are of course biblical allusions: Luther would be present in a German
revolution, albeit in a way that he would by no means have anticipated.
4

Conclusion

My analysis has moved from the significant differences between Luther and
Marxism on the question of human nature, with the one following a more
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Augustinian line and the other tending towards Pelagianism, to a greater
interaction between them. Engels may still have kept his distance from Luther,
whom he identifies as the ideologue of emergent bourgeoisie (in terms of burghers and progressive princes), but at the same time Engels recognises at some
level the radical potential of Luther’s message – to be taken up by Thomas
Müntzer and other radicals. But it was Marx who provided the most significant engagement with Luther, in terms of the dialectical interaction with the
champion of the first German revolution. This is not to say that Marxism is in
some way a secularised form of Christian thought, or indeed eschatology –
a question I examine in the next chapter – but that the history of Christian
communism is perhaps more complex than it may at first have seemed.

Chapter 7

Heilsgeschichte, History and Marxism
By now it has become clear that Christian communism in a European context and Marxism are entwined in many ways: the identification and elaboration of a tradition of revolutionary Christian communism itself (Kautsky); the
proposal that early Christianity was in some respects a communistic (Kautsky
and Luxemburg) if not a revolutionary movement (Engels); the continued
attention to and fascination with Thomas Müntzer and the Peasant Revolution, the Anabaptist revolution at Münster and the revolutionary nature of
Europe’s sixteenth century as a whole; the engagements with Luther by Engels and Marx; and even the possibility of identifying political tensions in the
works of the Apostle Paul, Calvin and Luther. The question that arises from
this continued interaction is whether Marxism shares with Christianity, if not
Judaism, a d eeper connection: are Marxist narratives of history secularised
versions of Jewish or Christian ones, rendering Marxism as a version of secularised religion?
This chapter tackles the question directly, concluding that the common assertion is incorrect – at least in the way it is usually presented. That qualifier
will eventually become extremely important, but let us examine in some detail
the initial proposition. Usually propagated with a polemical edge (you may
think you are atheistic, but you are really religious deep down), this assertion
has gained the authority of countless repetitions.1 Thus, proponents of this
position argue that the theological Heilsgeschichte has influenced the Marxist narrative of history, which is but a pale copy of its original: the evils of the
present age with its alienation and exploitation (sin) will be overcome by the
proletariat (collective redeemer), which will usher in a glorious new age when
sin is overcome, the unjust are punished and the righteous inherit the earth.
The proposal, made without extended engagements with the texts of Marx
and Engels, has been deployed for a wide range of purposes. In the hands of
Nikolai Berdyaev (1937), early a Marxist but later a theologically inspired anti-
communist, or indeed the equally apostate Leszek Kolakowski (1981), it has become the ammunition of anti-communist polemic. In the hands of historians
1 I have lost count of the number of times I have been asked this question when discussing
Marxism and religion in many different parts of the world. This chapter is a distillation of the
answers I have given to those questions.
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such as Karl Löwith (1949), it becomes a way of negating the challenge of Marxism by including it within a wider sweep of historiographic analysis. In the
hands of a philosopher like Alasdair MacIntyre (1971, 111), the assumption becomes an effort to find common ground between his two passions, Christianity
and Marxism, for both offer a historical narrative that runs from weakness to
strength, with human beings ultimately recovering the moral purity once lost
so that we may live once again in a state of grace that transcends historical
time. Or in the mind of a theologian like John Milbank (1990, 177–205), it is a
means for leaping over Marxism by arguing that theology is the fons et origo of
all modern thought and politics.2
My response has three steps. First, I focus on the crucial moments in the
texts of Marx and Engels where a secularised version of eschatological Christian history is most likely to occur, especially Engels’s complex engagements
with the New Testament Apocalypse, Marx’s study of Isaiah and close friendship with the biblical scholar, Bruno Bauer, and the influence of the apocalyptically minded Moses Hess, who first introduced communism to Marx and
Engels. Second, we cannot leave unquestioned the assumed common Heilsgeschichte, passing via a redeemer that overcomes the fallen state of humanity
in order to usher in the millennium of peace and joy. Is this really the historical narrative Marx and Engels construct? A consideration of the neglected
treatment of Max Stirner in The German Ideology is necessary at this point.
Third, the question remains as to whether Marx and Engels unwittingly used
the form of theological history. A theological question requires a theological answer, now in terms of the absolute or relative status of theology and its
claims.3

2 Concerning the wider issue of Marxism as a secularised religion, critics may point to the
rituals of socialist states, without noting that ritual is a common feature of human activity
and thereby not necessarily religious. Or they may suggest that the fervour, utopianism
and capacity for martyrdom are drawn from religious commitment, without realising that
commitment to any cause may produce such fervour (Bergman 1990, 221). Or they may
opine that Marxism is an atheistic Gospel, a position that was first put forward by the leftleaning priest from the Russian Orthodox Church, Alexander Vvedensky (the Metropolitan
of Moscow), in his debate with Anatoly Lunacharsky (Commissar for Enlightenment) in 1925
– without realising that atheism is a red herring within Marxism (Vvedensky 1925 [1985],
190–91). For a more recent example of this suggestion, see Gabel’s superficial analysis (2005,
179–83).
3 I too once assumed the validity of this rapprochement between Marxist and Christian
histories, but the more I read Marx and Engels as part of a much larger decade-long study
of the relation between Marxism and theology, the more it became apparent that the
connection fails (Boer 2012).
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Calculating the Day

At a number of crucial junctures, one may be forgiven for seeing a connection
between the writings of Marx and Engels and sacred history, or what I prefer to
leave in the original German, Heilsgeschichte.4
1.1
Bruno Bauer and Marx
To begin with, Marx had occasion in 1839 to study the Bible’s great prophetic
text of Isaiah – the Hebrew text read by many Christians as foretelling many
centuries earlier the birth of Christ – when he was a student at the Friedrich Wilhelm University in Berlin.5 His teacher was the young Bruno Bauer,
who would become a close friend and collaborator before major differences
ended the collaboration, although not the friendship. Would not the study
of one of the great prophetic books of the Bible with one of Germany’s leading, if somewhat radical, biblical scholars have provided Marx with a golden
opportunity to appropriate not only the critique of injustice found in that
biblical text but also to see the value of an eschatological view of history? The
problem is that Bauer would have been the last to explore the eschatological
dimensions of Isaiah and expound on them in glowing terms. For already at
this time, Bauer was developing his argument that religious dogmatism and
free self-consciousness were implacable antagonists. His constant target was
the obscene relationship between the ossified established church and the repressive state.
What would Bauer have taught Marx? Here we may consider his book
on the Hebrew Bible published the year before. In Die Religion des alten
Testaments (1838), Bauer had begun to develop his argument that religion
is caught in a tension between a false and oppressive particularity and universal free self-consciousness. Apart from ensuring that Marx was up-to-date
on the rapid developments in the first wave of modern German biblical
criticism, Bauer had already come to hold that all religion was problematic.
By definition, religion was a hubristic effort by a certain particularism – be
that individual, group or institution – to lay claim to the abstract universal.
As soon as it did so, it became a crass sectarian monopoly that brooked no
opposition. One should not be surprised that the church had become closeminded and authoritarian. Even Isaiah, who was far better than the priestly
4 This section creatively summarises a detailed investigation made elsewhere (Boer 2011c).
5 This fact is little known, for it can be easily missed unless one pays close attention to Marx’s
leaving certificate from the university. There we read, regarding the summer term of 1839:
‘Isaiah with Herr Licentiate Bauer, attended’ (1839, 74).
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material that lay (as scholarship held at the time) at the earliest layers of
the Hebrew Bible, succumbed to this problem. Isaiah might have moved past
the law-driven externality of the priests, he might even have expressed an
ethical monotheism in which the universal was immanent in the community, but he still held to religion as such, and that was the problem. Bauer’s
teaching was a far cry from the idea that the prophets were harbingers of
the eschaton.
1.2
Engels and the Apocalypse
Given that Marx had been divested any eschatological dimension of the biblical prophets, might it not have been Engels who gave Marxism a secularised
and eschatological Heilsgeschichte? After all, Engels had a lifelong fascination
with the biblical Apocalypse (also known as ‘Revelation’). He had been brought
up as a believing Reformed (Calvinist) Protestant, read the New Testament in
the original Greek and generally kept abreast of recent developments in biblical criticism. In his early texts we find extensive discussions and treatments
of the Bible, especially in letters to his close friends, the pastors Friedrich and
Wilhelm Graeber,6 and in the amusing and well-written poem, The Insolently
Threatened Yet Miraculously Rescued Bible (Engels 1842a, 1842b).
In these texts, we find a number of creative engagements with the Apocalypse, yet it never appears in an eschatological sense. Thus, Engels may use
its language playfully, to make fun of and attack those who would hold him
back (Engels 1841a, 1841b, 1842a, 1842b), or to tease his friend Friedrich Graeber
(Engels 1839a, 1839b), or to celebrate his own awakening (Engels 1842c, 238–40,
1842d, 312–14). In other words, Engels’s use of the Apocalypse is quite idiosyncratic (Boer 2012, 284–91). He uses it for humour, polemic and to provide a
language for his own self-discovery – not quite what one would expect in terms
of historical expectations, especially as the glorious march of history to an eschatological moment. It is crucial to note that these types of engagements with
the Apocalypse petered out by the time he was 25, with the satirical attack on
Bruno Bauer and Max Stirner appearing in the final pages of The Holy Family
(Marx and Engels 1845a, 210–11, 1845b, 222–23).7

6 These letters provide extraordinary insights into Engels’s struggles concerning religious faith
and critical scholarship. They are collected in volume 2 of mecw and volume iii.1 of mega.
7 Similar examples appear in equally early pieces, such as an account of the struggle between
the Hegelian Michelet and the Pious Leo (Engels 1839c, 1839d), the street fight between the
supporters of the two ministers in Bremen, Krummacher and Paniel (Engels 1840a, 1840b),
and his anticipation concerning the overcoming of Hegel (Engels 1844a, 1844b). He also
makes use of the same language laced with biblical quotations and allusions to blast the
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Nonetheless, this is not the last of the Apocalypse in Engels’s writings, for
many years later he would deploy it in a very different fashion. In the final
pages of a text we have encountered on a number of occasions, ‘On the History
of Early Christianity’ (Engels 1894–95a, 1894–95b),8 Engels returns to the same
biblical text but now in a very different fashion. It becomes a historical source
for an unfamiliar earliest Christianity. Basing his work on Ferdinand Benary
and Bruno Bauer, Engels argues that the Apocalypse is the oldest Christian
document. Now he uses it as a purely historical source, mining it for information
about the beliefs and practices of the early Christians. Above all, he seeks to
decode the Apocalypse and show that all those who use it for speculation
about the end of history are simply misguided. Assuming a date of composition
between late 68 and early 69 ce, he argues that it presents a group of Jews (not
Christians) who believed the end would come soon. This revolutionary group
had none of the following: Trinity (for Jesus is subordinate to God), Holy Spirit,
doctrine of original sin, baptism or sacrament of communion, justification by
faith, or an elaborate story of the death and resurrection of Christ. And there
is no religion of love, for the author preaches ‘sound, honest revenge [gesunde
ehrliche Rache]’ on their persecutors (Engels 1894–95a, 462, 1894–95b, 292).
Following Benary, Engels suggests that the infamous number 666 (or 616 in
a textual variant) can easily be deciphered through some deft playing with
numbers: given that Hebrew used letters of the alphabet for numbers, all we
need do is add up the value of Neron Kesar (Greek Neron Kaisar) and we have
666. So the Apocalypse predicts the end of the ‘beast’, Nero, at the hand of God
and ushers in the new age.
Engels’s later engagement with the Apocalypse seems completely at odds
with his earlier interest in this biblical book. Once he took up and often mocked
the speculation concerning the Last Judgement, but now the book is useful as
a window into the earliest form of Christianity. As for its influence on Marxist
theories of history, Engels writes, ‘All this has now lost its interest, except for
close ties between the German nobility and an arrogant Roman Catholic Church (Engels
1840c, 66–67, 1840d, 98–99).
8 Engels had the first hunch concerning this argument as far back as 1841, when he was 21.
He writes to Karl Kautsky, on 28 July, 1894: ‘There is no hurry about printing the article.
Once I have seen to the proofs you can print it when you wish, in September, say, or even
October. I have been mulling over the thing ever since 1841 when I read a lecture by F. Benary
on Revelation. Since then I have been in no doubt that here we have the earliest and most
important book in the New Testament. After a gestation period of fifty-three years there is no
great need to hasten its emergence into the world at large’ (Engels 1894e, 328–29, 1894f, 276).
The precursors to this final text may be found in ‘The Book of Revelation’ (Engels 1883) and
‘Bruno Bauer and Early Christianity’ (Engels 1882a, 1882b).
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ignorant persons who may still try to calculate the day of the last judgement’
(Engels 1883, 13).
1.3
Early Eschatological Communism
On two counts Marx or Engels have failed to appropriate a Heilsgeschichte for
their own historical narrative: while Marx found anything but an eschatological
interpretation of the Hebrew prophets when he studied under Bruno Bauer,
Engels effectively diffused the apocalyptic effect of the Apocalypse through his
own extended engagement with that text. On a third occasion, they become
even more explicit, resolutely opposing the early form of communism that
leaked over the border from France. These socialists, especially Saint-Simon
and Fourier, sought to transform Christianity’s teachings into codes of ethics,
of brotherly love without all the supernatural trappings. This moral vision and
sense of progress in human society towards brotherly love inspired thinkers and
activists like Heinrich Heine, August von Cieskowski and especially an early
collaborator with Marx and Engels, Moses Hess (Breckman 1999, 131–76). It also
influenced some of the early leaders of the German communist movement,
such as Wilhelm Weitling, Hermann Kriege, Karl Grün and Gottfried Kinkel.
Marx and Engels worked tirelessly to excise this very Christian element from
the communist movement (Marx and Engels 1846a, 1846b, 1845–46a, 484–530,
1845–46b, 473–520, 1852a, 1852b). Marx, for one, was scornful of this Frenchderived socialism, which ‘sentimentally bewails the sufferings of mankind, or
in Christian spirit prophesies the millennium and universal brotherly love,
or in humanistic style drivels on about mind, education and freedom’ (Marx
1852a, 142, 1852b, 135).
Most significantly, Marx and Engels consistently opposed the apocalyptic
tone of this early communism, especially as it entered Germany through Moses Hess.9 In his Die heilige Geschichte der Menschheit and Die europäische
9 The wider political context is also worth noting. For a number of historical reasons Germany
in the 1830s and 1840s dealt with a whole range of modern issues through theology and the
Bible. While France had the radical atheistic criticism of Voltaire and company and while
England had the deists, in Germany the debate was restricted to the nature of the Bible.
So we find in the early part of the nineteenth century the bombshell of David Strauss’
Das Leben Jesu (1902, 1835), where he argued that the accounts of Jesus in the Gospels are
mythological, or the arguments of the biblical critic Bruno Bauer for an atheistic and free
self-consciousness (1838, 1839, 1840, 1841, 1842, 1843), or those of Ludwig Feuerbach that
religion is actually the projection of what is best in human beings, a projection that leads us
to create an entity called ‘God’ (1841a, 1841b). Through these theological and biblical works,
all of the central questions were debated, such as democracy, freedom (of the press), reason,
republicanism and parliamentary representation. It cannot be stressed enough that these
debates took place above all on the territory of the Bible, so much so that it provided the
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Trierarchie, Hess both introduced communism to Germany and gave it a
distinctly apocalyptic tone (Hess 1837, 1841, 2004; Kouvelakis 2003, 121–66).
The popular Die europäische Trierarchie proposed that the fusion of the Young
Hegelian criticism of theology, French socialist politics and English industrial
materialism would bring about the total collapse of the existing order and
usher in a new age. For Marx and Engels this approach to communism was
seriously problematic, if not entirely unrealistic. I would suggest that those
who charge Marx and Engels with a secularized eschatological framework
have the wrong target in their sights. The charge applies not to Marx and
Engels, but to Moses Hess and other early communists to whom Marx and
Engels were opposed.
2

Moving Mountains: Concerning Narrative Structure

In response to the preceding argument – that Marx and Engels consciously set
themselves against any version of Christian history, sacred or secularised – one
may identify a ready objection: they still absorbed theology and produced a
secularised Heilsgeschichte, but they did so unaware, sucking up the structure
of that Heilsgeschichte as a plant absorbs sunshine and water. Their historical
narrative is thereby one more example (to gloss Schmitt 2005, 36) of the suggestion that all theories of history are really varieties of secularised theology.
That would mean they absorbed such a narrative structure in the very process
of trying to resist it.
But what narrative structure is assumed by this suggestion? Is it a passage
from a fall from the state of grace, through redemption and a return to
grace? Or is it, as I suggested earlier, one that focuses on the redeemer, now a
collective entity (the proletariat or perhaps its revolutionary vanguard), which
will save us from our state of oppression and economic injustice (sin) and
bring about the glorious era after the revolution when the meek shall inherit
the earth and justice abound? Or is it perhaps a version of election, in which
the proletariat (the righteous) will smash the bourgeoisie (the unrighteous)
and thereby establish heaven on earth? The problem with each of these quasitheological versions is twofold: they miss the crucial discovery made by Engels
and (especially) Marx and thereby the actual Marxist historical narrative.
One of the signal problems of many assessments of Marxist historical narratives is that nearly everyone seems to know in advance precisely what they
enabling c onditions for the tide of German biblical criticism as a global force – a situation
that lasted for a century.
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are, without having considered Marx and Engels’s own arguments. So let us
do precisely that and focus on a much neglected text that is really the engineroom of historical materialism, where the first breakthrough appears: the wellnigh endless pages on Max Stirner (a pseudonym for Kaspar Schmidt) in The
German Ideology.
2.1
Stirner’s Ego and Christ
Here Marx and Engels pull to pieces the ramshackle work by Stirner, The Ego
and His Own. For Stirner the key to his fundamental recasting of history is that
‘the individual [Einzelne] is of himself a world’s history [Weltgeschichte], and
possesses his property [Eigentum] in the rest of world history, goes beyond
what is Christian’ (Stirner 1845a, 365, 1845b, 428). In this light, he organises the
work into a number of loose historical stages: child, youth and ‘man’; Negro,
Mongol and Caucasian; ancients (restricted to Greeks and Romans), moderns
(Christianity and especially the Roman Catholic-Protestant struggles), and
then the discovery of the ego in the present (German philosophy in his own
time).
However, the most significant feature of Stirner’s argument is its deeply
theological nature. Although much of the text is given to pointing to yet another failing of Christianity, every now and then he seeks to appropriate an
element for his own project. The pertinent example for our purposes is his
appropriation of the incarnation as a model for the ego:
Christ is the I of the world’s history, even of the pre-Christian; in modern
apprehension it is man, the figure of Christ has developed into the figure
of man: man as such, man absolutely, is the ‘central point’ of history. In
‘man’ the imaginary beginning returns again; for ‘man’ is as imaginary
as Christ is. ‘Man’ as the I of world history closes the cycle of Christian
apprehensions.
stirner 1845a, 365, 1845b, 427

Stirner has picked up the internal logic of Christology, for in Christ God becomes a human being. Note carefully: Christ is not a half-man, half-God, taking
on a human body with a divine soul. Instead, in Christ God becomes a complete human being. This is where the logic also threatens to break down, for
according to orthodox theology Christ is also fully divine. But Stirner focuses
on the human dimension – Christ is a man, man as such, man absolutely. This
human Christ is the key to the ego. Further, the complete man known as Jesus
Christ is also the ‘central point’ of history, the pivot on which history turns.
What is good enough for Christ is even better for the ego, for Christ is the paradigmatic ego.
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A few lines later, Stirner tackles the other side of the Christological equation. Christ may have been fully human, but he is also completely God. Human
and divine meet in the one person:
They say of God, ‘Names name thee not’. That holds good of me: no concept expresses me, nothing that is designated as my essence exhausts me;
they are only names. Likewise they say of God that he is perfect and has
no calling to strive after perfection. That too holds good of me alone.
stirner 1845a, 366, 1845b, 429

Christology opens up a two-way street: Christ may have become human, but
that means human beings may also become divine. Stirner’s ego joins the ride,
but with a twist: it is not that the ego wishes to join God or attain God’s status. The simple truth is that God has never existed, so when the ego arrives
as wherever God is supposed to be, it finds that it is the only one there. That
means that whenever we have been talking about God – perfection, the inability to name God and so on – we have, as Feuerbach had already pointed
out (1841a, 1841b), been talking about nothing less than the individual human
being all along.
It is not for nothing that Marx and Engels charge Stirner with being a theologian still. One crucial point remains, for now Stirner makes use of Jesus Christ
as the paradigm of the lever of history:
That the individual [Einzelne] is of himself a world’s history
[Weltgeschichte], and possesses his property [Eigentum] in the rest of
world history, goes beyond what is Christian. To the Christian the world’s
history is the higher thing, because it is the history of Christ or ‘man’; to the
egoist only his history has value, because he wants to develop only himself.
stirner 1845a, 365, 1845b, 428

Not only is the egoist’s history the only one that has value, not only is it the
principle by which Stirner offers his reinterpretation of the ages of world history, but he does so in response to the Christian schema of that history whose
lever is Christ. However much he may protest, he is playing the same game.
So Stirner’s ego, the proud individual dismissing all collective and divine
forces, is at a formal level a theological one. In reply, Marx and Engels level
some of their strongest polemic at precisely this feature, pinpointing the fact
that Stirner offers a reinterpretation of history through theology itself. Or, in
more Hegelian language, the incomplete Aufhebung of Christology ends up
being more deeply Christological, especially in the question of history. As
Marx and Engels put it with reference to 1 Corinthians 17:20, Stirner’s faith,
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s pecifically in the ego, ‘moves all the mountains of world history’ (Marx and
Engels 1845–46a, 157, 1845–46b, 140).
This biblical allusion is not an isolated occurrence, for in The German Ideology a deluge of biblical quotations and allusions swamp the text (Engels is responsible for most of them). More distinctive still is the way the Stirner chapter
is structured like the canonical sequence of the Bible. So we find that the first
part is called ‘The Old Testament: Man’ and it includes chapters on ‘The Book
of Genesis’ and ‘The Economy of the Old Testament’. Not unexpectedly, the
second part is entitled ‘The New Testament: Ego’ and contains chapters called
‘The Economy of the New Testament’ and ‘The Revelation of John the Divine’.
Or, as Marx and Engels put it, the division is between ‘the unique history of
man (the Law and the Prophets) and the inhuman history of the unique (the
Gospel of the Kingdom of God)’ (Marx and Engels 1845–46a, 120, 1845–46b,
103). It is of course a very effective way of connecting Stirner at a formal level
with the canonical structure of the Bible, for that canonical ordering of a sacred text provides a structure of world history that turns around a crucial lever.
That is, Marx and Engels want to make it perfectly clear that at this structural
level Stirner is playing the same game, despite his assertions otherwise.
2.2
Towards Contradiction
Marx and Engels respond by producing an entirely different approach: a thoroughly non-theological and materialist theory of history, one that does not
depend on a world spirit, or an infinite self-consciousness or an ego modelled
on Christ. Thus, in the second half of this long study on Stirner, Marx and Engels move beyond destructive to constructive criticism, supplying ever more
comments and alternative proposals to those of Stirner. A major reason is that
Stirner begins to launch attacks against property, competition, labour, money,
revolution, love and freedom of the press. Above all, he maintains a persistent
critique of any form of the collective, whether the closed-in circle of the family,
the collaborative hold on power by the aristocracy, the rise in his own time of
the party, the state itself, or the fatherland, common weal, ‘mankind’ and especially the communists.10 Released from all these constraints is the individual,
the ego, which becomes the key to history, the fulcrum on which history turns.
10

The problem, argues Stirner, is that the various liberalisms really retain society and the
state. One may argue for responsible citizenship, for the need to respect the rights of one
another. Another may say that the state and society are undesirable, but then slips them in
the back door. Why? Because the state is needed to ensure that liberal values are upheld.
All of which gives Marx and Engels plenty of ammunition with which to charge Stirner
with being a true liberal, defending the private individual even against state institutions
that seek to protect that individual.
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Marx and Engels disagree, for Stirner has mystified rather than clarified
history. The problem is that he has not made a revolutionary break at all,
following in the tradition of speculative, idealist German philosophy. Or,
as Marx and Engels put it, Stirner is still beholden to Hegel, albeit with less
finesse than his master. This argument is closely tied in with the criticism that
Stirner merely expresses the particular world-view of the petty bourgeoisie.
All Stirner does is provide an ideology of the individual with no sense of the
social embeddedness of such an individual, who thereby is abstracted into a
solipsistic world of his own, an abstract history of ‘ghosts’. In other words, there
is no break whatsoever with the tradition of speculative German philosophy
or, most importantly, with a theological schema of history.
In reply, Marx and Engels begin to construct the various parts of their
alternative history, inserting more and more sections that contain their own
proposals. It may be in response to Stirner’s comments on property, or money, or
labour or competition, but we encounter increasingly complex and alternative
presentations of a materialist version of these topics. The interventions are
most persistent in the last hundred pages, where Marx and Engels begin to
clarify matters for themselves. Thus, when they begin to tackle the topic of
law, they weave in more and more materialist replies into their argument with
Stirner. And then at certain moments there is need for a larger comment on
law, which becomes a brief history concerning modes of production, class,
economics and politics (Marx and Engels 1845–46a, 328–30, 335–36, 1845–
46b, 311–13, 318–19). Soon, this becomes a standard approach, with ever more
expansive explanations of topics such as crime, society, private property,
competition, revolution, labour, money, exploitation, class, contradiction, as
well as language, railways and food.
Rather than explore each topic in detail, I will focus on the issues of exploitation and class, for they lead us to the crucial category of contradiction.
Stirner’s treatment of ‘usefulness’ opens up the discussion of exploitation. For
Stirner, ‘usefulness’ is the key to human interaction: an individual relates to
another purely through the criterion of use. Marx and Engels point out that
this theory of mutual exploitation has a long pedigree. But the theory does not
appear in a vacuum, the product of pure speculation. Instead, it comes into
its own with the growth of the bourgeoisie and commercial social relations.
Particularly important is the connection between the theory of exploitation
and class. In this situation, the theory becomes the necessary correlate to a rising bourgeoisie, for as the theory of exploitation became the central and overriding universal economic concept, thereby enabling political economy to
become a distinct science, so also did the bourgeoisie no longer present itself
as a particular class but as the universal class that determines all others. When
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it had achieved this status, the abstract and universalising theory became an
explanation and apology for the capitalist relations which were spreading rapidly throughout Europe.
Marx and Engels show how the rise of this theory of exploitation could
not happen without the assumption of class. Armed with this category, Marx
and Engels examine how personal and distinctly individual interests develop
into the common and general interests of a class (Marx and Engels 1845–46a,
245–46, 1845–46b, 227–29). It follows that Stirner too, despite his protests, finds
himself located in a class situation. But Marx and Engels forestall his protests
by pointing out that this class connection takes place against the will of individuals. In other words, we have a contradiction between individual and collective interests. Stirner may think he is a pure ego, independent of any class,
but he cannot avoid the fact that his individual interests are characteristic of a
whole class, the petty bourgeoisie. The explanation for the contradiction may
be found in the nature of production, for the contradiction between individual
and class is but an expression of a deeper contradiction in the mode of production, and that is nothing other than the division of labour.
Another example of the way the Marx and Engels move inevitably to matters of class and contradiction, specifically in their observations on class within a mode of production (Marx and Engels 1845–46a, 418–20, 1845–46b, 403–5).
Distinguishing between the revolutionary ‘vocation’ of the oppressed class and
the dominating vocation of the ruling class, which tries to impose its ideology on the proletarians, they identify a basic contradiction: between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. In other words, class is inevitably a contradictory
category, which arises from the conditions of production. How does this work?
A little earlier (Marx and Engels 1845–46a, 289–90, 1845–46b, 270–71), they describe a proletarian who needs to work fourteen hours a day even to survive.
This proletarian is thereby reduced to a beast of burden, or even to an article of
trade or even a thing. Opposed to this proletarian is a bourgeois who believes
that the particular task of domination of the proletarian is in fact a universal
human task. In response, the proletarian has, given his circumstances, no option but to revolutionise his own conditions and overthrow the bourgeoisie.
Or, as Marx and Engels put it, when ‘the bourgeois tells the proletarian that his,
the proletarian’s, human task is to work fourteen hours a day, the proletarian is
quite justified in replying in the same language that on the contrary his task is
to overthrow the entire bourgeois system’ (1845–46a, 290, 1845–46b, 271).
Thus, in this text on Stirner, Marx and Engels develop the first, albeit
rough, outline of a historical materialist narrative. It follows a basic dynamic
of class identity and conflict, one that operates according to a fundamental
contradiction that leads to a revolutionary communist position. In other
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words, Marx and Engels seek to oust Stirner’s lever of history, the ego, and
produce a very different one indeed. But what is this lever? Or is it a lever at all?
It is certainly not the proletariat as a secular saviour. Is it class and especially
class conflict? None of these apply, although the latter comes closest, for the
key is contradiction itself. Towards the close of the section of Stirner, Marx
and Engels finally lay out the explanation (1845–46a, 431–32, 1845–46b, 417–18).
Productive forces contain within themselves a contradiction, one that is based
on the insufficiency of these forces. The insufficiency means that a few who are
able to satisfy their needs gain control of the limited productive forces while the
rest fall under their sway. Inevitably this tension, or the desire of the oppressed
class to satisfy its needs, leads to the overthrow of a narrow-minded ruling
class that cannot see the problem. ‘Thus, society has hitherto always developed
from within the framework of a contradiction – in antiquity the contradiction
between free men and slaves, in the Middle Ages that between nobility and
serfs, in modern times between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat’ (Marx and
Engels 1845–46a, 432, 1845–46b, 417). Here already is the position that will be
stated succinctly in the opening lines of The Manifesto of the Communist Party.
Here is a new pivot of history and thereby a historical narrative that is qualitatively different from that of Stirner, or indeed Hegel or theology, for it is a
contradiction within the mode of production.11 Contradiction becomes the
Archimedean point by which history shifts from one epoch to the other,
specifically in the way contradiction between productive forces and relations
of production reaches a crisis, namely, the moment of revolution. A crucial
caveat applies: this analysis is focused largely on objective forces of history,
which has the potential to lead to a somewhat imbalanced perception
of a Marxist approach to history. Needed of course is the role of subjective
intervention in revolution and the construction of socialism, which reshapes
the objective conditions.
I have traced the development of Marx and Engels’s argument in some detail, for in the Marxist-theological tussle over history it is vital to be clear concerning the nature of the Marxist narrative. That narrative turns out not to be
one that moves from a state of sin to grace through a redeemer, or one that
11

A somewhat systematic account of the division of labour, class, class conflict and the
contradiction at the heart of all modes of production appears in the first section on
Feuerbach, but only because of the complex editorial history of the manuscripts, which
gathered material from elsewhere and located them in the constructed chapter on
Feuerbach (Marx and Engels 1845–46a, 59–93, 1845–46b, 46–77). They now form part of
that famous first and somewhat rough statement of historical materialism. For a detailed
treatment of the genesis, production and publication of Feuerbach chapter, see Carver
and Blank (2014).
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sees the elect vanquishing the damned and inheriting the earth; that is, it is
not derived from and thereby ‘secularised’ from a theological Heilsgeschichte.
Instead, the objective dimension of the Marxist historical narrative turns on
contradiction between the forces and relations of production, a contradiction
that then opens up the possibility of a new mode of production that attempts
to overcome those contradictions. Would contradictions finally be resolved
after such a revolution? In earlier rough works such as The German Ideology,
Marx and Engels may have entertained such a possibility, but in later works
they began to see the necessity of the development of new contradictions – a
reality that would be examined in detail by those who actually engaged in the
construction of socialism after a revolution, from Lenin onwards.
3

Relativising Theology

I have argued at some length that Marx and Engels do not offer a secularised
form of Heilsgeschichte, either at the level of explicit content or of implicit
form. Does this conclusion, then, exclude all dimensions of contact, all crossovers between the two on the question of history?12 Or is there a bridge between the two? The point of contact may well turn out to be the very abstract
question of the pivot or lever of history. As we saw, the Marxist lever or turning
point is contradiction, rather than Christ, the ego or even the Hegelian world
spirit. The natures of these pivots seem to be qualitatively different. Yet, if we
move to a higher level of abstraction, then a likeness does begin to emerge: the
very effort to construct a world history in the first place, especially one that
turns on a fulcrum, may be seen as analogous to the biblical and theological
structure of history.
On this matter, I am ready to admit that a possible connection exists, although one needs to be exceedingly careful – as the above argument shows –
in identifying such a connection. Thus, while the very nature of the pivots is
qualitatively different, it also indicates an abstract and formal analogy. The
role of contradictions as both enabling for the rise of modes of productions
and disabling, so much so that these contradictions become an objective
mechanism for transition to other modes of production, is distinctly different
from a biblical or theological narrative in which one moves from paradise,
through sin and redemption to a state of grace. Yet the very existence of a

12

Here I think not of the myriad and overlaid engagements with the Bible and theology that
one finds throughout the work of Marx and Engels.
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pivot, if not the need for a grand historical narrative at all, is indeed a point of
contact, even if we are now at a very general and abstract level.
Now at last, with a point of contact, is it time to deploy my last argument. All
hitherto efforts to argue that Marxism involves a secularised Heilsgeschichte
assume – in stronger or weaker versions – that theology or the Bible function
as sources, as origins for Marxism. The problem is that such an argument absolutizes theology and gives the Bible almost divine power as the ultimate and
absolute source of all conceptions of history. That is, such arguments themselves rely on a theological position. They also confuse temporal priority – in
this case in regard to the Bible – with ontological priority. The latter is by no
means a necessary correlate of the former, although theologians and biblical
critics often seem to think so. Against such absolutizing, the need for relativising the claims for theology becomes apparent: theological language is not
absolute, but rather one mode for speaking of history, or indeed of the human
condition, suffering, subjectivity and collectives. Other modes have existed
and exist, without any need to refer to theology or the category of transcendence itself,13 thereby relegating theology to a viable place alongside many
other discourses. As Lunacharsky points out (1911, 163), Christian theology is
‘only a form, one of the many forms that social-economic progress can take’.
All of which makes it much easier to see how carefully and precisely
identified contacts between Marxism and theology may be understood.
In the context of this specific discussion concerning history, that contact is
restricted to the abstract level of the pivot of history and the need for grand
historical narratives. Yet those overlaps do not function in terms of origin and
derivative, source and appropriation, but rather as two possible languages for
speaking about history at all. Once we have this relativising move, the critiques
of Marxism as a secularised Heilsgeschichte lose their bite. So also may we
appreciate in a different way the myriad engagements with, citations of and
allusions to the Bible and theology in the Marxist tradition (Boer 2007a, R. Boer
2009a, Boer 2011a, 2012, 2013a, 2017b). I would also extend this approach to the
various efforts to introduce theological themes into Marxism, from Kautsky’s
‘new gospel [ein neues Evangelium]’ (1892b, 231) to Lars Lih’s ‘great awakening’
(2007), for they too trade on the translations between two different languages
or codes for speaking of history, revolution and the future. Yet in neither case is
the language ontologically absolute, for each is all too aware of its relative and
limited status, with its own benefits and drawbacks.
13

For example, Chinese philosophy and culture does not operate with the distinction
between ontological transcendence and immanence. This reality reveals the specific and
contextual nature of the distinction and indicates a rather distinct approach to Marxism.
This is the topic of another study.

Chapter 8

Revisiting the Marxist-Christian Dialogue
My thirst does not prove the existence of the spring. For the Marxist, the
infinite is absence and exigency, while for the Christian, it is promise and
presence.
garaudy, rahner, and metz 1967, 80

The Marxist-Christian dialogue of the 1960s and 1970s is the specific concern
of this chapter. But what counts as a ‘dialogue’ in this instance? More broadly,
it may refer to anyone – Marxist or Christian or both – who is engaged in
some way with the two terms. The logical outcome of this approach is that the
whole history of Marxism entails a Marxist-Christian dialogue.1 Or, at least,
Marxism in its European, Russian and Latin American incarnations. Thus,
one may study – to keep the examples to the twentieth century – theologians
such as Karl Barth, Josef Hromádka, Christoph Blumhardt,2 Reinhold Niebuhr,
Paul Tillich and Dorothy Sölle to see what they had to say about Marxism, or
Karl Kautsky, Ernst Bloch, Louis Althusser and other Marxists to inquire what
they have written concerning Christianity (West 1958; Machovec 1965; Bentley
1982).3 My approach is more specific: it concerns those who actively engaged in
dialogue, through conferences and publications, in both Eastern and Western
Europe in the 1960s and 1970s.4
Some of the more notable gatherings included: the Christian Peace Conference
in Prague (1959);5 the two gatherings in Salzburg (1965) and Chiemsee (1966),
which were organised by Paulusgesellschaft and included Protestants and
1 In this light, my earlier work on European and Russian Marxism may be regarded as a
comprehensive assessment of the Marxist-Christian dialogue from the side of most of the
leading Marxist thinkers in the tradition (Boer 2007–2014, 2013a, 2017b).
2 Blumhardt was the first member of the clergy to join the German Social-Democratic Party in
1899, leading to the church defrocking him (Bentley 1982, 23–35).
3 A similar referential wideness applies to the use of the term ‘encounter’, since this potentially
covers most areas of the world (Piediscalzi and Thobaben 1985).
4 This is a chapter I have wanted to write for more than 30 years. A substantial part of the
research entailed working through old photocopies from the 1980s, which constitute a
unique collection on the dialogue.
5 Organised by Josef Hromádka, collaborator with Karl Barth and leading Czech theologian
at the time who urged working with the communists (Bentley 1982, 137–40). Indeed,
Czechoslovakia seemed to be particularly germane to the dialogue.
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Roman Catholics (Hebblethwaite 1977, 17); Marianbad in Czechoslovakia
(1967),6 organised by the Czech philosopher, Milan Machovec (1980); the
Melbourne Pax Convention in 1967 (Garaudy et al. 1967); and gatherings in
the United Kingdom (Dunman 1968) and in the United States (Schuler 1975).7
Needless to say, publications around the issue multiplied, some of which I will
discuss in more detail below (Aptheker 1970; Lobkowicz 1967a; Garaudy and
Lauer 1968; Mojzes 1968; Oestreicher 1969; Kuczyński 1979). My aim is not so
much to report on the conferences and debates as to engage critically with the
issues raised, identifying what may have faded with time and what remains
pertinent in the somewhat different situation today. The chapter is structured
in four sections: the first deals with the limitations of the dialogue, while the
second summarises the points that were important at the time but are not
so today. The third devotes more attention to the questions of human nature,
protest (Prometheus) and approaches to the future, while the final section
reassesses the context of the dialogues.
1

Limitations

I begin with the limitations of the dialogue, which are now, some four decades or more later, much clearer: the desire for ‘core’ positions; relatively little
engagement with actual texts; a tendency to romanticise communism in light
of Marx’s earlier texts; and its extraordinarily Euro-American focus. Again
and again, one encounters efforts to identify the core of both Marxism and
Christianity.8 Marx’s earlier ‘humanistic’ texts become the focus, especially
the ‘Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844’ and The German Ideology, both collated and first published in the Soviet Union in 1932 (Marx 1844c,
1844d, 1844e, Marx and Engels 1845–46a, 1845–46b).9 At the same time, there
is surprisingly little detailed engagements with the texts of Marx and Engels.
6 The themes of these three conferences were, respectively: ‘Ideological Co-existence’,
‘Christian Humanity and Marxist Humanism’ and ‘Creativity and Freedom in a Humane
Society’. For a useful pre-history leading up to the dialogues, see Banks (1976).
7 The major impulse was from Protestant theologians, not least because of the encyclical
Divini Redemptoris of 1937, which outlined a Roman Catholic refutation of both Marxist
theory and practice and forbade engagement with communist parties. This meant that any
rapprochement would have to be indirect for Roman Catholic theologians who at least toed
the Vatican line (Curtis 1997; Krišto 1985). By contrast, in Italy radical clergy simply became
involved in left-wing political action (Drake 2008).
8 Garaudy entitles his core chapters ‘The Realization of What is Basic’, by Marxists and
Christians (Garaudy, Rahner, and Metz 1967, 31–108).
9 Garaudy (1970, 122–24) is a rare exception.
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 erhaps the participants assumed a common ground in such knowledge, but the
P
danger is that the ‘canon within the canon’ runs its usual course, with the effect
that the rougher edges and more intriguing texts of the founders disappear. In
this ‘canon’, we find concerns with ‘praxis’, ‘alienation’, ‘species-essence’ and
idealised forms of primitive agrarian socialism that included anti-statism –
the de rigueur position for all radicals. I will reinterpret this ‘humanistic’ concern in terms of human nature, since it enables me to lift the specific concerns
of the time to another and more abiding level.
A comparable desire for the core of Christianity appears, which often turns
out to be the radical tradition in Christianity with the attendant challenge of
the status quo.10 This Christian articulation reveals what was at stake for both
Marxists and Christians: if one can identify the core message, then other forms
become aberrations from the truth, if not heterodoxy. The pertinent form of
this question was applied to Christianity (Machovec 1980) but more often to
Marx’s approach to religion. What precisely was Marx attacking? One answer
was that Marx had in his sights the outward forms of Christianity, manifested in
the institutions of the churches, the history of interaction with (so often reactionary) political structures, if not the whole dimension of the Christianity as a
temporal reality – for which the name ‘Christendom’ functions as a shorthand
(Lichtman 1968, 84–94; Forrester 1972). With this move, one can then point
out that Marx’s criticisms of such outward manifestations are indeed correct,
but that he leaves relatively untouched the core truth of Christianity, which
lies elsewhere. Or, one may suggest that Marx had a particular tradition of
Christianity in mind, especially its Augustinian-Lutheran line with the idea
of supposed absolute subservience to God in a type of master-slave relation
(Girardi 1968, 26–27). One can then counter this position with, for instance, a
Roman Catholic approach. In response to these moves, Marx’s observation is
rather relevant:
Economists have a singular method of procedure. There are only two
kinds of institutions for them, artificial and natural. The institutions of
feudalism are artificial institutions, those of the bourgeoisie are natural
institutions. In this they resemble the theologians, who likewise establish
two kinds of religion. Every religion which is not theirs is an invention of
men, while their own is an emanation from God.
marx 1847c, 174, 1847d, 139, 1867a, 92, n. 1, 1867b, 49, n. 28

10

Garaudy (1967, 9–10) is an exception, stressing the political ambivalence of Christianity
(see Chapter 3).
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Obviously, I am less interested in these features of the dialogue, but there is
one that I will pick up later, albeit with a twist. This is the limitation to a European (and occasionally United States) context. Here ‘east’ and ‘west’ become
Eastern and Western Europe, with the Soviet Union an outlier and China not
even on the register. Of course, the policies in the Soviet Union had a bearing,
with many identifying the turn from a ‘Stalinist repression’ to a ‘thaw’ under
Khrushchev as a key development. How that situation actually worked out
needs to be re-examined.
2

From Then …

The most serious and insightful contributors set out to seek some common
ground, albeit not so much a Golden Mean, with the uncomfortable edges carefully filed away, but a dialectical approach in which either side did not give up
their positions for the sake of a compromise (Zabłocki 1979, 94). The challenge
of the dialogues was framed in various ways, although the best is expressed
by Adams: ‘On the one hand, the Christian cannot accept the secularism, the
self-sufficient finitude (as Tillich called it), of Marx. On the other hand,
the Marxist offers a vigorous challenge to the Christian, the challenge to give
a cogent restatement of the “ground” or “object” of … faith’ (Adams 1967, 374).
Going a step further, Lauer observes not only that ‘Philosophy today cannot even
call itself Christian if it is unable to synthesize the insights and methods which
Marxism has developed’, but also that a ‘Marxist could be even more consistent
than Marx himself and not only recognize but even welcome the possibility’ of
a reconciliation between Marxism and Christianity (Lauer 1968, 47, 55).
As to how this challenge would work itself out is another question. At the time,
many were vexed by the tension between theism and atheism, a problem that
does not seem so pressing now. More specifically, the key question was whether
atheism was an integral and inescapable feature of Marx’s approach and
therefore of Marxism itself (Girardi 1968, 18–21; Norris 1974, 27–34; Thiemann
1985), whether Marx may have seen religion as a secondary phenomenon
but that after Marx religion was – through a conventional ‘Western’ n
 arrative
of betrayal – made into an essential feature of Marxism (McGovern 1985,
490–91; Lobkowicz 1967b, 303–7), whether it was a new development –
‘humanist’ atheism in contrast to earlier ‘political’ and ‘scientist’ forms – in the
history of atheism (Garaudy 1970, 106–8), or whether it was always secondary
and therefore not essential (Lichtman 1968, 79; Marković 1985). Or as Kerševan
(1985, 501) puts it: ‘Marxism cannot begin with “I do not believe in the only
God,” or “I believe in material unity of the world,” and then continue with the
general development and movement of the world and society, to reach the class
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struggle and the need for a socialist transformation of social relations’. Perhaps
the Marxist philosopher, Machovec (1980, 6), offered the most in-depth analysis, arguing that the very understanding of God had changed from the time of
Marx to a dynamic and future-oriented deity, so much so that Marxists would
have to address the whole question again.
Another feature of the dialogue was an emphasis on praxis, with the term
directly taken from the German. Normally translated simply as ‘practice’,
including a professional office (such as a dentist or doctor), the term gained
specific meaning from Marx’s first thesis on Feuerbach: ‘The chief defect of all
previous materialism (that of Feuerbach included) is that things [Gegenstand],
reality, sensuousness [Sinnlichkeit] are conceived only in the form of the
object, or of contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice [sinnlich
menschliche Tätigkeit, Praxis], not subjectively’ (Marx 1845a, 3, 1845b, 5). This
‘sensuous human activity’ is properly ‘revolutionary’ and ‘practical-critical’
activity. The obvious point here is that the insight is one of a number the
young Marx discovered in his early to mid-twenties – philosophical discoveries as he worked his way through and past the Hegelian legacy and the positions of his Young Hegelian peers. But they are not the result of the long years
of careful study, reflection and rewriting on political economy that characterised his later years (full of overwork, lack of sleep and endless smoking and
caffeine).
Yet it was precisely this Marx – deeply Hegelian with a strong dash of
anti-industrial socialism – with his focus on praxis that drew the attention of
the dialogue partners. How did they understand this praxis? Thiemann (1985,
545) offers the clearest definition: ‘praxis is that “sensuous human activity” by
which human beings create the world of culture and society and by doing so
create themselves … human beings are what they do’. The next step is to connect
this point with Marx’s analysis of labour in the ‘Economic and Philosophic
Manuscripts’ of 1844. Labour becomes the action of producing products from
the material of nature, products which are the extension and embodiment
of human nature in the external world. In other words, ‘praxis, the sensuous
labouring activity of human agents, is human self-creation, the externalization
of human nature in external form’ (Thiemann 1985, 545).11 Or to quote Marx:
‘The object of labour is, therefore, the objectification of man’s species-life: for
he duplicates himself not only, as in consciousness, intellectually, but also
actively, in reality, and therefore he sees himself in a world that he has created’
(Marx 1844c, 277, 1844d, 241, 1844e, 370).
11

Others offer variations on the same definition, occasionally connecting it with
revolutionary activity by the proletariat (Girardi 1968, 13–14; Dean 1972; Banks 1974, 139;
Lash 1981, 63).

Revisiting the Marxist-Christian Dialogue

123

The question is how this early statement by Marx becomes a core Marxist
position. In his insightful intervention, Garaudy begins his definition of ‘what
is basic’ for Marxists by quoting Marx’s first thesis on Feuerbach – glossed as
the ‘creative act’ of human beings, if not a ‘methodology of historical initiative’ (Garaudy, Rahner, and Metz 1967, 61, 64). Indeed, he stresses that of the
eleven theses on Feuerbach, seven are devoted to this theme, which may be
summarised in terms of the active dimension of knowledge, the criterion of
collective practice (praxis) as the only source of truth and the role of philosophy in the transformation of the world. Marx may have begun with a basic
understanding of human transformations of nature, but his interpreters take
it much further, connecting it with labour, creativity, socialist revolution and
the active effort to reshape society and economics after a revolution. The gains
of such a position are obvious, although we would now speak more of subjective intervention than praxis. When the dialectic works well, objective and
subjective factors interact with one another. Thus, careful scientific analysis
of the objective conditions is absolutely necessary, but the danger of falling
into a form of historical determination is overcome by the constant role of creative and subjective intervention, when the objective conditions themselves
are transformed.12 As Marx put it somewhat later, we may be subject to the
given circumstances of the past, but we make our own history (Marx 1852a,
103, 1852b, 96–97). It also makes sense in the Soviet Union of the interchangeable usage of politika (policy) and stroitel’stvo (construction), such as language
policy (iazykovaia politika) and language construction (iazykovoe stroitel’stvo).
They clearly saw it as a deliberate intervention by socialists into the process
of producing and developing a new society (Reznik 2003, 34; Slezkine 2000,
323–24; Martin 2001, 67).
Tellingly, the participants were keener to stress what they perceived (at
times incorrectly) as the tendency in Marxism to an objectivised ‘history is on
our side’ approach, alongside a version of ‘vulgar’ Marxism in which the base
determines the superstructure. The cuplrits are many, whether Engels, Lenin,
Stalin or indeed ‘superficial disciples’ and ‘excessively hasty or ill-intentioned
opponents’ (Garaudy, Rahner, and Metz 1967, 63).13 In the context, one can
understand the desire of the participants to stress creativity, freedom, subjectivity and transcendence, not least because of a felt need to recover the
12
13

As Lenin found with his rediscovery of Hegel’s dialectic in the library in Berne in 1914–
1916, leading to the Russian Revolution, and as Mao found during the intense and creative
engagement with Lenin’s thoughts on Hegel in Yan’an in the mid-1930s (Boer 2017a).
Similarly, at the Melbourne Pax conference in 1967, Denis Kenny identifies the ‘subrational and sub-Christian’ response by many Roman Catholics to Marxism (Garaudy
et al. 1967, 15).
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e nergetic, history-changing dimension of Marxism, but also to open up the
possibility of assessing religion more positively. How this was done entailed
slipping in another and related feature of the Marxist tradition: the role of
ideas. Let me put it this way: any materialist theory worthy of its name must be
able to account dialectically for the role of theory and ideas. This entails not
so much a deterministic base-superstructure model as a proposal put forward
most clearly by Engels:
If some younger writers attribute more importance to the economic aspect than is its due, Marx and I are to some extent to blame. We had to
stress this leading principle in the face of opponents who denied it, and
we did not always have the time, space or opportunity to do justice to the
other factors that interacted upon each other’.
engels 1890a, 36, 1890b, 465

I would add Stalin’s observation from the Short Course: ‘New social ideas and
theories arise precisely because they are necessary to society, because it is
impossible to carry out the urgent tasks of development of the material life
of society without their organizing, mobilizing and transforming action’ (Stalin 1938a, 116–17, 1938b, 111). With this in mind, it becomes possible to argue
that religion involves a theory, a project or a model that seeks not only to
interpret reality but to break away from and even transcend a given reality by
protesting against and transforming this reality (Garaudy, Rahner, and Metz
1967, 66). From here, one can trace the history of religion, through myth and
ritual to doctrine. It seeks out the realm of causes in relation to the realm of
experienced phenomena. Obviously, this means that the initial motive force
of religion is analogous to science, even if science moves a step beyond mythical explanations.
Despite the gains of this renewed emphasis, we can identify at least two
shortcomings. To begin with, little if any analysis is to be found concerning the realities of socialism in power,14 with its many achievements and
failures – and this despite the fact that the context in the 1960s and 1970s in
Europe was very much socialism in power (I will have more to say on this
point below). Second, in setting up the opposition so strongly – between
subjective and o bjective, creative and scientific, praxis and ‘vulgar’ M
 arxism
– the danger is that one loses the dialectical relation between these two
terms. The point is that not only subjective and objective factors can be
found in Marx’s works, but also that there is a tension between creative
14

An exception is Lochman (1970b).
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and ‘vulgar’ dialectics. To offer but a few examples, Marx could offer highly
complex arguments concerning the fetishism of commodities, struggling to
find a new level of analysis in which both real and unreal exist together in
the commodity (Marx 1867, 81–94, 1890, 70–82;15 Boer 2011b), but he could
also observe that in the earlier stages of human existence the ‘religious’
was a reflection or ‘reflex [Wiederschein] of the real world’ (Marx 1867a, 90,
1867b, 48), indeed that the ‘origin of history’ is found in nothing less than
‘vulgar material production [groß-materiellen Produktion]’ (Marx and Engels
1845a, 150, 1845b, 159). The tension I am emphasising is expressed best by
two quotations, the first from 1859: ‘It is not the consciousness of men that
determines their existence, but their social existence that determines their
consciousness’ (Marx 1859a, 263, 1859b, 9). The second is from none other
than the famous introduction to his critique of Hegel in 1844: ‘ theory also
becomes a material force as soon as it has gripped [ergreift] the masses’
(Marx 1844a, 182, 1844b, 177).
The question arises whether Christianity can be understood in light of this
particular dialectical tension. I think less of the pertinent criticisms of Christianity’s more egregious moments of reaction and outright despotism, from
internal persecution through to the recent revelations concerning systemic
sexual abuse, nor even of the many moments of purely progressive and revolutionary action (more of this question later). Instead, is it possible to assess
religion in terms of both a reflex or reflection of the real world and as a genune
material force that grips the masses? Perhaps it may be put in terms of so much
of Christian thought and practice that does nothing more than manifest human constructions, while at one and the same time acknowledging a ‘spiritual
reserve’. Indeed, they would seem to be part of the same phenomenon, impossible to separate without destroying Christianity itself. And by ‘spiritual r eserve’
I mean the radical transcendence that so often goes hand-in-hand with radical
critique of the world as it is, unfolding in terms of alternative communities
and revolutionary movements (as I have discussed in earlier chapters). But
it also means material, historical effect, a ‘gripping of the masses’ that I proposed in my treatment of early Christian communism. The sheer uncertainty
concerning historical verifiability of this communism, let alone the reality
of texts with historical force, meant that this too would come to realisation in
concrete terms time and again.

15

I have cited the third edition of Capital here, since it contains the fully revised argument
concerning fetishism and is the basis of the English translation. The first edition of 1867
has a relatively undeveloped argument over fewer pages (1867b), 44–51.
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To Now

As I mentioned earlier, the overwhelming focus of nearly all the participants in
the dialogue was on the writings of the young or ‘humanistic’ Marx. Triggered
by the 1932 publications of key texts, they felt they had found a version of Marx
that offered more than the careful scientific investigations of political economy,
let alone the grand overviews provided in the standard works by Engels read by
all Marxists of subsequent generations – Anti-Dühring and the later published
Dialectics of Nature (Engels 1877–78a, 1877–78b, 1873–82a, 1873–82b). This Marx
also suited the existential tenor of the times (Gardavský 1973), with some even
seeing the renewal of Marxism comparable to the renewals underway in many
of the Christian churches (Raines and Dean 1970). My treatment of praxis was
already part of this concern, but here I seek – after identifying some of the
main features – to reinterpret the debate in terms of the more basic concern
over human nature. In this light, the discussion over ‘alienation’ gains another
purchase in terms of the need for a robust doctrine of evil.
3.1
Human Nature
Above all, the humanistic Marx seemed to provide significant possibilities for
considering religious, if not metaphysical questions (Dean 1972). For instance,
the perceived break with ontological materialism enabled a more ‘regional
materialism’ that would see ‘theology’ as the hope that injustice will not have
the last word (Siebert 1977a, 1977b). Others suggested that religion would be
needed for any form of humanisation, which may be understood as the process of developing human beings from what they are to what they ought to be
(Borchert 1971, 1131, 1133). While this form of Marxism may value the dignity of
human beings,16 its focus on humanity as an end in itself misses the foundation of humanism as the ‘identity of being and love in God’ (Girardi 1968, 81).
Theologians were not the only ones making such points: For Machovec
(1980, 14) Christianity and especially the Bible may offer something ‘spiritual’,
in terms of the ‘search for the meaning of life’, that moves beyond the satisfaction of socio-economic needs.17
16

17

Although, as Garaudy warns (1970, 147), Marx ‘does not postulate a subject who creates
the world, in the Hegelian way, nor a subject who maintains the relations with the object
which were conceived by Cartesian dualism. Marx, on the contrary, emphasises the
constant reciprocal action’ between human beings and beings found in nature.
Not all took this approach. For example, Kirk (1976a, 1976b) suggests that the very humanism
of the early Marx provides the seeds of the ‘titanic’ or ‘faustian’ nature of Marxism, with
its resolute focus on human endeavour, leading to hubris, domination, repression and the
Soviet system. In reply, only an ideal Christianity offers the true answer.
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The problem with this focus is not merely its time-bound nature, but also
the character of the material from Marx that provided much of its basis. Specifically, the vision of communism was significantly romanticised (Garaudy,
Rahner, and Metz 1967, 78–80; Girardi 1968, 24; Banks 1974, 140), with its overcoming of social and individual bifurcations in a vision of human wholeness,
or what Marx called ‘human emancipation [menschliche Emanzipation]’ (Marx
1844f, 168, 1844g, 163, see also Marx 1844a, 187, 1844b, 182–83; Leopold 2007,
183–277). This early approach – well before the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’
– is best captured in Marx’s image of ‘communist society’, which ‘regulates
the general production and thus makes it possible for me to do one thing
today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon,
rear cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, herdsman or critic’ (Marx and Engels
1845–46a, 47, 1845–46b, 33). As Harding points out, this image – with touches
of ‘agrarian anti-industrial socialism’ – does not present one working as a ‘collier, fitter, assembly-worker and salesman’ (Harding 1984, 4).
In reply, let me recast this ‘humanistic’ question as one of human nature,
hinted at by Marx’s widespread use at the time of Gattungswesen and Gattungsleben, or ‘species-essence’ and ‘species-life’. The key was not to identify
an eternal human nature, but rather the transformation of this nature (Marcuse 1970, 7–9).18 Marx and subsequent Marxists were very much concerned
with this transformation of human nature, which was integral to the thorough
shift from one mode of production to another. To use the terminology I developed in Chapter 6, this may be called a Pelagian approach (Garaudy 1970, 112),
mediated through the European Enlightenment’s assertion of the inherent
goodness of (some) human beings. Given the opportunity, workers and farmers would enthusiastically throw themselves into creating a new society. While
Marx’s use of ‘species-being’, ‘species-life’ and ‘species-essence’ often suggests
that productive and collective labour is its true, non-alienated form, he also argues that the ‘species-being’ postulated by the political economists and based
on the division of labour is actually an alienated ‘species-being’ that requires
transformation (Marx 1844c, 317, 1844d, 309, 1844e, 429).19 At this level, there is
18

19

In the 1970s, Stromberg (1979) observes that the search for a more robust Marxist theory
of human nature remained rather thin and abstract, although it was one of most exciting
frontiers that had opened. Had he considered some of the developments in the Soviet
Union (see below), he may have found a more concrete and profound theoretical
elaboration on this score.
Geras’s argument (1983) misses the fact that Marx sought a transformation of human
nature. It is worth noting that in his earlier writings Stalin too adhered to this position:
‘it is obvious that free and comradely labour should result in an equally comradely, and
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an obvious connection with theology. As I pointed out earlier, the Latin tradition
turned on the debate between Augustine and Pelagius, but underlying this
debate and the many variations since is the underlying assumption not that
human nature is eternal, but that it seeks transformation.20
3.2
Alienation
With this recasting in mind, let me turn to the question of alienation, which
vexed the dialogue partners. Based on Marx’s 1844 manuscripts (Lash 1981,
170–76), most were quick to point out that Marx took Feuerbach’s position a
significant step further, arguing that religion arose as a response to alienating
socio-economic conditions (fourth thesis on Feuerbach), but that at times religion too could be alienating.21 Much of the debate over alienation feels very
1960s, with its existentialist concerns that made Marx’s early and romanticised
vision of non-alienated existence – as reuniting the broken and split parts of
human existence as ‘human emancipation’ (see above) – rather appealing.
That Marx was largely to dispense later with the terminology of alienation22
for more concrete terms did not prevent the theological participants learning
much in terms of reassessing Christian understandings of sin and evil, which
had suffered under the individualising drive of liberalism and the restriction
to ‘purely’ religious matters in terms of one’s relationship with God (Garaudy
1970, 117–18). So we find a renewed awareness of structural and collective sin,
embodied in institutions, politics and economic systems (Gutiérrez 1969; Metz
1977; Packull 1977b, 69; Lash 1981, 170–76). On occasion, we encounter an effort
to connect Marx’s deployment of fetishism – for his analyses of money, labour,
capital, if not the whole socio-economic system – with the biblical critique of

20

21

22

complete, satisfaction of all needs in the future socialist society’ (Stalin 1906–1907a, 338,
1906–1907b, 336).
The Greek speaking – or Eastern Orthodox – tradition has the same basic concern,
although it seeks a mediation between what it saw as two extremes. On the one hand, one
cannot do anything to earn salvation, for it is a gift from God; on the other hand, the gift
needs to be accepted by a person, which is where human action comes into play. While it
may be refused (God does not enforce salvation), the focus was on God and human beings
working together – synergeia – to the end that the entire human being, in terms of will
and act, conforms to the divine (Lossky 1978, 73, 86).
Except for Girardi (1968, 18–21), who insisted that Marx consistently saw religion itself as
alienating. A couple of the more wayward proposals include Lischer’s suggestion (1973)
that Marx’s approach – in terms of economic concupiscence, labour and community
– owes certain analogies to a Lutheran approach to evil and sin, and Lobkowicz’s
hypothesis (1967b, 328) that Marxism (via Hegel and Feuerbach) owes its position to
Luther’s incarnational self-emptying.
Despite Israel’s effort (1971) to see alienation as a continuing theme in Marx’s work.
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idolatry (Suda 1978; Lash 1981, 180–86). Later Latin American liberation
theologians were also keen on the connection, stressing that the economic
realities of foreign debt, as well as the worship of gross domestic product,
growth and the need for national account balances were elements of a
destructive cult with death-dealing idols – let alone the neo-classical
economic theories that explain, justify and support such idols (Assmann and
Hinkelammert 1989; Hinkelammert 1986; Dussell 1993, 2001). Despite the gains,
the problem is that they revert Marx’s approach, in which the older category
of idolatry – with its dogma, institutions and clergy – was sublated within the
newer idea of fetishism. That category could only become an entirely new tool
of analysis through this Aufhebung, enabling Marx’s analysis of capital itself as
Kapitalfetisch (Boer 2011b).
More significant was the discussion over the continuation of alienation
under socialism. If one assumes the early Marx’s assumption that with the
overcoming of socio-economic misery, alienation would disappear, then one
is faced with this problem: how do we understand the continuation of alienation, if not exploitation, under socialism and indeed communism? Further,
how does one understand the persistence of religion under socialism in power?
One may take the position that the old forms had not yet fully been overcome
and replaced, but this approach will hold only for a time. Or one may argue
that education was the key to overcoming the residues of religion, as happened
in the Soviet Union (Boer 2013a, 10–13). While the second approach was more
successful than is often assumed, the more substantial question is whether
some forms of alienation simply cannot be overcome through creative social reconstruction. It was precisely at the Salzburg conference in 1965 that
Johann Baptist Metz first raised this question, proposing that core theological
doctrines concerning sin, guilt and evil have a distinct place in understanding
this condition (Norris 1974, 25–39). Indeed, can sinful and alienated human beings construct any form of fulfilled society? For a theologian, the obvious point
is that human beings can never achieve this level of social existence without
some outside assistance, but the argument risks assuming an eternal and
‘fallen’ human nature.
In contrast to Metz, I find that Lochman’s insight goes further, for he was
actually practicing theology in the context of socialism in power (Czechoslovakia). He points out that some of the most dehumanising conditions of life had
indeed been overcome under socialism, with the elimination of poverty, the
resultant minimal differences in economic status, the lifting up of the working class as leaders and thereby involvement in political and social life, and
the free national healthcare and education available to all. He also observes
that socialism is by no means perfect, indeed that it ‘poses some new and
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rather s erious questions’ (Lochman 1970b, 15, 1970a), specifically elements of
alienation that continue, if not new forms of dehumanisation. Here he focuses
on the monopoly of power, embodied in the dictatorship of the proletariat.
Tellingly, he does not condemn this reality, refusing to moralise, since it is a
‘necessity of the post-revolutionary order in its first stage’ (Lochman 1970b, 16).
With the mention of this initial stage, Lochman deploys what had become a
common position concerning the stages of socialism and communism,23 arguing that the next stage required a move past the dictatorship of the proletariat
into a mature socialism in which everyone had a say and greater democratisation would take place. Here a theological contribution can be made, with
an emphasis on the prophetic tradition, the Exodus and the humanising and
demythologising challenge of Jesus of Nazareth. For Lochman, theologians –
even of his Reformed background – have a distinct contribution to make to
constructing socialism. I find particular value in Lochman’s approach, since
it did so from within socialist construction, seeking to be part of its ongoing
project – too rare a feature of the dialogue as a whole.
Closely related is the question of the doctrine of evil, a topic only touched
upon by a few participants. As I mentioned, Marxism had tended to rely on an
Enlightenment inspired assumption concerning the inherent goodness of human beings, with a distinct dose of Pelagian good works. Missing was a robust
materialist doctrine of good and evil. What the dialogue participants missed
was that the beginnings of such a doctrine appeared in the Soviet Union in the
1930s – a period off limits for the participants given their assumptions about
the Soviet Union. If we consider this period more carefully, we find that it was
one of the most creative and turbulent periods in the twentieth century. It
was triggered by the socialist offensive, with its twin projects of rapid industrialisation and collectivisation that turned the Soviet Union into an economic
superpower.24 This decade was full of affirmative action projects with national
minorities, massive gains in the provision of the first ‘domestic’ or socialist welfare state, an astonishingly progressive constitution, but it was also a time of
plots, purges, violence and disruption. Many were its enthusiastic supporters,
with the search for the first signs of the new Soviet man and woman (Stakhanovism) but many too were those who were unsettled, dragging their feet and
23

24

The argument for the stages of socialism and communism, with the possibility of further
stages within socialism itself, was first developed by Lenin in his exegesis of Marx’s brief
comments on the initial and further stage of communism in ‘Critique of the Gotha
Programme’ (Marx 1875a, 1875b; Lenin 1917a, 472–79, 1917b, 95–102). Notably, Marx does
not specify that there would be only two stages.
The material here summarises a long and detailed argument I have made elsewhere (Boer
2017b, 65–114).
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engaging in outright and often hostile opposition. In this situation, the question
of human nature loomed large, with good and evil at the forefront. This was
not merely in terms of the evil of outward opponents, but the slow and often
painful awareness that each social body and each individual bore an intense
opposition of good and evil within themselves. The two were inescapably
present, entwined within the collective itself and within each individual. It
meant that any policy of reconstruction needed to take this new awareness
into account.
3.3
Prometheus and the Future
Two final features of the dialogue – Promethean protest and the future – may
be considered together. The context of the 1960s was of social movement and
protest, at least in the parts of the world that mattered most to the participants. Communist parties began to make statements acknowledging radical
potentials within religion. For example, the Italian Communist Party acknowledged at its tenth congress in 1962 that the ‘religious conscience’ may provide
a ‘stimulus with regard to the dramatic problems of the contemporary world’
(Girardi 1968, 49, 1988, 135). And Maurice Thorez, in extending the ‘outstretched
hand’ of the French Communist Party to the church, observed: ‘Christianity’s
progressive role appears in the effort to realize charity and solidarity, in the attempt to bring about fairer and more peaceable relationships … in the concern
of religious communities – communist groupings in intention, in fact, and in
action – which assumed the mission of preserving, developing and transmitting to future ages the sum total of human knowledge and artistic treasures of
the past’ (Garaudy, Rahner, and Metz 1967, 74; see further Murphy 1974).
The question remained as to how this awareness might be developed theoretically. The key was provided by the Czech theologian Jan Lochman, in an
essay (and lecture) published on a number of occasions (Lochman 1972, 1978,
1985).25 For Lochman, Prometheus becomes the ‘great saint’ of the Marxist tradition, drawing initially from Marx’s invocation of the Greek god in his earliest
writings, especially his doctoral thesis: ‘Prometheus is the most eminent saint
and martyr in the philosophical calendar’ (Marx 1841a, 31, 1841b, 15). The importance for Marx lay in Prometheus’s rebellion against the other gods, bringing
fire, houses and human settlements; in his martyrdom, suffering in chains for
his rebellion; and in his unbroken spirit. But not only for Marx, since this became the symbol of the proletarian struggle itself. Yet, Lochman’s real question
is whether Prometheus also has a place in the Christian calendar, alongside not
25

Although others have commented on Prometheus, I focus on Lochman’s statement
(Bentley 1982, 108–14; Vereš 1985).
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merely the other saints, but alongside Christ. Instead of an either/or, Lochman
seeks a both/and situation.
Ostracised from the Greek tradition, Prometheus is more at home in the
biblical tradition on three counts: the doctrines of God, evil, and grace and
justification. To begin with, Lochman distinguishes (too sharply) between the
oppressive Zeus-Prometheus relationship and the God-human relationship in
the Bible. He would like to see an engaged God, making human beings in God’s
image to become the ‘creative subject of history’, involved in ‘soteriological
participation’ and not ‘ontological separation’ (Lochman 1978, 245, 246). But
he misses the fact that both elements also appear in the Bible and the Christian theological tradition. Too easy it is to offload all that is undesirable onto
another. Fortunately, on the question of evil he acknowledges a ‘Promethean’
element within the Bible, in which hubris – the effort to intrude into the divine
realm – appears (Tower of Babel). Here he prefers to identify a more neglected
element of the tradition, which is the sin of omission, of failing to participate
in the liberating project and remaining comfortable with the way the world
is. For this a ‘Marxist Promethean Christology’ is a genuine correction. On the
third question – grace and justification – Lochman’s Reformed heritage comes
to the fore. Indebted as it is to the Augustinian emphasis on God’s primacy
in salvation, he gives it a distinct Reformed reinterpretation. The risk of ‘sola
fide – sola gratia’ is that one may emphasise the ‘sola’ and sit back waiting
for God to act without bothering to act oneself (hence the Marxist suspicion
of its use for reactionary purposes). By contrast, the emphasis of Luther and
especially Calvin is that this radical primacy of grace leads not to quietism but
to even greater engagement in works. On this score, Prometheus reminds the
Reformed tradition of its own emphasis. I would add that the history of Christian communism, especially in its revolutionary dimensions, emphasises
precisely the radical transcendence of the divine, so much so that one cannot
avoid acting in response. From Thomas Müntzer to Karl Barth, from the Peasants revolution to Barth’s lifelong socialism (so much so that he spoke out in
support of the Soviet Union26), the emphasis on grace and transcendence led
them to such positions.
26

Most sharply expressed in the following from 1949: ‘It would be quite absurd to mention
in the same breath the philosophy of Marxism and the “ideology” of the Third Reich,
to mention a man of the stature of Joseph Stalin in the same breath as such charlatans
as Hitler, Göring, Hess, Goebbels, Himmler, Ribbentrop, Rosenberg, Streicher, etc. What
has been tackled in Soviet Russia – albeit with very dirty and bloody hands and in a way
that rightly shocks us – is, after all, a constructive idea, the solution of a problem which
is a serious and burning problem for us as well, and which we with our clean hands have
not yet tackled anything like energetically enough: the social problem’ (Barth 1954, 123).
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Nonetheless, Lochman does not acquiesce to a full integration of
 romethean Marxism within theology, seeking instead a dialectical tension
P
between the traditions. While Christianity so often needs to be ‘demythologised’ due to its tendency to valorise reactionary and oppressive structures, so
too does Promethean Marxism, which readily runs the danger of producing
new m
 ythologies of human labour, revolution and socialist construction. The
answer for Lochman is ultimately a Reformed one, focusing on transcendence
and grace as a way to unburden the Christian tradition of its counter-
revolutionary predilection and to release human beings from the soteriological
burden, thereby freeing them for creative action. Other theological traditions
may quibble with this move, but the more interesting result is a dialectical tension: both Marxism and Christianity need to engage in mutual criticism and
self-criticism, supporting each other and calling out the dangers to which each
is prone (see also Garaudy 1970, 155).27
All of which brings me to the question of the future, a theme that runs
through all of the material. They share the sense that such a future is not pre-
determined, but unfinished, open-ended and capable of the new (Dean 1972,
88).28 Obviously, the emphasis on praxis as well as exploring the possibility of
a common project entails that one is working towards such a project, if not
that the project itself is incomplete. But I would like to take a slightly different
line here and draw upon a number of the Protestant theologians who were at
various times engaged in the dialogue. At this time, they began to develop a
form of ‘proleptic’ theology, which entailed a sense of the future that is ‘creatively present to all the temporal things that precede this future’ (Pannenberg
1991–93, vol. 3, 531). It is neither pushed into a distant future, nor is it realised
fully in the present. Instead, the present is understood in terms of prolepsis, in
which events happen ‘before their time’ (Pannenberg 1991–93, vol. 3, 580–646;
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Surprisingly, there are few recent works that deal with Barth’s socialism (Rumscheidt
2001; Boer 2002). The classic statement is by Marquardt (1972).
In doing so, he focuses not so much on the marginal dimensions of theology – as much
of the Christian communist tradition that I have explored – but on its core messages. The
biblical God of creation, Exodus, Jesus Christ, grace and transcendence are liberating,
albeit there is always the danger that they may side with reaction and oppression (see also
D. Boer 2015).
Surprisingly, there are only a few efforts to suggest that Marx’s historical schema relies on
religion in some way, whether crude versions of secularised religion to the point of the
Marxist-Leninist ‘Church’ (Fessard 1967), the standard line in terms of form (Girardi 1968, 21)
or perhaps parallelism (Kirk 1976b, 85–86; Masani 1979). Only Comstock (1976) offers
a more sophisticated approach based on an ambivalence in Marx’s earlier and later
methods. The reason for not dealing with this issue here is that I have dealt with it at
length in Chapter 7.
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 oltmann 1965, 1999). Or as Rahner puts it, if the very name of ‘God’ means the
M
absolute future of the world and of human beings, then we already move ‘within
it’ in a way that is neither fulfilled nor still outstanding (Garaudy, Rahner, and
Metz 1967, 12). The eschatological future is ‘the basis for the lasting essence
of each creature that finds its manifestation already in the allotted duration
of its life and yet will achieve its full manifestation only in the eschatological
future’. Although we are still on the way to becoming ourselves, we are ‘in some
sense already the persons we shall be in the light of our eschatological future’
(Pannenberg 1991–93, vol. 3, 603–4).
Interesting enough, but what is the source of this renewed emphasis on
the constitutive eschatology of theology? The answer entails an inversion of
a common narrative, in which Marxism in some sense ‘secularises’ the Christian narrative of ‘salvation history’, if not the ‘messianism’ of the Hebrew Bible
(see Chapter 7). By contrast, as more than one participant observes clearly,
the debt for this emphasis lies clearly with Ernst Bloch, especially his dual approach of a hermeneutics and philosophy of utopia as an extraordinary effort
at the r enewal of Marxism (Moltmann 1965, 1976; Lochman 1978; Bentley 1982,
79–97). Since I have written extensively on Bloch elsewhere (Boer 2007a, R.
Boer 2009b, Boer 2013b, 2014d), I will not outline the details of his approach
here. But it is clear that Bloch influenced these theological developments
deeply indeed, so much so that they fed into the very fabric of the MarxistChristian dialogue. We are faced with an intriguing situation, for the dialogue
participants imply that the recovery of theological eschatology, with its resolute and definitive emphasis on God as a God of the future first and foremost,
was actually the result of Marxism. In other words, this proleptic theology was
clearly a theologising of and response to communism, as much in terms of its
actual practice as its unrealised potential.
4

Conclusion: Reconsidering the Background

From time to time, I have hinted at the context of the Marxist-Christian dialogue, situated as it was in primarily a European context during the upheavals of
the 1960s and 1970s. But I have held back in dealing with contextual issues more
fully until now – for a distinct reason. Where the dialogue participants were
explicit about the context, they mention the immediate events of Vatican ii,
the new developments in Protestant theology, anti-colonial struggles which
were in many places coming to fruition (although the Chinese and Cuban
revolutions barely rate a mention), as well as the threat of nuclear annihilation
as a code for the Cold War (Garaudy, Rahner, and Metz 1967, 25–31, 72–74;
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Garaudy et al. 1967, 7–8; Garaudy 1970, 21; Aptheker 1968, 95–97, 1970, 158).
Missing from this list is the awareness that the anti-colonial struggles were so
often fostered, in terms of logistics, education and arms, by the Soviet Union’s
anti-imperial struggles, if not the fact that the Russian Revolution itself had
provided a longer impetus for the dialogues, leading to a situation where one
third of the world was socialist (one can hardly imagine them taking place if
Marx had remained an obscure thinker).
But my interest is drawn to a more immediate contextual matter, where the
Soviet Union does have an obvious presence in the debates. The assumed narrative for many of the participants was that the dialogue’s possibility from the
Marxist side was enabled by the end of the Stalin era and the ‘revelations’ of
Khrushchev’s ‘secret speech’ of 1956.29 With an end to the stifling repressions,
openness ensued, leading to engagement, discussion and dialogue, only to
come to an end when Brezhnev ordered tanks to end the ‘Prague Spring’ in 1968
(Bentley 1982, 151–55). This narrative may be supported by the fact that some of
the Marxist participants in Czechoslovakia, such as Machovec and Gardavský,
lost their teaching positions. Yet it makes little sense of actual developments. To
the point, it was precisely Khrushchev who reinstated many of the repressions
of earlier days in the Soviet Union. He did this in response to the last ten
years of Stalin’s period, which were the most open in the history of the Soviet
Union. To understand this situation, we need to go back to the 1936 ‘Stalin’
Constitution: article 124 makes it clear that citizens had freedom of religious
worship and of anti-religious propaganda. This was not mere rhetoric, as the
later patriarch, Sergei, knew well. He petitioned the government to hold to
the constitution, having in 1927 already issued a statement seeking rapprochement between the communists and the church. Now he requested permission
to reopen churches, admit openly religious people to regular jobs, even suggesting that religious candidates could run for elections (as they did in 1937).
Stalin eventually responded to the church’s persistence, not least because he
knew the church very well given his years of theological training (1895–1899).
On 5 September of 1943, Stalin met with church leaders and agreed to a historic compact (Miner 2003). In return for support in the Great Patriotic War
that eventually defeated Hitler, Stalin allowed the reopening of thousands of
churches, as well as theological colleges and monasteries, the release of imprisoned clergy, and the re-establishment of the church’s leadership hierarchy.
Three days later, Sergei was elected patriarch, with the official service taking
place on 12 September. In light of his intimate knowledge of the church, Stalin
29

For an assessment of the political motivations of this speech, its errors and effects, see
Losurdo (2008) and Furr (2011).
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was fully aware of the benefits of the compact, which was much deeper
than moral support and propaganda. Indeed, Sergei had already called on all
citizens of the Soviet Union to support the fight against Hitler, providing funds
for specific units in the Red Army. Notably, this agreement remained in place
until Stalin’s death in 1953. Only then did the old repressions return.30
So let me make the following proposal: the period of 1943–1953 in the Soviet
Union marked the culmination of a rather different but even more intriguing
form of the Marxist-Christian dialogue, with active and wily participation
from both sides. Even more, this period may well have had a belated effect
elsewhere, for the dialogue that emerged further west, in Europe, began little
more than a decade later. That Stalin was mourned throughout the world on
his death and that theologians like Karl Barth could find repulsive the early
moves to demonise Stalin by the reductio ad Hitlerum indicate that the effect
of this earlier period may not have been merely subconscious.

30

For a detailed analysis of these developments, in which the church leaders saw Stalin as
‘divinely appointed’, see Boer (2018).

Chapter 9

Althusser and the Possibility of Religious
Revolution
An assumed position in the Marxist-Christian dialogue is that Marxists and
Christians were two distinct groups. One was either a Marxist or a Christian, but not both.1 While this is an understandable assumption given Cold
War oppositions, it is also rather curious, especially since Marxist Christians
were present and did engage in dialogue, even if it was at times an internal
debate.2 Engels is the most obvious example, but in this group we also find Terry
Eagleton in his days with the magazine Slant, if not also more recently a good
number of Cuban communists, Louis Althusser and a relatively unknown Australian, Farnham Maynard. In this and the next chapter, I focus on Althusser
and Maynard.
In exploring the internal dialogue and tensions within Althusser, I focus on
his effort – albeit not without some problems – to argue that a revolution in
personal religious life is analogous to a socialist revolution. The key text is one
written in 1948, ‘A Matter of Fact’, which I will exegete carefully in what follows.
Here we find a young man simultaneously in the Roman Catholic Church and
the French Communist Party.3 While he had grown up in the former and would
soon leave it, he had only recently joined the party. So the argument of ‘A Matter of Fact’ seeks to keep the two together, if only for a brief time. It was originally published in February 1949 as the lead article in the tenth cahier of the
Jeunesse de l’Église, a complex group that sought renewal in the French Roman
Catholic Church in the immediate post-war era. The theme of that issue was
‘l’Évangile captif’, which sought to ask the question: Has the Good News been
announced to the men of our day? Althusser reiterates the theme throughout
the article, at times in the form of the ‘Word’, a word that is simultaneously the
spoken word of the Gospel, the message it contains, and Jesus himself. As is
already characteristic of Althusser’s thought, his essay contains arresting proposals coupled with significant limitations. In what follows, I note the latter as
1 I have found only one acknowledgment that someone could be both a Christian and a
Marxist (Raines and Dean 1970, xiv).
2 Although the very idea of ‘believing’ in Marxism is a distinctly European idea with obvious
religious heritage.
3 For biographical detail, see Boutang (1992).
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I work carefully through his text, but ultimately I am interested in the way he
seeks to develop a viable and radical form of religion – as far as he understood
it – within a Marxist framework.4
1

Trapped in the Past

Less time may be spent on Althusser’s diagnosis – the medical analogy is his – of
the condition of the Roman Catholic Church.5 For Althusser, this sick church is
a relic of a world that has passed, yet it continues to ground itself in this world.
More specifically, it is caught in a time warp: it holds to a feudal ideological
system in the context of a tottering capitalism. How can it manage to survive
in such a situation? He offers three interrelated levels of analysis: it rests upon
a hybrid and out-dated socio-economic base;6 its ideology is trapped in the distant past; and its politics are overwhelmingly reactionary. His analysis here is
still within a more orthodox Marxist framework, seeking to find the cause and
origin of his church’s malaise in its material and ideological conditions. (Later,
of course, he would develop his argument for the semi-autonomy of each level
or zone, in which the ‘last instance’ of the economic never comes (Althusser
1977, 113, 1996, 113).7)
In a little more detail: the Roman Catholic Church’s social and economic
situation is mixed, with some still living in semi-feudal structures or at least
limited capitalist industrialisation. His purview includes only those parts of
the world that are majority Roman Catholic, such as South America, Canada,
Ireland, Spain, Southern Italy and Central Europe. But why is Canada included
in such a list? Is it perhaps because of Quebec, a significant pocket of Francophone Roman Catholicism in an otherwise largely Protestant country? Or
it due to Althusser’s characteristic rush during his manic periods, when the
checking of facts fell victim to the theoretical push? We will never know, for
4 Critical work on Althusser’s earlier theological writings is alarmingly thin, although this has
been corrected somewhat by a volume edited by Agon Hamza (2016), which includes an early
and brief piece by Breton (1997). See also my earlier study of Althusser (Boer 2007a, 107–62).
5 Although he writes of ‘the church’, his focus is clearly the Roman Catholic Church, especially
in France.
6 Althusser does not raise the possibility that since the church was established before
capitalism, it cannot be entirely absorbed by it – or indeed that it will outlive capitalism.
7 The crucial text reads: ‘In History, these instances, the superstructures, etc. – are never seen
to step respectfully aside when their work is done or, when the Time comes, as his pure
phenomena, to scatter before His Majesty the Economy as he strides along the royal road of
the Dialectic. From the first moment to the last, the lonely hour of the “last instance” never
comes’.
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he gives no reasons for such an inclusion. Yet, these semi-feudal structures sit
cheek by jowl with the parts of the world that have undergone a thorough bourgeois revolution and where the bourgeoisie’s initial opposition to the church
has settled into a comfortable relation with the Roman Catholic Church. In
other words, in France, Italy, Belgium and the United States this church has
made its peace with bourgeois capitalism. The upshot is that this church as a
whole functions within a mixed infrastructure, a feudal-capitalist hybrid that
is both past and passing. With that note – that capitalism itself is crumbling –
one cannot help being struck by an undercurrent of optimism in the way Althusser frames his argument. The argument has a whole may seem to cast a
pessimistic note, yet a little beneath the surface a deeper optimism emerges.
His hopefulness may be read as a signal of the time of writing – immediately
after the devastation of Second World War. At that moment, the ussr under
Stalin had defeated fascist Germany, socialist revolutions had swept through
Eastern Europe, anti-colonial struggles were gaining momentum, and the Chinese revolution was on the verge of success. Althusser had every reason for this
quiet optimism.
The Roman Catholic Church’s social and economic base may have been
an increasingly outmoded hybrid, but its ideological situation was even more
backward. Its theology was decidedly feudal, with its Augustinian and Thomistic forms that rely upon Platonic and Aristotelian foundations. Its positions
may have been adjusted opportunistically from time to time in the face of the
more glaring challenges, but they are not to be questioned. Althusser’s point is
not merely that a system first developed in the thirteenth century is out-dated,
but also that it is theologically suspect: it has replaced a God who addresses
human beings with a mere concept. God has become an abstraction that leaves
people cold.
All the same, abstractions and ideological systems cannot sustain themselves
in thin air. So now we come back to a materialist argument that is simultaneously theological. Thus, Thomistic theology, mediated through Augustine,
could survive because of the vestiges of feudalism that are embodied not only
in the social and economic situation of some places on the globe, but above
all in this church. Althusser is both astounded and fully aware that the Roman
Catholic Church is able to keep its professionals and many members cocooned
in an institution where their way of life and set of assumptions continues to
have validity for them. Concepts such as natural law and Thomistic theoretical
hierarchies justify, protect, and foster an institution that coddles them from
the cradle to the grave. As so often happens with such an institution, its members have long forgotten the reason they are part of the church (if ever they
knew). Faith in God has been replaced by faith in the institution itself, which
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must be maintained at all costs: ‘the modern Church is no longer at home in
our times, and the vast majority of the faithful are in the Church for reasons
that are not really of the Church’ (Althusser 1997, 186, 1994, 263).
This situation, with a hybrid, out-dated base and a conservative ideology,
leads the church to an overwhelmingly reactionary political position. Althusser
cites the examples of explicit arrangements with fascist governments – Italy,
Spain, and Vichy France – as well as the tacit agreement with the Nazis in Germany. In the immediate hindsight of the late 1940s, these agreements are the
most obvious. But he also mentions the papal encyclicals that formed Roman
Catholic ‘Social Teaching’.8 Even before the spate of collegial encyclicals from
the Second Vatican Council,9 it was clear to Althusser that the encyclicals were
craven accommodations to medieval corporatism and liberal reformism. Apart
from mild reprimands for the ‘excesses’ and ‘abuses’ of economic exploitation,
they firmly reject any form of socialism and liberation movements. In sum,
the Roman Catholic Church maintains ‘a deep, compromising commitment
to world-wide reaction, and is struggling alongside international capitalism
against the forces of the working class and the advent of socialism’ (Althusser
1997, 191, 1994, 269). No wonder, then, that this church is no longer able to
preach the ‘good news’ to people of ‘our time’.
2

Sources of Hope

Despite the grim assessment of his beloved church, beneath Althusser’s
essay runs a deep current of hope. He still believes that this church may
well be able to turn itself around and speak the good news once more. His
proposed s olution is a bravura attempt to connect socialist revolution with
spiritual transformation, to link the collective with the personal. The church
may soon face the objective realities of history, as socialist revolution sweeps
even into France. In this wider context, the Roman Catholic Church cannot
avoid being transformed – or so Althusser hopes. Concomitant with that social
8 At the time of Althusser’s writing, only Rerum Novarum (1891) and Quadragesimo Anno (1931)
had appeared, but it is already clear that they responded to periods of social unrest and the
appeal of socialism.
9 Althusser would later see Mater et Magistra (1961), Pacem in Terris (1963), the conciliar
encyclicals Dignitatis Humanae and Gaudiem et Spes (1965), Populorum Progessio (1967),
Octogesima Adveniens (1971), Laborem Exercens (1981), and Solicitudo Rei Socialis (1987).
After his death and in the context of the destruction of communist governments in Eastern
Europe, there appeared Centesimus Annus (1991), Evangelium Vitae (1995) and Deus Caritas
Est (2005). See further Boer (2014b).

Althusser and the Possibility of Religious Revolution

141

and institutional upheaval, he proposes a personal spiritual revolution in
which one may be able to reappropriate an authentic religious life. Althusser
juxtaposes the two forms of revolution with one another, seeking by verbal
connection to place them within the same process. Yet, it soon becomes clear
that he is really proposing an analogy between social and spiritual revolution.
Obviously, such an analogy faces a number of problems, which I broach in a
moment, but it may also be read as an effort to extend Marxist approaches to
revolution so that they include the religious and the spiritual.
2.1
From Social Revolution …
‘The social liberation of the church’ – this subtitle of the first part of
Althusser’s proposed solution is a little misleading. What he really proposes is
a socialist revolution in which the church is drawn into the larger dynamics of
transformation. And the agents of such revolution should come from the
working class movement, with whom the faithful of the church should join as
part of a politics of alliance. Althusser already foreshadows this argument at
an earlier moment in his essay, where he writes:
We have to trace matters back to these concrete structures in order to
understand the tenacity of obsolete concepts in religious ideology. Moreover, we have to expose these structures in order to help bring them to
their appointed end, and to help the men who are brought up in them
overcome them and become contemporary with their times.
althusser 1997, 189, 1994, 266

Initially, an echo of Marx’s fourth thesis on Feuerbach seems to bounce b etween
the words of this passage (Marx 1845a, 4, 1845b, 6). For Marx, of course, Feuerbach was still too concerned with religion, which lifts itself up from its secular
basis and gains an independent existence in the heavens. In response, what
is needed is an analysis of the causes of this alienated religious situation, and
these causes may be found in the strife-ridden contradictions of the worldly
basis of religion. ‘The latter must’, writes Marx, ‘itself be both understood in its
contradiction and revolutionised in practice’. Is this not Althusser’s approach,
one that he draws from Marx? Let us assume an affirmative answer to this
question for a few moments, before drawing out a number of tensions with
Marx’s canonical approach.
At one level, the whole tenor of Althusser’s argument has been moving towards ‘the real means required for the Church’s social emancipation’
(Althusser 1997, 193, 1994, 272). Any substantial liberation must take place at an
infrastructural level, at the hands of the workers’ movement. At the historical

142

Chapter 9

conjunction in which he writes, this movement is an objective force, opposed
to capitalism and the vestiges of feudalism. Only in this way is real transformation possible; thus, the best option for anyone who cares about the church is
to join this movement. Not only is Althusser clearly swayed by the optimism
that comes from the sense that ‘history is on our side’, but he also proposes
what may be called a politics of alliance. Progressive Christians should join the
socialist movement, not for expedient or strategic reasons, but for the simple
reason that they share the same political assumptions: ‘the struggle for the
social emancipation of the Church is inseparable from the proletariat’s present
struggle for human emancipation’ (Althusser 1997, 194, 1994, 273). This argument is by no means new, although Althusser seems to feel that it is. At this
point, we come across the first of a series of lapses in historical awareness. If
he had cast a glance at the history of the socialist movement, Althusser would
have found that Marx and Engels had urged that religious commitment is not
a bar to membership of the First International.10 Further, this approach to religion was consolidated in the freedom of conscience clause in the platform of
the Second International. Indeed, they argued that even a priest may join the
socialist movement.11 As long as a believer agrees to the party platform, sharing the aims of the working class movement, then he or she is welcome to join.
In fact, many had been doing so, especially during the period of the Second
International.
Thus far, I have assumed for the sake of analysis that Althusser follows
Marx’s approach to social revolution, according to which the focus must be on
analysing and transforming the base for any substantial results. Soon enough
Althusser begins to move beyond – or rather, expand – Marx. The first hint is in
his curious observation that the economic, social and even familial structures
which need to be revolutionised in practice belong ‘to worlds that our period
has consigned irrevocably to the past’ (Althusser 1997, 189, 1994, 266). Why
propose a social revolution if history has consigned such structures to the past?
Or rather, why revolution when evolution – the unfolding of history – would
be sufficient? All one needs is a little more patience and the whole edifice will
crumble into the dust of ages already gone. On this matter at least, Althusser
is able to escape the tension he has created, for he has already shown that the
Roman Catholic Church has a peculiar tenacity in terms of both its base and
10

11

Marx and Engels faced pressure, on one side, from the anarchists who wanted to make
atheism part of the party platform, and, on the other, from opponents who stated that
atheism was compulsory in the First International. Their response was to insist that
atheism is not compulsory for party membership (Marx 1868, 208; Engels 1871a, 608, 1871b,
28).
The Erfurt Program of 1891 states: ‘Declaration that religion is a private matter [Erklärung
der Religion zur Privatsache]’ (spd 1891a, 3, 1891b, 3).

Althusser and the Possibility of Religious Revolution

143

superstructure. Yet, his argument does raise the curious situation of a call for
social revolution directed at an obsolete institution.
This hint of a tension with Marx’s own approach becomes a full-blooded
difference on the question of the continued validity of religion. Marx’s main
argument was that religion itself would dissipate when the alienating social
and economic basis that led to religion had been revolutionised – hence
the absence of any need for a direct opposition to religion, since religion is
a secondary phenomenon. By contrast, Althusser seeks to hold onto the
possibility that religion too may be transformed in a revolutionary process. Yet,
he develops that possibility not through any direct confrontation with Marx,
but through subtle modifications of what seem initially to be conventional
Marxist statements. Let me focus on two such statements. The first reads:
The ‘theoretical reduction [réduction théorique]’ of the present religious
malaise has led us to identify religious alienation as its true origin. We
need, then, to consider the means that can operate a practical ‘reduction’
of that origin by destroying it so as to transform it into its truth.
althusser 1997, 193, 1994, 272–73

Does this not read like a solid Marxist approach? Religious alienation requires
a practical ‘reduction’ to its social and economic causes, so at to bring about
both its destruction and its transformation (Aufhebung) into ‘its truth’. But what
is its truth? For Marx, truth entails a socialist revolution so that a new mode
of production may be constructed in which alienation is no longer a reality.
Given that alienation is the cause of religion, religion itself will disappear.
For Althusser, the truth sought is quite different, for it is nothing less than the
recovery of religious truth and authentic commitment. This argument will
appear shortly, but already a signal appears with the crucial phrase, ‘religious
alienation as its true origin’. The crucial replacement of ‘economic alienation’
with ‘religious alienation’ alters the whole meaning of the passage I quoted
above. This crucial shift becomes clearer a few sentences later, where Althusser
writes: ‘the reduction of collective religious alienation presupposes this political
and social struggle as the condition without which no emancipation, not even
religious emancipation, is conceivable’ (Althusser 1997, 194, 1994, 273). On this
occasion, the simple insertion of the phrase ‘not even religious emancipation
[même religieuse]’ changes the whole sense of the sentence. Without that
phrase, Althusser is in conventional Marxist territory; with it, emancipation
is no longer emancipation from religion (among many other features), but
emancipation of religion. He does not wish to abolish the church, but to
save it.
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These subtle shifts in Marxist approaches to religion and revolution set the
scene for the final section of Althusser’s essay – ‘The Reconquest of Religious
Life’. I turn to that section in a moment, but first I would like to note another
dimension of the shifts I have identified. Here we find a prophetic anticipation
of Althusser’s own subsequent movement out of the church and away from
his faith, or at least a movement from one faith to another. For this moment
of prophecy, we need to backtrack a little in the essay, to the earlier discussion of philosophy and truth. Althusser asks: how does one find truth? The
Roman Catholic Church may insist that it can appropriate truth by means of
the contemplation of philosophy, but it is faced with the reality that truth is
no longer found in such a fashion. Instead, the workers’ movement has shown
that truth is to be appropriated through action: ‘our time has seen’, writes
Althusser, ‘the advent of a new form of human existence in which humanity’s appropriation of the truth ceases to be carried out in philosophical form
[la forme d’une philosophie], that is, in the form of contemplation or reflection,
in order to be carried out in the form of real activity’ (Althusser 1997, 189, 1994,
267). The upshot is that philosophy becomes a collection of illusions, which
fade once we have reclaimed integrated human action. Now Althusser is on
slippery ground, which will eventually take him away from the church: the illusion is that one may find truth through contemplation, which is precisely
how the church approaches truth. Or does he really mean that one may find
faith through contemplation? The translation is easily made; indeed, it seems
to me that Althusser is speaking as much about faith as he is about truth. In
doing so, he entertains the possibility that faith itself is now open to question,
precisely in the way that Marx argued for the abolition of philosophy in the
face of action, which repossesses philosophy and turns it into something qualitatively different. Is Althusser laying the ground for a transition from one philosophy to another, from one faith to another? It seems so, particularly since he
speaks of the form of philosophy rather than philosophy as such. Philosophy
as contemplation (idealism) ceases to have validity, while philosophy as action
(materialism) marks its distinct presence in his work. The transition from religious faith to Marxist faith – not without significant and contradictory traces
of his earlier faith – would come later, signalled above all by the long ‘Letter to
Jean Lacroix’ (Althusser 1997, 197–230, 1994, 277–326). However, since I have
written on that dimension of these early writings elsewhere, and since my
focus here is on Althusser’s embryonic theology of liberation, I turn now to the
final section of his essay.
2.2
...to Spiritual Revolution
In the relatively few lines of this final section, Althusser outlines what is needed
to reclaim the authentic spiritual life of the church. As I mentioned earlier, the
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revolution in question now focuses on personal spiritual life, in contrast to
the distinctly political revolution he proposes in the previous section. Yet this
spiritual life takes place within the church, so he cannot avoid speaking of the
latter as well. In this respect, he hovers between reform and what may be called
a ‘foco theory’ of revolution (with debts to the Cuban Revolution). Althusser
is not always clear whether he is advocating reform per se of the church or
whether he is able to keep his reform-oriented proposals under the rubric of
revolution.
Earlier in his text, Althusser offers some small hints – forerunners perhaps –
of what is to come. He speaks of a ‘few active but isolated small groups’, even of
the ‘most open-minded of the priests or the faithful’ who oppose the church’s
passion for reactionary politics (Althusser 1997, 191, 192, 1994, 269, 271). These
people return in the final proposal, now as ‘small groups of activists’ who are
‘relatively small and terribly isolated’ in the immensity of the Roman Catholic
Church (Althusser 1997, 195, 1994, 274–75). Althusser does not shirk the reality that such groups exist on the margins, as ‘pockets of humanity’ that work
hard at reducing the alienation of capitalism. With this phrase, it seems that
Althusser is advocating a foco (foquismo) theory of revolution. This approach
assumes that the dominant system is unable to be all-pervasive, that pockets
exist in which one may create a new and unalienated life. If such enclaves are
able to expand, providing models for others to follow and to which they will
be attracted, then it may be possible to bring about a full-scale revolution. One
example is the Cuban Revolution, with its small revolutionary groups in the
jungle-covered mountains that eventually managed to take over the whole
country (Guevara 1998). Yet, the Cuban Revolution itself drew from the more
significant example of the Chinese revolution, which first established rural
enclaves in the Jiangxi-Fujian Soviet and then – after the Long March – in
Yan’an, only to succeed through struggle at conquering the cities and winning
the revolution many years later (Snow 1937).
The problem is that the small progressive groups in Althusser’s church
are stricken with self-doubt. Their efforts at providing an alternative model
for the Christian life, full of self-criticism, meets with silence and disinterest
from those it seeks to persuade. They seem to have little hope of reforming
the collective power of this church. For Althusser, the problem is that the
objective conditions for a recovery of authentic religious life in this church
do not yet exist. The social conditions for revolution, in which the church
may be swept up, do exist, but not the spiritual conditions. However, between
the lines of Althusser’s text, another reason emerges. He hints at this reason
with his comment that the groups in question fear that they may induce the
church ‘to threaten or repudiate them’ (Althusser 1997, 195, 1994, 275). In other
words, they are attempting to transform the church by example, by exhibiting
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a way of living the religious life that will show others what is possible. They are
certainly not threatening to tear down the fabric of the church and construct
a new church from the ruins of the old. This approach is clearly an option for
reform from within, although it also reveals the internal logic of the claim to
be ‘catholic’, to incorporate the whole of Christianity within this particular
institution. If one assumes that there is no salvation outside the church, then
one’s only option is reform rather than revolution.
At this point, the historical thinness of Althusser’s essay emerges once
again. A wider view of the history of Christianity would have revealed to him a
perpetual pattern of stagnation and efforts at reform, in the name of a r eturn
to the original form of Christianity (as it was constructed by the various groups
attempting reform). From the monastic movement of the fourth century,
through the Beguines and Beghards of the twelfth century, to the Reformation
itself, each set out to reform an otiose institution. Some succeeded in reforming
the church from within, as the many monastic orders of the Middle Ages
illustrate; some were eventually closed down, as with the Beguines; and some
found themselves leading a new movement and new church, as we find with
the Reformation. Others, however, challenged the very structure of the church
and sought revolutionary overthrow – Thomas Müntzer and the Peasants is the
most well known example, but many other movements appear in the history of
Christianity (as we saw in Chapter 1). At this moment, Althusser does not seem
to suggest such an approach, preferring a transformation from within. I ndeed,
he unwittingly draws closer to the Reformation itself, seeming to express a
suppressed longing that the Reformation had succeeded in France and that
the Huguenots had not been crushed so brutally.12 In the name of an authentic
religious life, the reformers set out to transform the church from within,
believing it had lost its way. Their movement had two clear consequences,
neither of which they initially intended. The first was to reform the Roman
Catholic Church itself, via a Counter-Reformation that set itself, paradoxically,
against the Reformers; the second was to establish a new institution, or rather,
a series of institutions.
I make this connection with the Reformation, since Althusser seems to
wish for a transformation from within, even if it may lead to rebuilding of the
church on a new foundation. But the connection is formal only, for Althusser
goes much further. Just when we may begin to suspect that he is a reformer at
heart, he turns around and offers a revolutionary approach. Since the Roman
12

Antonio Gramsci is explicit concerning this wish for a successful Reformation in
Italy, pointing out that Italy was the worse for not undergoing such a thoroughgoing
transformation of all levels of society (Gramsci 1996, 142, 213, 243–44; Boer 2007a, 255–73).
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Catholic Church is unable to engage in the necessary task of transformation itself, due to structures that will not tolerate any challenge, he states: ‘It is necessary, then, to shatter these structures and struggle against the forces protecting
them’ (Althusser 1997, 195, 1994, 275).
But what, precisely, does this revolutionary shattering mean? For Althusser,
the overthrow and reconstitution of his church – which may well be brought
about through a wider social revolution – is but the condition for a transformation of personal religious life. Here is the real revolution. In order to indicate what he means by a spiritual revolution, Althusser deploys the same
language used earlier for speaking of social revolution: it requires a ‘reduction’ of religious alienation so that one may reconquer religious life. Crucially,
he does not mean a reduction to the social and economic causes of religious
alienation – note that he uses quotation marks for this type of ‘reduction’, since
is it analogous to but not the same as the reduction of social and collective
alienation. Instead, he seeks to shift this conventional Marxist revolutionary
approach to personal religious life. Thus, a reduction of religious alienation entails systematic criticism and even destruction of all that an individual believer
has come to assume is constitutive of the religious life. The list of items to be
so destroyed is intriguing: the conceptual universe of faith, theology, and the
moral system; then the theory of the family, of education, of Catholic action, of
the parish and so on. All of these operate at the level of beliefs and theory,
of ideas and thereby of ideology. Althusser implicitly admits that religious life
is different from collective social life. It belongs to the realm of ideology, of
the superstructure – given that he assumes the Marxist metaphor of base and
superstructure in this essay.
He seeks, then, a religious revolution at the personal level, by analogy with
the collective dimension of social revolution. As with the latter, destruction
is but the first step, for construction of the new must follow. Yet, all he can offer here is that every form of human existence – he writes of conduct, living
and being – that are now alienated must be reconstructed ‘in the truth’. As to
what that truth might be (he uses variations on the word ‘truth’ four times in
one sentence13), he can say only that is to be found in the ‘revelation of their
origins’. Are these Christian origins, as one reform movement after another has
claimed in the history of the church? Or are they the events and facts that
are to ‘freely confront one another’, with the merest allusion to the objective
13

‘It truly leads, when one lets events and facts freely confront one another and produce
their own truth, to the revelation of their origins and the production of that truth, to the
constitution of new, concrete modes of behaviour – familial, moral, educational, etc. –
that are the truth of the alienated modes’ (Althusser 1997, 194, 1994, 274).
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c onditions of social revolution he has discussed earlier? Althusser is quite
vague at this point, caught perhaps in the internal dynamics of the personal
religious life. Or perhaps he has realised that he is proposing a reconstitution –
now at an authentic level – of all the ideological features I mentioned earlier,
which are features of the religious life constituted by the church.
Yet this moment of vagueness does not prevent Althusser from closing his
essay with a reassertion of his analogy. He calls for both a politics of alliance
between progressive believers and the forces of the proletariat in a social revolution, and for a transformation of the religious life of the individual b eliever.
Once again, an unexpected Althusser emerges in the final sentence: ‘The
Church will give thanks to those who, through struggle and in struggle, are
once again discovering that the Word was born among men and dwelt among
them – and who are already preparing a humane place for it amongst men’
(Althusser 1997, 195, 1994, 275).
3

Conclusion

The core of Althusser’s argument is an effort to develop an analogy – filled with
quiet hope – between social revolution and religious revolution, by means of
the model of ‘reduction’, destruction and creation of a new mode of religious
life. Such an argument obviously reveals his dual position at the time of writing, still in the Roman Catholic Church and yet a new member of the French
Communist Party. The tensions and weaker points are thereby indications of
the struggle involved in holding together the two sides of his life and thought at
the time – Marxism and religious commitment. But I prefer to close by focusing on another matter, namely, the insight contained in two phrases. Althusser
writes: ‘We cannot affirm a priori that religion is reactionary’; and again, ‘If
religion is not, a priori, a form of alienation’ (Althusser 1997, 190, 194–95, 1994,
268, 274). These express the core of a position that remains underdeveloped in
his argument. The analogy between social and religious revolution is possible
precisely because religion itself – he speaks of Christianity – may also be a
revolutionary force. Against the weight of much of the Marxist tradition, he asserts that religion may be progressive, that it may offer an unalienated life. I for
one would have liked Althusser to show greater awareness of the long tradition
of revolutionary Christianity, on both its theological and Marxist sides, where
this option has been pursued in many different ways – and as this book as a
whole indicates. Even without such awareness, he does reveal a moment in this
essay that he too sees himself as part of this tradition of Christian communism.

Chapter 10

By Science and Prayer: The Christian Communism
of Farnham Maynard
We are involved in the struggle of a dying order … Is this change to be
unguided by Christian insight, unredeemed by Christian love?
garnsey 1947, 2

From one unknown corner of the Christian communist tradition to another,
from France to Australia, from Althusser to Farnham Maynard (1882–1973),
I present this analysis of Maynard as another case study of the personal
Christian-Marxist dialogue, one that an individual sought to develop between
two beliefs. But who is Farnham Maynard? In histories of socialism, he gains
no more than a footnote (Macintyre 1998, 455). In histories of Christianity, he
is offered a little more space, albeit in terms of his Anglo-Catholicism, liturgical practices, involvement with the Student Christian Movement, and especially his role as priest at St Peter’s Eastern Hill (Melbourne), from 1926–1964
(Nicholls 1997; Howe 1997; Hilliard 1997).1 I am interested in the intersection
between the two, between Maynard’s Christianity and his socialism. His approach may be stated in a sentence: he argued that socialism is the necessary
expression of a Christian commitment, let alone of the incarnational theology
of an Anglo-Catholic like himself.2 Explaining what this approach meant for
Maynard is the burden of what follows.
My presentation focuses not so much on the historical context of Maynard’s
work, except where necessary. Instead, I am concerned with Maynard’s theoretical contribution. In doing so, I hope to shed light on a uniquely Australian
contribution to the Christian communist tradition. Maynard took to heart the
slogan, ‘without theory, we are dead’, and found that he could not engage in
his parish, in society or in politics, without theoretical clarity. In the following,
I begin with the methodological core of his position, which may be described
in terms of a combination of science and prayer. He had trained as a scientist
before joining the priesthood, and he valued the scientific method. But he was
also a priest, of an Anglo-Catholic persuasion. In this respect, incarnational
1 He retired at the age of 82 due to ill health.
2 The few who deal with this central feature of Maynard’s thought and practice do so warily,
finding the conjunction somewhat odd, or perhaps that Maynard knew not quite what he did
(Holden 1986, 1996, 200–4, 1997b; Howe 1997).
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theology, devotion, commitment, mysticism and prayer were central, not only
in his own life but also in the church he led for almost four decades. What interests me most about this approach is its inherently dialectical nature, which
was a feature of his thought more generally. So in the second section I analyse
this dialectic at various levels. The main topics deal with his threefold approach
to religion and his understanding of the connections between Christianity and
socialism. Here he addresses criticisms of religion by socialists and criticisms
of socialism by Christians, with a view to producing a dialectic of translation
between them. I close by considering what may be called his enthusiasm, for
both Christianity and socialism. In terms of the former, the Anglo-Catholic tradition was known at the time for appealing to the senses and the emotions,
evoking a sense of mystery, awe and intensity. In terms of socialism, Maynard’s
enthusiasm appears in light of his religious commitment, but also in his advocacy of the inevitability of socialism as a social and economic form. Both may
be described in terms of the ‘warm stream’ of Marxism.
A word on the texts: I am concerned with three works by Maynard: the relatively early Economics and the Kingdom of God (1929) and the later texts, A Fair
Hearing for Socialism (1944) and Religion and Revolution (1947). I spend less
time with the first, since it is really a pre-socialist work. It offers sustained criticisms of capitalism,3 as the manifestation of the profoundly anti-Christian
principles of greed, selfishness and covetousness, but offers as solutions Christian social-democratic advice as to how we may ameliorate the worst effects
capitalism. In other words, it constitutes a characteristic Anglo-Catholic incarnational concern with social justice. The remaining works are explicitly
socialist, and therefore are the focus of more sustained attention. As for the
conditions of their publication, Economics and the Kingdom of God was written as a sole-authored booklet, while the other two were initially given as lectures, along with other presenters. In A Fair Hearing for Socialism, Maynard
offers the last lecture of three, called ‘Christianity and Socialism’. This was
preceded by lectures by Kurt Merz and Ralph Gibson, dealing respectively
with ‘Marx and Socialism’ and ‘Socialism in Australia’. They were delivered as
a series at the Chapter House of St. Paul’s Cathedral in Melbourne (1944), with
large numbers in attendance and a lively discussion. Similarly, Religion and
Revolution was originally a series of lectures, with two given each by M
 aynard
3 As Maynard wrote in The Defender magazine in 1935, no greatest danger for the church
existed ‘than an easy slipping into an association with the existing, but doomed, capitalistic
system’ (Maynard 1935, 8, quoted in Nicholls 1997, 65). This position was deeply influenced
by his three months’ working (in 1920) as a miner and truck-driver in the Mount Morgan
goldmine in Queensland.
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and Merz.4 They were delivered on two occasions, at St. Paul’s Cathedral
(1936) and then at the annual conference of the Australian Student Christian
Movement in Corio, near Geelong (1947).
Maynard was the driving force behind the public lectures and he did his
best to include Marxists and Christians as authors of the lectures. Thus, the
author of the second lecture in A Fair Hearing for Socialism was Ralph Gibson,
at the time president of the Victorian state branch of the Communist Party
of Australia. And in Religion and Revolution we find a foreword by Jack Blake,
secretary of the same branch (Blake 1947). However, Maynard spoke and wrote
primarily with Christians in mind. The locations of the lectures indicate as
much, as do the majority of prefaces and forewords from church leaders.5 His
comrade, Kurt Merz, was a fellow student of Marxism but also a candidate for
the priesthood in the Anglican Church. Maynard was also for many years the
editor of The Defender, which in 1936 became the Australian Church Quarterly,
the magazine of the Australian Church Union. Above all, the patient explanations of Marxism and socialism, as well as the desire to negate criticisms
of socialism from other church leaders, indicate a desire to educate Christian
audiences.
1

Science and Prayer

Maynard was a vigorous proponent of the importance of modern science in
all dimensions, including economics (Maynard 1929, 9–12). He saw socialism
too as a science, in terms of the science of history, economics and society. This
was due in part to his initial training as an engineer at the University of London, graduating with a Bachelor of Science in 1904. Indeed, during his early
ministry in Queensland (Gladstone and then Brisbane), he had invented and
patented a machine that made blinds, and he established an orchard at Yeppoon (McPherson 2000). Yet, this background provides only the beginnings of
his devotion to modern science. Maynard was deeply influenced by Charles
Gore’s revision of the Oxford movement, particularly by enabling it to embrace
modern science and methods of biblical interpretation.6 Maynard was also of
4 Maynard is the author of the first and fourth chapters, while Merz penned the second and
third chapters on the French and Russian Revolutions.
5 Notably, the invitations for both series of lectures were extended by H.T. Langley, then dean
of the cathedral. Langley was a known evangelical, but maintained a warm correspondence
with Maynard. He also wrote the foreword to A Fair Hearing for Socialism (Holden 1997a, 7).
6 These positions were laid out in the – at the time – controversial edited work by Gore, called
Lux Mundi (1889).

152

Chapter 10

an era when scientific approaches, or rather ‘historical critical’ approaches, to
the Bible and theology were widely championed and seen as a way forward
from obscurantism. For those with an inquiring mind, the various myths of
Christianity were neither the focus of belief in opposition to science, nor the
embarrassment that some felt as marks of the primitive nature of such material.
Rather, they too were the subject of careful, scientific and historical analysis.
This predilection added weight to his preference for socialism, although the
source of that identification was also due to his theological emphases.
I will speak more of those later, for I am interested here in the role of religious belief in relation to science. For Maynard and many of his ilk, this was
the mystery of faith, or what I have designated prayer: ‘By study men may be
able to see the situation in an impersonal and scientific way, and by prayer
they may gain the grace to act in loyalty to principles of truth and justice, in
defiance, if need be, of self-interest’ (Maynard and Merz 1947, 59). This mystery
was one of the three pillars – institutional, intellectual and mystical – of his approach to and understanding of religion, by which he mostly meant Christianity. Religion touches and is able to address the core issues of human existence
in a way that no other ideology and practice is able. It gives a deeper meaning
to life, which Maynard sought to address through the symbolism and sensory
invocation of the Anglo-Catholic tradition.
But how do the two dimensions relate to one another? Inspired by Gore,
Maynard saw them as not so much in competition but rather as spheres that
are at times distinct and at others complementary. Science deals with the
world of matter, of history and society as well as technology and human ingenuity. By contrast, religion concerns the question of inner wellbeing, which he
understood in both collective and individual terms. At the same time, religion
is involved with science, albeit not as an opponent but as an advocate and
comrade. It is the church’s concern, if not that of all Christians, to ‘see that
the best science is made available for the remedy of human ills’ (Maynard and
Merz 1947, 57). Christians ‘gladly join hands’ with science ‘to abolish ignorance
poverty and disease’, indeed to relieve those who are ‘oppressed in mind, body
or estate’ (Merz, Gibson, and Maynard 1944, 41). He uses the common analogy
of medicine to illustrate his approach: the Christian does not challenge the
advances of modern medicine, for the Christian encourages its breakthroughs
and achievements (Maynard and Merz 1947, 57–58). It matters not what the
specific religion might be of the doctor in question, for medicine is of the domain of science. All a Christian can ask is that the best medicine and correct
procedure be used for the illness in question. Prayer should be devoted, in the
first instance, to asking that the doctors can perform their tasks to the best of
their ability. But what happens after the procedure is completed? The doctor’s

THE CHRISTIAN COMMUNISM OF FARNHAM MAYNARD

153

task may be over, for the patient is physically healed. But the questions of death
and life have not been addressed. Here religion has its crucial role.
At the time, Maynard’s advocacy of both science and prayer was a progressive position, since significant parts of Christianity had been fighting a
centuries-long rear-guard action against the challenges of science – despite
the fact that science itself arose from the theological incentive to study the
world God had created (Certeau and Domenach 1974; Certeau 1988, 179). In
his own time, Maynard’s main opponents were evangelicals within the Anglican Church, who dominated the diocese of Melbourne. The battle lines were
many, including liturgy, vestments, church furniture and especially what was
regarded as ‘liberal’ scholarship in relation to the Bible and theology (Holden
1997a; Frame 2002). Maynard identified closely with what was seen as a minority position in Melbourne, heavily influenced by the scholarship and practices
of the Anglo-Catholic tradition, from the Oxford Tractarians to Charles Gore
(Chadwick 1992),7 and oriented to seeing the church as a ‘force to be used to
bring in the Kingdom of God on earth’ (Bouma 2009, 132).
Yet, Maynard went a step or two further than most. To begin with, he was
willing to argue that if any religion is not able to stand up to the investigations
of science, it is not worth the devotion given to it. But he was confident that
the form of Christianity he championed would be up to the challenge, for this
Christianity speaks of issues crucial since the foundation of the world. But now
he went beyond many of his contemporaries, for he was willing to issue the
challenge to socialism itself, which he saw in terms of a rational, planned approach to social and economic transformation, in contrast to the haphazard
nature of capitalism’s booms and busts.8 The challenge he had in mind was
a dominant socialist position concerning religion: religion was the result of
alienated social and economic conditions (Merz, Gibson, and Maynard 1944,
39–40; Maynard and Merz 1947, 37–41). With the removal of those conditions –
through revolution or peaceful means – religions would in due course disappear. Maynard’s answer is both direct and confident: ‘Christians are not afraid
of the test … We are completely confident that nothing of the kind will happen’
(Merz, Gibson, and Maynard 1944, 41). The reason is that the spring of religion
lies elsewhere than in this particular interpretation of its material causes.
Delineation, cooperation, meeting challenges – so did Maynard conceive
of science and prayer. But let me close this section by noting an unexpected
7 For an overview of Anglo-Catholicism in Melbourne, see Hilliard (1997).
8 On this matter, he was profoundly affected by the Great Depression in capitalist countries and
was fully aware of the Soviet Union’s massive economic growth – through industrialisation
and collectivisation – during the same period.
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o utcome of his arguments: science and religion should know their limits. Maynard does not proclaim that one or the other has all the answers. If the ‘province of science is a limited one’ (Maynard and Merz 1947, 57),9 so also with
religion. This limitation relates to range, purpose and method. But does this
also apply to socialism, which Maynard tended to see in scientific terms? Is
it too limited, and, if so, what role does religion have in relation to socialism?
2

Modulations of an Anglo-Catholic Dialectic

Science and prayer may provide Maynard’s method, but I am interested in how
this method works itself out in a reasonably coherent position. This position
may be called an ‘Anglo-Catholic dialectic’, which repeatedly reveals yet further modulations. I distinguish between two main topics in this dialectic: the
three dimensions of religion – institutional, intellectual and mystical – and
relations between Christianity and socialism.
2.1
Discerning the Tension between Revolution and Reaction
To begin with, Maynard provides a threefold definition of religion, which
springs from an initial scientific effort to distinguish between false and true religion. The distinction was and remains a common one in theological circles,10
and Maynard has no difficulty in recognising it as such, quoting from John
Macmurray’s Creative Society (Macmurray 1936, quoted in Merz, Gibson, and
Maynard 1944, 44–45). False religion is nothing less than an ‘illusion’ and a
‘sham’, the type of institutional religion (identified by Marx and Engels) that is
more concerned for its material wellbeing in the world and willing to provide
ideological justification for any would-be despot. Now Maynard’s understanding of this distinction becomes intriguing, for he does not follow conventional
theological approaches and identify ‘true religion’ as the direct opposite to
‘false religion’. Instead, he argues that the institutional dimension is but one
feature of religion. The mistake, then, is to suggest that it is the core of religion.
In seeking to correct this mistake, Maynard proposes that the institutional
cannot exist without intellectual and mystical dimensions (Merz, Gibson,
and Maynard 1944, 45; Maynard and Merz 1947, 5–19). On the one hand, this
9

10

See also his observations on the ‘frustrations’ of science, in that many solutions to the
world’s problems are available from science and yet people refuse to take them up, and
his criticisms of the tendency to explain current realties in light of origins, in which an
original authentic core has become distorted (Merz, Gibson, and Maynard 1944, 31–32,
42–43).
For a relatively recent example, see Ward (2002).
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d efinition follows a long tradition in modelling ‘religion’ after Christianity, if
not also Islam and Judaism.11 On the other hand, Maynard develops his position for a unique and specific purpose: he seeks to understand the internal
political dynamic of Christianity, which constantly moves between reaction
and revolution, between Constantine ‘the Great’12 and Thomas Müntzer, between Christian emperor and Christian revolution. But Maynard’s real insight
is not that one side provides the truth and the other an aberration, but that
both are perfectly justifiable from within Christianity and especially its sacred
texts.
In a little more detail: for Maynard, the institutional is in some respects connected with the early phases of religion, with reference to what was then Malinowski’s ground-breaking work (1932). I am less interested in this resort to a
type of evolutionary model common at the time, moving from ‘humble’ to ‘full’
and ‘developed’ forms, for Maynard’s argument is not tied to such a schema. He
does not need such a position – apart perhaps from indicating his constant use
of the latest scientific research – to make his main point: the institutional is
inherently conservative. This point relies partly on a functionalist explanation,
in that institutions need to resist change not merely for their own wellbeing,
but also for social wellbeing. Here we find moral codes, rules of conduct and
laws.13 More significant is Maynard’s ability to read this feature dialectically. It
may be easy to regard the church’s inertia as reactionary, he writes, but this is
to neglect the benefit of such inertia for revolutionaries themselves: ‘if it tends
to resist change, it also tends to secure change once it is effected’ (Maynard and
Merz 1947, 56). Revolutionaries too would agree from the perspective of power,
for once they have seized power, they become interested not merely in carrying through the promises of the revolution, but also in preserving what they
have gained. And if the church can play such a role, then so much the better
(think of Stalin’s famous compact with the Russian Orthodox Church in 1943
(Miner 2003; Boer 2018)).
11
12
13

This was a move fostered initially by European exploration and colonialism, which both
provided immense data on diverse beliefs and practices and struggled to understand the
diversity (Dubuisson 2007).
Alongside Constantine, Maynard mentions Peter i’s turning the church into his tool in
Russia and Napoleon’s use of the papacy to consolidate his power (Merz, Gibson, and
Maynard 1944, 41).
Merz – in chapters two and three of Religion and Revolution – makes much of this
dimension of religion in order to understand of the roles of the Christian churches during
the French and Russian Revolutions, in which they took a mostly counter-revolutionary
position for the sake of preserving their own privileges and access to power (Maynard and
Merz 1947, 20–52).
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However, the more obvious revolutionary dimension of religion is to be
found in its intellectual dimension, which is cast in terms of the individuality
of the intellectual against the collective nature of the institution. The intellectual is concerned with ‘knowledge of things unseen’ (Maynard and Merz
1947, 6) and thereby speaks truth to power, challenging in a prophetic way the
vested interests of church and state. For such prophetic figures, ‘the essence of
religion was social justice’ (Maynard and Merz 1947, 12). The Hebrew prophets
have been and remain champions for the religious left, so Maynard’s identification of the prophets is not particularly new, even to the point of noting that
such a radical tradition is intensified in the New Testament, especially with the
Magnificat of the first chapter of the Gospel of Luke. But I am more interested
in two features of his depiction of intellectuals. First, behind Maynard’s depiction of radical intellectuals lies the socialist movement. As Kautsky’s study
(1892a, 1892b) of the Erfurt Program put it, the formation of socialist parties
involved the merging of radical intellectuals (and thereby class traitors) with
the working class movement. Here we find Marx and the First International,
Lenin and the Bolsheviks and so on.
Second, Maynard (and Merz in the sections on the French and Russian
Revolutions in Religion and Revolution) notes that intellectuals with alarming
regularity find themselves pushed outside the institutions in question. Such
banishment is through no desire of their own, for they usually begin by seeking
to challenge the institutions in question to change them from within. However,
when the institutional leaders and stake-holders reject the proposals of the
intellectuals for change, the latter find themselves forced into an oppositional
role. Luther and the Reformers, Müntzer and the Peasants, Voltaire and the
philosophes – these and more did not necessarily begin with powerful antiinstitutional positions and desires to break all ties and begin again. But the
shifts of the powers that be to staunch counter-revolutionary positions forced
the hands of the intellectuals towards more radical and often violent positions.
This conjoining of institutional and intellectual features of religion provides
Maynard with the prime reason for the political ambivalence of a religion such
as Christianity. If the institution is inherently conservative (albeit not without
benefit), the intellectuals are the radicals. Maynard knows full well that many
intellectuals are not radical, offering their good services to institutions for the
sake of bolstering the ideological justification of the latter. For this reason, he
stresses that proper intellectuals hoist the banner of truth and will search for
that truth no matter what the obstacles. But even in this situation, religion
finds itself in a tension between conservative and progressive, between reactionary and revolutionary. Despite his love for the radicals and their dynamite,
he does not wish to jettison the institutional dimension. Instead, he would
prefer to keep them in a creative, if not dialectical tension, not least because
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this situation helps keep each side aware of its own limitations: ‘When we bear
in mind the two elements of religion about which we have been thinking we
can see how it was possible for acute minds to make two contradictory statements both containing the truth and neither exhaustively true, namely, that
religion is the opium of the people and that “Christianity is a revolutionary
force”’ (Maynard and Merz 1947, 14).14
Thus far the opposition is a reasonably conventional one, although Maynard
gives it a twist in terms of the creative tension between conservative and revolutionary forces. By contrast, the third feature of religion comes out of both his
Anglo-Catholic sensibilities and his search for a counter-argument to what he
perceives to be the Marxist criticism of religion. This is the mystical, ‘the soul’s
aspiration towards God’. Outwardly, this aspiration is manifested in the ‘surpassing beauty of the sacred music and religious poetry’ (Maynard and Merz
1947, 7), while inwardly it concerns the beauty of the spirit’s holiness. Unable
to be expressed in the words of science and the intellectual, the mystical finds
voice in analogy, metaphor, myth and parable.15 Here the Anglo-Catholic urging for a devoted religious life and observance comes to the fore, as also the
desire to stimulate all of the senses in worship – the taste of the Eucharist,
the smell of incense, the sounds of music and bells, the touch of fabrics and
the sights of symbolic art and architecture. In short, the intellectual dimension
may stimulate the mind, but the mind cannot realise its full potential without
feeling.
The viability or otherwise of Maynard’s effort to define religion is not my
concern, for I am interested in what insights the threefold approach enables
and its function in other parts of his argument. The key insight I have already
discussed, in terms of the dialectical tension between reaction and revolution
that lies at the heart of Christianity: ‘religion may crush and destroy v alues
as much as preserve them’ (Maynard and Merz 1947, 19). Earlier, I argued
that this tension is embodied in the contradictions of the prime ideologue of
Christianity, the Apostle Paul, but it also runs through the many streams of
Christian history.
Yet this much we have seen – explicitly and implicitly – in the tensions between what Maynard calls the institutional and the intellectual. How does the
mystical fare in the dialectic? Initially, it may seem to be an outlier, a deeply
personal experience somewhat removed from the struggle between the other
two. But in an intriguing paragraph, Maynard offers another perspective, in
14
15

The second quotation is placed in Otto von Bismarck’s mouth.
Note the parables with which Maynard concludes two of his texts: one is the parable of
the sick man and the other offers a retelling of the Good Samaritan (Merz, Gibson, and
Maynard 1944, 47–48; Maynard and Merz 1947, 71–73).
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which the dialectic shifts away from tensions between the different dimensions and applies to each:
The noblest actions have been inspired by religion, but also the most
dastardly deeds. Religion includes the faith of saints and bigotry of fanatics. Religion has produced a David Livingstone and a Caiaphas. It has
inspired countless missionary martyrs and the Thugs of India.
maynard and merz 1947, 8

In the sentences that surround this passage, Maynard veers towards the distinction between true and false religion, but I suggest that he also touches on
the possibility that each of his dimensions faces the struggle between reaction and revolution.16 This requires both an awareness of such a pattern, to
the point where religion cannot be understood or appreciated without it, and
a need for discernment as to what leads to human and natural flourishing and
what does not.
The final use to which this threefold definition is put concerns Maynard’s
arguments with the socialists, so to the different facets of those arguments I
now turn.
2.2
Christianity and Socialism
I move from the internal tensions of Christianity to those between socialism
and Christianity. On this matter, I suggest that Maynard evinces a dialectic of
translation between the two. In brief, while he argues that Christianity naturally flows into socialism, seeking to overcome misunderstandings between them,
he is also aware of the resistance between the two. Their respective semantic
fields may overlap, so much so that they enrich one another, but they also resist
such translation since some meaning threatens to be lost in the process. Thus,
a constant moving back and forth takes place, in which both Christianity and
socialism seek common ground but at the same time insist on their own terms
and perspectives. The terms translated are therefore temporary, continually
open to re-translation (R. Boer 2015b).
The first point of resistance comes from socialism’s conventional understanding of religion, against which Maynard deploys his threefold definition
16

See also his observations on the dangers of stressing one or the other element (Maynard
and Merz 1947, 16). In the section written by Merz, he notes the ferment in the Russian
Orthodox Church before and after the Revolution, with many progressive clergy (‘The
Living Church’ or Renovationists) backing the Bolsheviks (Maynard and Merz 1947, 46–
48; Roslov 2002).
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of religion. This understanding was drawn from a ‘canon within the canon’
of the writings of Marx and Engels, a canon that was determined soon after
their deaths and framed subsequent positions. In relation to religion, Marx’s
few pages in the Introduction to the Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (1844a, 1844b) became determinative, as did Engels’s observations in Anti-Dühring (1877–78a, 300–2, 1877–78b, 474–76).17 Lenin too is drawn
into service to bolster such a position, especially his explicit writings on religion and his letters to Maxim Gorky.18 According to the representation of this
position, religion is a secondary phenomenon, a product of alienated social
and economic conditions. In such a situation, human beings seek solace in
religion, finding there ‘the heart of a heartless world’ and ‘the soul of soulless
conditions’. For communists, the target should not be religion, but the
conditions that produce religion. Overcoming oppression and exploitation is
the key. The outcome is twofold. First, when a new mode of production has
been established after a revolution, religion will fade away, for its conditions
will no longer exist. This may take some time, since relics of the old order would
remain, but eventually religion would become obsolete. Second, it is futile to
attack religion directly, for this would make the socialist movement focus on a
secondary issue, unnecessarily split workers, and side with bourgeois attacks
against religion.
Before I deal with Maynard’s response, it is worth noting that this canonical
interpretation is quite one-sided. It neglects the many texts outside the canon,
such as four decades of Marx’s reflection on and reinterpretation of fetishism (Boer 2011b), so much so that it became a core motif in his understanding
of capitalism, Marx’s criticism of Hegel’s theological categories (Marx 1843a,
1843b), and – as we have seen earlier – Engels’s argument for the revolutionary
nature of Christianity and indeed the first identification of the revolutionary
tradition of what Karl Kautsky would call ‘Christian communism’. These are
but a few examples of a much richer collection of texts, let alone the many engagements with religion in Lenin’s and Stalin’s texts (Boer 2013a, 2017b). Even
in the canon within the canon, the decision had been made quite early that
Marx’s famous opium metaphor meant that religion was a drug that dulls the
senses, obscuring reality. This interpretation misses the profound ambivalence
in Marx’s image, which he saw not only as a curse but also as a blessed cure
(McKinnon 2006).
17
18

Maynard quotes Engels at length (Merz, Gibson, and Maynard 1944, 40).
Maynard quotes from one of Lenin’s letters to Maxim Gorky (Lenin 1913a, 1913b; Merz,
Gibson, and Maynard 1944, 39). In his contribution, Merz quotes from a range of Lenin’s
texts (Lenin 1905e, 1905f, 1909a, 1909b, 1909c, 1909d).
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Maynard does not make these points, although one cannot blame him for
accepting the canonical position, since this was the standard position of communist parties throughout the world, including the one in Australia.19 Instead,
he criticises the limits of this position, arguing that it concerns only the institutional side of religion, with its inherent tendency to become reactionary
and provide ideological and practical support for one despot after another. In
this light, institutional religion was an obstacle that must be overcome for the
sake of revolution. At times, Maynard suggests that religion in this form was
a distortion of religion itself, used to stultify and control the masses. Without
the influence of intellectual and mystical elements, religion does indeed have
a ‘deadening effect on the spiritual sensibilities’ of human beings (Maynard
and Merz 1947, 17).
In short, Marx, Engels and Lenin had misinterpreted Christianity, seeing
it only in institutional terms. Or rather, the canonical reading of the Marxist
position had distorted religion. I would go a step further and argue that such
a canonical position actually distorts the work of Marx, Engels and Lenin by
focusing on one dimension of their writings. But Maynard produces another
argument: Marx was a scientist and was thereby open to new findings in scientific inquiry. Obviously, Maynard the scientist comes to the fore here, but he
uses this point to argue that, as a scientist, Marx himself would have been the
first to admit the limited nature of his inquiry into religion and would have
been open to new research.20 This is precisely what Maynard, with the assistance of scholars, sets out to do so with his argument not only for the intellectual and mystical dimensions of religion, but more significantly with his
awareness of the ambivalent political nature of Christianity, between and even
within each of these dimensions.
So the challenge to socialists on the issue of religion is that they may have
misunderstood a religion like Christianity and, as scientists, that they should
be open to more refined research. But I am intrigued by a final point in Maynard’s engagement with Marxist criticisms of religion, in which he pushes
further what I have called the dialectic of translation between socialism and
19

20

It appears in the Introduction to Religion and Revolution, by Jack Blake, secretary of the
Victorian State Committee of the Communist Party of Australia, and in the presentation
of the positions by Marx, Engels and Lenin in the sections of Religion and Revolution
written by Kurt Merz (Blake 1947; Maynard and Merz 1947, 37–41). As Maynard notes, it
was particularly Engels’s formulations in Anti-Dühring that influenced such a position
(Merz, Gibson, and Maynard 1944, 41).
Indeed, there is some evidence to suggest that Marx was fully aware of Engels’s developing
argument concerning the revolutionary side of Christianity – apart from the fact that they
discussed their ideas almost daily (Marx 1871b, 633, 1872a, 255, 1872b, 160, 1881a, 67, 1881b,
161).
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Christianity. In order to highlight the point, I offer two quotations, one concerning capitalism and the other socialism:
Mammon is still the God of this world, and although we know his hands
are dripping with the blood of the poor, it is exceedingly hard not to bow
down in his temple.
maynard 1929, 43

A Christian understanding of capitalism sees in it the manifestation and exacerbation of anti-Christian greed, exploitation, dehumanisation and the
extremes of wealth and poverty (Maynard 1929, 16–34). Christianity does not
translate into capitalism, for the latter manifests much that is anti-Christian. By
contrast, Christians see ‘in socialism the political form of society most expressive of the principles of the Kingdom of God’ (Maynard and Merz 1947, 71).21
Even more:
One would think it was the most Christian thing possible to try to bring
God’s good gifts right home to all the needy, and to organise society so
that this can be done. Certainly one would think that it was the most
Christian thing possible to develop God-given powers to the limit of their
capacity, and to use the riches of the earth for the benefit of all mankind.
merz, gibson, and maynard 1944, 32

In our time, we would want to widen the scope to include all of nature in such
a description, but Maynard’s point is Christianity leads naturally to a socialist
position. In order to bolster his suggestion, he invokes the traditions of Christian socialism, the Christian leaders of socialist and labour parties in the United Kingdom as well as significant church leaders in that part of the world, and
none less than the patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church, Nikhon, who
changed his tune and offered support for the Soviet government, condemning those who would speak ill against it. Following in his footsteps, Sergei,
the Metropolitan of Nizhny Novgorod and Deputy Patriarchal Locum Tenens,
provided in 1927 as full a statement as one could find of the church’s accommodation to the communist government.22 Sergei would later be elected patriarch after Stalin allowed the episcopal council to meet once again in 1943 (see
Chapter 8).
21
22

Indeed, ‘The economics of the Kingdom – the House Law of the Rule of God – is just the
translation of the principles of Christ into laws which regulate human social relationships’
(Maynard 1929, 12).
For the original texts, see Acton and Stableford (2005, 252–56).
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For Maynard, Christians were not – or at least should not be – opposed to
socialism, since they are comrades with a common goal. The problem was that
not all Christians agreed, so he addresses the other side, the religious opponents of socialism. To these he felt the need to explain Marxism in some detail
(Maynard and Merz 1947, 58–70). I need not replicate this detail here, except
to note that he identifies the core of a Marxist analysis in terms of the multiple
contradictions of capitalism, moving from class conflict to Lenin’s (and even
Stalin’s) careful observations on the contradictions of imperialist capitalism
(Lenin 1916a, 1916b). But I am particularly interested, as I noted earlier, in Maynard’s identification of Marxism as a scientific theory of the laws of history.
Thus, Marxism is not so much a philosophy or political ideology, but rather a
method of scientific thought. This ‘scientific socialism’ enables one not only to
understand the ‘great impersonal forces within society’, but also provides the
ability to ‘forecast in real measure the movements about to take place’ (Maynard and Merz 1947, 60). Much like Newton or Darwin, Marx had discovered
the scientific laws of history. We are perhaps now a little more wary about
claiming laws for anything, for they are constantly undermined by exceptions
that render the old laws less than secure. But for Maynard the scientist, the
claim to scientific socialism had great appeal, for it removed Marxism from
ideology and party politics.23
I will indicate a different approach in a moment, but let me first acknowledge the gains of such a position. The first is a unique argument concerning
private property. Maynard’s target is the tradition of Roman Catholic social
teaching, dating from Leo xiii’s Rerum Novarum of 1891 and followed up in 1941
by Pius ix’s Quadragesimo Anno. As part of their trenchant rejection of socialism, they try to uphold the inviolability of private property. Maynard adroitly
points out that the encyclicals have misinterpreted the Marxist position on
property (Merz, Gibson, and Maynard 1944, 34–36). Instead of a blanket approach to property, Marxists distinguish between the ownership of the means
of production and individual property. Socialists wish to do away with the latter, or rather, transfer that ownership from capitalists to workers and peasants.
By contrast, individual property is encouraged by socialism, so much so that
socialism will enable everyone to have the individual property that they were
denied by the capitalist ownership of the means of production. In other words,
the abolition of private ownership of the means of production will lead to the
full realisation of individual property. He concludes: ‘It is not too much to say
that Socialism professes to the scientific way of establishing the conditions
which St. Thomas demands for the achievement of man’s true end’ (Merz, Gib23

One might compare debates in our time concerning climate change, with ‘science’
invoked as the objective arbiter on both sides of the debate.
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son, and Maynard 1944, 36). The key is the abolition of bourgeois private property for the sake of individual property.
Second, in response to the criticism that Marxists espouse violent class
struggle and revolution, Maynard responds that Marx and Engels were observing the reality of class struggle in their own time. As scientists, they were
describing the world as it was, especially in terms of the resistance to the appropriation of the means of production by the masses. But with proper scientific analysis, one may discern the moving forces of history rather than be subject to them. Thus, it becomes possible to bring about a peaceful transition to
socialism (Merz, Gibson, and Maynard 1944, 26–27). It may be necessary to defend such a transition from attacks, but Maynard stresses again and again the
possibility of peaceful means. The crucial factor here is the ability to persuade
those who have most to lose in this transition, namely, the owners of the means
of production and those with vested interests in that situation. On this matter,
Maynard relies heavily on the objective, scientific nature of socialism. If it is a
science, and if such change is inevitable (as many believed at the time), then it
may well be possible that those who would initially lose out in the process may
be persuaded that it is in their own interest to be part of the transition.
Here he risks the position advocated by Eduard Bernstein (1993, 1899) among
the German Social Democrats. Bernstein’s evolutionary approach held that socialism could be achieved gradually through parliamentary reform and within
the framework of bourgeois democracy. With such changes, workers would
benefit gradually and see the futility of revolution. As capitalism was gradually
reshaped into socialism, the capitalists too would see the benefits. Nonetheless, too many differences arise for a close identification between the positions
of Bernstein and Maynard. Bernstein argued that capitalism was not nearing
a crisis, while Maynard clearly felt that capitalism, especially after the Second
World War, was a dying order. Further, Bernstein held that reforms would ameliorate the conditions of workers and that the process could be undertaken
within bourgeois d emocracy. By contrast, Maynard stressed the objective reality of a very new world order and was not apparently committed to any form of
bourgeois democracy. His extensive visit to The German Democratic Republic,
Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union and the new People’s Republic of China in
1952 confirmed this position.
However, Maynard firmly held to the position that it was the task of intelligent men and women, Christians among them, to discern the signs of the
times and make the best preparation for such a change. With this approach,
they could ensure that the churches at least did not fall into the reactionary
camp, seeking to hold onto vested interests, but marched at the forefront of
a new world order. He was fully aware of the risks and frustrations that might
be encountered, but he was also committed to the idea that Christian leaders
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should and could undertake such a task, for ‘intellectual probity is part of their
loyalty to Christ’ (Maynard and Merz 1947, 59). How should this be done? Maynard canvassed a number of possibilities. One was to leaven socialism with the
insights of Christianity, so that the shortcomings of the anti-religious position
of many socialists might be overcome. But he also suggested that, if need be,
Christians should work with those opposed to religion, for they have a common goal. Another is to suggest that Christian involvement may make the crucial difference between a peaceful or violent transformation (Merz, Gibson,
and Maynard 1944, 46). If the church chooses to resist, it may suffer extensively,
but if it is at the forefront of change, it may well make all the difference. Finally,
what happens after the transition? Maynard resorts to a distinction between
the material and the spiritual. Socialism may provide much of what is needed
in material terms, but it falls short of answering deeper human needs and the
questions of existence and the purpose of life. Here Christianity has a crucial
function (Merz, Gibson, and Maynard 1944, 46–47).
3

Conclusion: On Enthusiasm

Maynard has come at last to a position in which Marxism may provide materialist and indeed objective answers, but Christianity provides the crucial
missing element of subjective answers. He tends to see the difference between
science and religion in similar terms, with the one impersonal and the other
very personal. But he seems to have missed a crucial dimension of Marxism
itself. Maynard, as many socialists, stressed the objective side of Marxism. This
is the Marxism of cold reason, science and planning, of the analysis of the objective forces of society, history and economics. The other side of this dialectic is subjective intervention in those objective conditions, for the conditions
themselves are created and recreated by such intervention. Thus, Christianity
is not alone in providing a subjective dimension, whether in terms of direction
during the transition to socialism or in guidance regarding ultimate concerns.
For Marxism too the subjective is crucial. This may be in the form of subjective
intervention as the very possibility of revolution, but it may also be in what
Ernst Bloch (1995, 209, 1985, 241) called the ‘warm stream’ of Marxism – the
Marxism that excites political passions, that makes one enthusiastic for liberation, that causes us to hope and have faith in a cause, that rises again and again
in the face of disappointment and disenchantment.
This warm stream may seem a far cry from Maynard’s emphasis on the scientific objectivity of Marxism, but I suggest that it suffuses his work in other
ways. Much comes from his religious commitment, especially the c ommitment
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and devotion characteristic of an Anglo-Catholic.24 But this enthusiasm also
shows through clearly in the notes made during his 1952 visit – despite a ban by
the Menzies government during the Korean War – to the Soviet Union and the
People’s Republic of China, ending with a peace conference in Beijing (Holden
1997b).25 Further, I sense this enthusiasm in his oft-reiterated point that socialism is inevitable and that the church should do its best to be at the forefront of
such change. In the supposedly sober period after the ‘fall’ of the Berlin Wall,
some may smile wistfully at such optimism. But the realities of socialism –
however they may be interpreted – in the rising powers of Asia, with China
now the strongest socialist power in world history, suggest that our assumptions concerning the ‘failure’ of socialism are a little premature. Thus, I read
‘inevitability’ less as a sense of history being a process of impersonal forces,
and more as enthusiasm and hope, for a world which Maynard earnestly anticipated. Indeed, if socialism is the true expression of ‘the principles of the Kingdom of God’, then that enthusiastic hope is as much Christian as it is socialist.
I close on a slightly different note. Maynard worked and wrote at a time
when the ties with the United Kingdom were still very strong. He was born
in England, and more than ninety percent of the relatively small Australian
population claimed a heritage from the United Kingdom. His writings reveal
close connections with developments in England, with the writings of the
Charles Gore, the Anglo-Catholic theologian and Christian socialist, being
the most influential (Waddell 2014). The situation now, with the majority of
Australians of a background other than the United Kingdom, and with longrunning debates about Australian identity in an Asian context, could not be
more different. Yet the paradox is that in Maynard’s time there was a stronger
sense of setting out upon a very new path. Australia could be quite distinct
from all that had gone before, and Maynard’s socialist Christianity may be seen
as one indication of such a desire. Indeed, he went much further than many
of his contemporaries,26 as an ardent socialist with profound sympathies for
the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China. That he did do on the
basis of a deep Christian conviction and theoretical basis makes him so
intriguing.
24
25
26

On the emotional appeal and experience of conversion within Anglo-Catholicism, see
Holden (1997a, 14–15).
Holden is somewhat embarrassed by Maynard’s enthusiasm, attempting to mitigate it by
suggesting he saw what he wanted to see.
However, the fact that he was priest at St Peters Eastern Hill for almost four decades
indicates that the parish was behind him. For an example of fellow socialist Christians,
see the study of the correspondence between Helen Baillie and Maynard in Grimshaw
and Sherlock (1997).

Chapter 11

Christian Communism and the Bolsheviks
They would certainly think that such a man was either crazy or a ‘Christian Socialist’ who had found his way into the ranks of Social-Democracy
by mistake.
lenin 1907c, 343, 1907d, 322–23

I have dwelt long with the West Asian and European tradition of Christian communism, not least because it took root in that part of the globe. But this is by
no means the only region where we find such currents. In the previous chapter,
I already engaged with the southeast Asian country of Australia, which long
saw itself as an outpost of Western Europe but has since the time of Farnham
Maynard begun to struggle with a somewhat different identity. Indeed, taking
up Maynard’s interest in the Soviet Union and China, which he visited in the
early 1950s, the remainder of the book moves eastward – if one thinks of the
Eurasian landmass – dealing with various dimensions of the Christian communist tradition in relation to the Russian and Chinese revolutions.
This chapter considers these currents in Russia, where the influence of
peasant communes (obshchina, mir and sel′skoe obshchestvo) was widespread
in the various socialist movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. With their common ownership of the village lands, periodic reallocation of agricultural strips of land for cultivation and the communal allocation of produce, these village communes were a particular Russian variation
on subsistence-survival agriculture (R. Boer 2015a, 53–81). This ancient, welltried and remarkably persistent economic form produced much debate among
the variety of communist groups in Russia. If we make use of these village communes, they thought, can we make a transition to socialism without passing
through a full capitalist phase? The nineteenth century movement, Narodnaia
volia (People’s Will) or Narodniks, sought to do so, adding individual acts of
terror, a preference followed by the later and larger Socialist-Revolutionaries
(Offord 1986). They agitated for egalitarianism, the abolition of private property in land, and the equal division of the land (or of land tenure) as the means
to destroy poverty, unemployment and exploitation. Largely urban intellectuals, they infamously decided to go to the countryside to bring their message to
the peasants, only to meet bewildered looks and immediate calls to the police.
Lenin and the Bolsheviks were not so enamoured, arguing like Plekhanov that
the peasant commune had become an instrument of tsarist oppression and
nascent capitalism (Lenin 1894a, 176, 494–95, 1894b, 176, 520–21, 1895a, 238–39,
© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, ���9 | doi:10.1163/9789004394773_013

Christian Communism and the Bolsheviks

167

245, 264–65, 1895b, 232–33, 240, 261–62, 1910a, 1910b). This did not prevent Vera
Zasulich asking Marx whether the peasant commune would possibly enable
communism in Russia (Marx 1881c, 1881d).1 But I am interested in the religious,
if not theological tenor of the persistent appeal of subsistence survival in its
village communes, for it came to inform a number of Christian communist
movements, often with an anarchist edge. My particular interest is peasant socialism and the deeply influential life work of Tolstoy – the focus of the first
two sections below. This analysis is mediated through the eyes of Lenin, who
evinces both criticism and appreciation, misunderstanding and insight in his
engagements.2 A third section brings to bear an intriguing alternative tradition,
the God-Builders, especially through the important but under-appreciated
Anatoly Lunacharsky. Here the tradition of Christian communism via Kautsky
and others finds expression in a unique fashion in a Russian situation.
1

Peasant Socialism

‘The land is God’s’ – this was the core slogan of peasant socialists, which they
deployed again and again in Duma debates between 1905 and 1917. In these
limited parliaments, reluctantly granted by the Tsar after the 1905 revolution,
peasant socialist positions began to be represented by independent peasant
representatives, as well as the Socialist-Revolutionaries in the Duma. Lenin and
the Bolsheviks were less interested in the Socialist-Revolutionaries, seeking at
times coalitions with them and at others opposing their undeveloped agrarian
socialism. But the independents were far more intriguing, especially the radical rather than conservative ones (as embodied in the Doukhobor movement).
Let me give a few examples, which provide a good sense of their positions and
how the Bolsheviks responded to them.
The first concerns a certain priest, Tikhvinsky, who was an independent leftwing Duma representative. Lenin quotes the priest:
This is the way the peasants, the way the working people look at the land:
the land is God’s, and the labouring peasant has as much right to it as
each one of us has the right to water and air. It would be strange if anyone
1 Marx begrudgingly allowed the possibility, with qualifications, but the greater significance
of this piece, among other late works, is Marx’s growing realisation that the universal
prescriptions he had so assiduously developed earlier were ‘expressly limited to the countries
of Western Europe’ (Marx 1881c, 71, 1881d, 166).
2 I draw on earlier research undertaken for Lenin, Religion, and Theology (Boer 2013a), albeit
adapted and reworked for the present study.
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were to start selling, buying or trading in water and air – and it seems just
as strange to us that anyone should trade in, sell or buy land.
lenin 1907a, 297, 1907b, 157

We cannot miss the basic theological justification for this claim: the land is
God’s. The widespread assumption of an original state of common property
had already vexed the early theorists of capitalism such as Hugo Grotius and
John Locke, who sought to retell and reinterpret the biblical text of Genesis
1–3 and find a theological justification for private property (Boer and Petterson 2014). But the Russian peasants found the very idea of trading in
land, let alone air and water, as passing strange. Tikhvinsky for his part was
speaking in favour of a Trudovik land bill. As a breakaway group from the
Socialist-Revolutionaries, the Trudoviks too supported the project of land
reform, in which the land would be taken from the landlords and returned
to the peasants.
Lenin found all of this both admirable but somewhat simplistic. The underlying reality of capitalism would render any land reform futile, for capitalism
was already putting land and water up for sale in the large industrial centres,
mines and factories, apart from the sale of labour power and its consequent
wage slavery. Indeed, as with his other reflections on religion, Lenin is often
caught between two positions, condemning religion – in traditional Marxist
fashion – as reactionary and yet appreciating the sharp insights generated
by the peasant Christian socialists. For example, he refers in 1907 to a Duma
speech by the peasant Moroz, who said, ‘The land must be taken away from the
clergy and the landlords’. Moroz goes on to quote Matthew 7:7: ‘Ask and it shall
be given you; knock and it will be opened unto you’. But, observes Moroz, ‘We
ask and ask, but it is not given us; and we knock, but still it is not given us. Must
we break down the door and take it?’ Lenin is less than impressed: ‘this is not
the first time in history that bourgeois revolutionaries have taken their slogans
from the Gospel’ (Lenin 1907c, 385, 1907d, 365). At the same time, Lenin also admires such a position for other reasons. A proponent like Tikhvinsky ‘deserves
all respect for his sincere loyalty to the interests of the peasants, the interests
of the people, which he defends fearlessly and with determination’. Further,
Tikhvinsky and others – like the ‘kindly village priest’, Poyarkov (a member of
the first Duma in 1906), who knew very well how the liberal landlords acquired
land by whatever foul means were available – share instinctively socialist ideals: ‘I am well aware that this viewpoint springs from the most noble motives,
from an ardent protest against monopoly, against the privileges of rich idlers,
against the exploitation of man by man, that it arises out of the aspiration to
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achieve the liberation of all working people from every kind of oppression and
exploitation’ (Lenin 1907a, 297, 1907b, 158).3
The second example concerns the continued contribution, after the October Revolution, from sectarian groups with communist tendencies (Etkind
1998, 631–74). Already in the early years of the twentieth century, Lenin wrote
that the Social-Democrats ‘demand … an amnesty for all “political prisoners”
and members of religious sects’. Until this is done, he continues, ‘all talk about
tolerance and freedom of worship will remain a miserable pretence and discreditable lie’ (Lenin 1903a, 348, 1903b, 125). Lenin’s later informant and collaborator on such matters was Vladimir Bonch-Bruevich, who had a deep interest
in sectarian groups such as the Old Believers, Doukhobors, Molokans, Khlysty
and Mennonites. His 1903 work, ‘Schism and Sectarianism in Russia’, drew Lenin’s attention, to the extent that the latter read it to the delegates at the second
party congress of that year. It was agreed by the congress that one way to enlist
the anti-tsarist sentiment among the sectarians was to publish a newspaper
called Among Sectarians, under the editorship of Bonch-Bruevich. Six issues of
what was called eventually Dawn (Rassvet) were published (Etkind 1998, 636).
What is the reason for this interest? It was precisely their Christian communism, especially in the strong form that entailed devotion to an authoritarian leader with consequent commitment to the collective. This communism
was clearly a tougher version of Christian communism than what was found in
the universal love and peaceful living of Tolstoy, or the rural village commune
so beloved by the Narodniks and Socialist-Revolutionaries. After the October
revolution and during the life-and-death struggle with counter-revolution and
the first steps in constructing socialism, these groups became even more interesting. In the Kremlin, Lenin took every opportunity to escape for a time
and browse through Bonch-Bruevich’s extensive ethnographic archive. He was
particularly taken with the philosophical pamphlets written by the sectarians.
According to Bonch-Bruevich:
On one occasion he was particularly drawn into this reading … and he
told me: How interesting! This was created by simple folk … whereas our
Private-Docents have authored a huge amount of talentless papers on all
3 Note also: ‘The peasant Narodniks in both of the early Dumas were full of fire and
passion. They were eager for direct and resolute action. They were ignorant, uneducated
and unsophisticated, but they rose against their class enemy so straightforwardly,
uncompromisingly and implacably that one sensed what an impressive social force they
were’ (Lenin 1913c, 555, 1913d, 363).
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kinds of philosophical bullshit [drebeden’] …. These manuscripts are a
hundred times more important than all their scribble.
etkind 1998, 649

This enthusiasm was not only theoretical, for Lenin also saw their practical
possibilities. Bonch-Bruevich had invited some Old Believers to establish a
commune on abandoned land in Lesnye Poliany, located close to Gorki, where
Lenin would retreat for a few moments of peace. The blessing for this venture
appears in a proclamation addressed to ‘Members of the Sect of Old Believers’ (Marie 2008, 392–93).4 The proclamation quotes a text we have already
met, Acts 4:32, ‘No one said any of the things which he possessed was his own,
but they had everything in common’, but Lenin was very interested since the
commune indicated a potential alternative to the compromise of the New Economic Policy.
The third example comes from around the same time. In a letter to Nikolai
Osinsky (Valerian Obolensky), chair of the State Bank and of the Supreme Economic Council, Lenin mentions a certain Ivan Afanasyevich Chekunov, an activist peasant keen on improving the lot of toiling peasants. Having improved
his own farm, he had toured other areas (around Novgorod and Simbirsk) and
tells Lenin that the peasants have lost confidence in Soviet power. Realising
the crucial role of peasants in building a new society and sensing Chekunov’s
enthusiasm, Lenin urges Osinsky to appoint Chekunov to the role of representative of the People’s Commissariat of Agriculture, with a view to establishing
a non-Party Peasant Council. For my purposes, the vital point is that Chekunov
‘sympathises with the Communists, but will not join the Party, because he goes
to church and is a Christian (he says he rejects the ritual but is a believer)’
(Lenin 1921a, 91, 1921b, 85). Before Lenin stands a communist-leaning Christian
peasant, whom Lenin is eager to enlist in process of communist reconstruction. He sees an opportunity to go much further, for in developing the basis for
a Non-Party Peasant Council, Lenin suggests that it should begin with an old
farmer who favours the peasants and workers, along with another person from
an area not producing grain. Crucially, not only should they be experienced,
but ‘it would be good for all of them to be both non-Party men and Christians’
(Lenin 1921a, 91, 1921b, 86). Only such an organization would gain the confidence of peasants, showing both support for the communist government from
4 The Old Believers had broken away from the Orthodox Church in the seventeenth century
and had by this time between three and four million members. Earlier, Lenin had written to
Inessa Armand of an Old Believer, a peasant from Voronezh, a ‘man of the earth’ and a ‘breath
from the Black Earth’, who had spent a year in a German prison camp. Lenin notes that ‘he
sympathises with socialism’ and yearns to return to the land (Lenin 1917e, 279–80, 1917f, 377).
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outside its own ranks and revealing that Christians may not be so much of a
threat to the success of the revolution.
The examples I have given are occasional and often marginal. But they begin to reveal a picture in which Lenin and Bolsheviks would occasionally stop
and pay attention to radical peasants. They had much to criticise, but they
could not help feeling a deep affinity. While the peasants’ revolutionary organisation was still woeful, its actions scattered, its allegiances with liberals
fateful, its resolute focus on land redistribution too monarchist, and its slogans
concerning ‘God-given land’ too theological, the Bolsheviks were still enthused
by their innate revolutionary spirit, especially their refusal to be cowed by the
landlords and their fearless ability to speak truth to power. Yet, Lenin and the
Bolsheviks cannot avoid the fact that the peasants’ unrelenting attacks against
the landlords and against unjust land distribution drew their inspiration from
theological and biblical sources.
2

Twisting over Tolstoy

If the occasional peasant encountered by Lenin and the other Bolsheviks have
passed through and out of history, the same cannot be said of Tolstoy – a
towering proponent of a version of peasant Christian communism. Indeed,
Tolstoy had become so influential on his death on 20 November 1910, that
many indeed tried to claim him for their own cause. His spiritual awakening,
call for a return to simple Christianity (Sermon on the Mount), vegetarianism, peasant values (even his wearing peasant clothes), nonviolent resistance
and trenchant criticism of the state and modern society, lent him a moral
authority on par with his literary achievements. Many indeed were those who
laid a claim to him (Sorokin 1979). Here we find Slavophiles such as Grigor’ev,
Strakhov and Dostoyevsky, aesthetes like Turgenev and Symbolists such as
Merezhkovsky, but also radicals from as far back as the 1850s: Chernyshevsky
and Pisarev, and Narodniks like Mikhailovsky. The appeal for the radicals
arose from Tolstoy’s advocacy of peasant values, enabling a romanticising of
peasant life and the village commune for a distinctly Russian path to socialism. As for the Mensheviks, especially Neviadomsky and Bazarov (in Nasha
Zaria), they argued that Tolstoy represented the misdirected aspirations of
the Russian intelligentsia, focused on the principle of non-resistance to evil
(Morawski 1965, 8). As if these efforts were not enough, government newspapers at the time – both liberal and conservative (Russkoe Znamia, Novoe
Vremia and Rech’) – sought to claim Tolstoy as one of their own. He was
a great seeker of God, they opined, a prophet expressing the Russian soul
(Morawski 1965, 8).
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My specific interest is how Tolstoy and the loose movement he inspired –
with its anarchist tendencies – encountered and influenced the Russian
communist movement. Plekhanov (1974, 559–61, 572–89) had already suggested that Tolstoy was an extreme representative of idealist individualism, even
siding with the oppressors (Tolstoy was an aristocrat and landlord by birth),
but that he was at least able to reveal from time to time the undesirability of
the present situation, without understanding at all the struggle for transformation of social conditions. This reading would long influence subsequent
assessments, such as that of Lukács (1972, 126–205), who flattens his analysis
in seeking to bolster his preference for realism. For Lukács, Tolstoy is much
like Balzac, a reactionary who is brilliant enough to provide insights into the
decay of the ruling class. Later still, Rubenstein (1995, 379–82) attempts to follow Lukács, suggesting that Tolstoy’s confusion reflects those of the peasants
themselves with the result that his solution is a thin veil over his insights into
social chaos. By contrast, Lenin’s approach is more sophisticated, appearing in
half a dozen articles that sought to counter other assessments of the time in
the desire to identify potential contributions to socialism (Lenin 1908c, 1908d,
1910e, 1910f, 1910g, 1910h, 1910i, 1910j, 1910c, 1910d, 1911a, 1911b).
Lenin’s analysis reveals significant insight while missing a crucial dimension of the nature of Christian communism. His main argument is that Tolstoy’s criticism of Russian economics and society are largely correct, but that
his biblically inspired solutions are wayward, if not regressive. Communists
must therefore listen to and make the most of Tolstoy’s insightful criticisms
but offer more thoroughgoing and forward-looking answers. In more detail:
Tolstoy’s insights uncannily pinpointed the ever-increasing destitution of the
peasantry, whether through government repression, legal corruption or adroit
exploitation of post-serfdom conditions by landlords (demanding labour and
produce in exchange for access to ‘cut-off’ lands with water and fodder). The
outcome was ruined peasants flocking to towns seeking work in railway construction, mills and factories, thereby feeding a growing working class. With
the rapid spread of capitalist relations that were simultaneously enmeshed
with so many feudal assumptions and practices (Alexinsky 1913, 114–61; Olgin
1917, 3–36; Lenin 1899a, 1899b), exploitation, destitution, hunger and want
were everywhere. For Lenin, it is a mark of Tolstoy’s genius that he managed to
depict these processes and express the ‘mountains of hatred’ that had arisen
against the landlord system and the ravages of capitalism.
The solution – for Tolstoy – was to draw upon two traditions. The first
was the perpetual dynamic of reform in the Christian tradition, especially in
response to an otiose and corrupt church, enmeshed with a derailed socioeconomic and political system. The reform in question sought an authentic
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o riginal Christianity, cutting away the accretions of institutional time. Thus,
Tolstoy challenged the dirty contract between church and ruling class, in
which the church provides the theological bulwark of feudal and capitalist
economic depredations. In claiming a return to original Christianity, Tolstoy
sought a simple spirituality, ascetic life, withdrawal from politics, eschewing
violence and seeking inner peace. Or, as Lunacharsky puts it, Tolstoy sought
out the man ‘born of God’, the ‘quiet, meek little angel’ who divides the land
up into little gardens: ‘he can grow cabbages there, eat them, fertilise his garden and plant more cabbage, and thus, sustaining himself self-sufficiently and
ever so sweetly, he will have no need for his neighbour, except for soul-saving
talks or mutual prayer’ (Lunacharsky 1973, 180). The second resource for Tolstoy came from the rapidly disappearing village commune, where he found
living Christian moral values. Here one may follow the commandments of an
anarchist Christ: do not be angry; do not lust; do not bind yourself by oaths;
resist not him who is evil; be good to the just and the unjust (Tolstoy 2009,
45–71). Indeed, for Tolstoy these are the ‘“eternal” principles of morality, the
eternal truths of religion’ (Lenin 1911a, 50, 1911b, 101) found in many of his works
(Tolstoy 1857, 1885, 1887, 1889, 1900).
As I mentioned earlier, Lenin praises Tolstoy’s artistic power in identifying
exploitation at the heart of feudal and capitalist economics, but he finds the
proposed solution highly problematic, focused as it was on a simplified and
ascetic Christian spirituality disengaged from politics. At this point, Lenin’s
response echoes that of Plekhanov, at least when the latter left room open
for Tolstoy. But Lenin goes further: Tolstoy’s approach itself manifests a series of inherent contradictions that are due to the context in which he was
writing and living. These contradictions include: the class contradictions of
Tolstoy’s own situation as an aristocrat identifying with the peasants; peasant political aspirations, which Tolstoy’s genius has identified and expressed
very clearly; the contradictions of the Russian Revolution of 1905; and the
troubled and drawn-out transition from feudal economic relations to capitalist ones, signalled by the abolition of serfdom in 1861 and the revolution
of 1905.
I will not dwell long on the first contradiction, based on Tolstoy’s class situation, particularly since Lenin does not make much of it (in contrast to Plekhanov). Thus, although ‘Tolstoy belonged to the highest landed nobility in
Russia’ (Lenin 1910g, 331, 1910h, 39–40) through birth and education, he sought
to break with all of these class assumptions. Often he managed to do so, but at
times Lenin suggests that the contradictions in Tolstoy’s art may be influenced
by the tensions inherent in his class context: ‘Despair is typical of the classes
which are perishing’ (Lenin 1910g, 332, 1910h, 41).
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The second contradiction is more substantial, for Tolstoy expresses both the
economic despair and the political aspirations of the peasants: ‘The ancient
foundations of peasant economy and peasant life, foundations that had really
held for centuries, were broken up for scrap with extraordinary rapidity’ (Lenin
1908c, 206, 1908d, 210). Tolstoy’s greatness is to register the disruptive changes
experienced by the peasants, voicing their collective anger that blends centuries of hatred of landlords, priests and Tsar with a newer hatred of capitalist
bosses and tax collectors. The protest may be genuine, but the peasants still
struggle to find a political answer: ‘Through his lips there spoke that multitudinous mass of the Russian people who already detest the masters of modern life
but have not yet advanced to the point of intelligent, consistent, thoroughgoing, implacable struggle against them’ (Lenin 1910i, 353, 1910j, 70). The reason:
as a class, the peasants are situated somewhere between the old regime and a
class-conscious proletariat. In their anger at the old regime, they may be spontaneously revolutionary, but they are not yet politically conscious enough for
a full revolution.
In this light may we understand the third contradiction, expressed in the 1905
revolution, which was led initially by the ambivalent priest Gapon.5 For Lenin,
at this moment the peasantry emerged as a political force, seeking to abolish
old and new forms of oppression and replace them with communities of free
and equal citizens (Lenin 1910e, 324, 1910f, 20).6 The catch is that the imagined
new society is actually old and patriarchal. Here the village commune’s equality
is reinforced by a deeply moral Christianity, precisely where Tolstoy seeks to
find inspiration. But it is a backward looking reactionary utopia, longing for a
mythical past for which one weeps and prays, moralises and dreams, and writes
petitions to the authorities to grant one’s wishes. For Lenin and the Bolsheviks,
violence almost always comes from the political right (witness the Black
Hundreds), but one must be practical and prepared to respond to violence.
5 I leave aside the ongoing debates over the priest Gapon (1905), who led the protest of 200,000
workers with their petition to the Tsar (Harding 1983, 309–12) that resulted in ‘Bloody Sunday’
on 9 January, 1905 (old calendar) and sparked the revolution of that year. While many are
ready to condemn Gapon’s role as a police agent (Krupskaya 1930, 111–19; Cliff 2002, 133–37;
Le Blanc 1990, 110–13), Lenin was far more open to seeing the developments in a dialectical
manner and giving Gapon credit for his revolutionary credentials, even if Gapon did not
know quite what he did (Lenin 1905c, 1905d, 1905a, 1905b; Lunacharsky 1905). It is worth
noting that Lenin held in his personal library in the Kremlin a copy of Gapon’s book, A
Proclamation to the Entire Peasant Folk, which Gapon presented to Lenin in 1905 with the
following autograph: ‘To the most honoured comrade Lenin by way of good memory from
the author. Georgy Gapon April 14, 1905’.
6 Macherey (1992, 120–34) follows Lenin here, drawing out the implications of Tolstoy as a
‘mirror’ and ‘expression’ of peasant aspirations and those of the 1905 revolution.
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Thus, non-resistance to evil resulted in ‘a most serious cause of the defeat of
the first revolutionary campaign’ (Lenin 1908c, 208, 1908d, 213), to which the
autocracy responded with even harsher conditions for the peasantry.
All of this leads to Lenin’s final point concerning the deep contradictions
arising from the transition between modes of production, with the attendant
dislocation, violence and exploitation, as well as release from encrusted
and apparently unassailable ways of life of the system now falling to pieces
(Lenin 1910e, 1910f, 1911a, 1911b). Tolstoy’s art registers this transition and all
its tensions, where the relics of feudalism still appear in the autocratic state,
church monopoly, landlord tyranny and robbery. At the same time, capitalism
leaps ahead, expressed best in a statement made in the novel, Anna Karenina.
Here the character Levin talks about harvest arrangements, pointing out that
‘Here in Russia everything has now been turned upside down and is only just
taking shape’ (Lenin 1911a, 49, 1911b, 100; Tolstoy 1877, 870). Tolstoy registers this
shift at the most profound level, but for Lenin at least the solution is woefully
inadequate.
By now it should be clear that – for Lenin – Tolstoy should not be dismissed,
for his incisive criticisms of both crumbling feudalism and rampant capitalism provide immense possibilities for communists. But Lenin goes even further, pointing out that these possibilities appear in the midst of and even
through the reactionary elements of Tolstoy’s work. Precisely because Tolstoy
expressed the pain and desire of a class being replaced by the bourgeoisie, he
thereby provided insights for the class that will replace the bourgeoisie. Feudal
agrarian socialism may be passing, finding a great voice in Tolstoy, but it is the
dialectical harbinger of proletarian socialism. Tolstoy contributed, however
unwittingly, to the ‘epoch of preparation’ (Lenin 1910e, 323, 1910f, 19).
I have taken some time with Lenin’s assessment of Tolstoy since it is his
most sustained engagement with a form of Christian communism. Although
Tolstoy is often identified as a Christian anarchist (largely due to his antistatism), much also derives from the Christian communist tradition. By now,
Lenin’s approach should be clear: he attempts to quarantine the religious
dimensions of Tolstoy’s thought and practice to a regressive form of communalism. At the same time, Lenin seeks to detach the insightful criticisms
from any religious features so they might be appropriated for the communist
movement. The problem with this move is twofold, despite the insights generated by his dialectical engagement. First, as we have already seen (Chapter 1),
revolutionary criticism is also inspired by the tradition of Christian communism. If a society does not live up the prescriptions found in the Scriptures,
then it must be criticised in the name of a better world. But this is to separate too sharply revolutionary criticism from communal life. The catch is
that these two dimensions are so often entwined in the Christian communist
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t radition, where the alternative communistic life entails within itself critique
of the world as it is, leading at times to the necessity of revolutionary action.
True, Tolstoy may have owed much to the peasant rural commune of Russia, if
not the millennia-long practices of subsistence-survival agriculture, but if we
pick up my earlier argument concerning the complex intersections between
subsistence-survival agriculture and early Christian communism (Chapter 2),
we may see that Tolstoy’s inspirations are actually linked. This point leads to
Lenin’s second problem: all he sees in Tolstoy’s religious heritage is nostalgia
rather than hope, quietism rather than action, retreat rather than advance.
Yet these prescriptions are not necessarily regressive, for they are able to look
forward as well as backward. So many of the Christian communist organisations that emerged throughout European history also looked to the future by
drawing on the past, advocating a simplicity of life, hard work and eschewing
political power for the sake of providing alternative models of cooperative
existence. In this light, perhaps Lunacharsky was correct after all, arguing that
Tolstoy in his own way offers a variation on Christian communism (Lunacharsky 1985, 183–85).
3

God-Builders

The mention of Lunacharsky brings me to the third and most unique stream
of Christian communism in relation to the Russian Revolution. Unlike the
peasants and Tolstoy, Lunacharsky and the God-Builders were not inspired
by the Russian tradition of peasant communalism. Instead, Lunacharsky
was deeply influenced by work that had been done on European Christian
communism (especially Kautsky). But who were the God-Builders? They did
not follow the line of the ‘God-Seekers’, pursuing links between Orthodoxy
and Marxism, for they were atheists who wished to increase the emotional
power – the ‘warm stream’ – of Marxism by drawing upon positive elements
from religion, especially Christianity. The key statement of God-building is
Lunacharsky’s two-volume Religion and Socialism.7 The first volume concerns
definitions of religion, socialist positions on religion (including Engels,

Plekhanov, Feuerbach and Dietzgen) and an evolutionary theory of religion that
ends with Brahmanism, Judaism and Hellenism. The second volume focuses on
the New Testament, the historical Jesus and the Apostle Paul, moves through
the millenarianism of early Christianity, Gnosticism, orthodoxy (Augustine),
7 A brief statement of Lunacharsky’s position appears in ‘Atiezm’ (Lunacharsky 1908a).
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and then to Christian socialism (with a Russian focus), liberal theology and
contemporary European (German) religious philosophy. A discussion of
utopian socialism precedes the final treatment of Marx and Engels.
The primary motivation for the work was twofold. To begin with, it seeks a
dimension that goes beyond the cold, ‘“dry” economic theory’ (Lunacharsky
1908b, 9) characteristic of Second International Marxism and especially the
‘father’ of Russian Marxism, Plekhanov. Instead, it emphasizes what Ernst
Bloch later called the ‘warm stream’ of Marxism, its enthusiastic, emotional,
and ethical elements, the Marxism that inspires ‘conversion’ and offers a ‘deeply
emotional impulse of the soul’ (1908b, 9). Second, Religion and Socialism explores
the ‘place of socialism among other religious systems’ (1908b, 8). By ‘religion’
he means not belief in divine beings in a supernatural world (the standard
Marxist position at the time), but rather the emotive, collective, utopian and
very human elements of religion. Religion offers hope, in the sense that the
‘dreams of humanity’ are expressed in nothing less than ‘religious myths and
dogmas’ (1908b, 7). Lunacharsky seeks the working core of religion, focusing
not ‘so much on the external socio-economic fate of institutions’ (Lunacharsky
1911, 126), but on the analysis of the main religious ideas and sentiments –
even including matters such as Christology, justification by faith, salvation and
eschatology.
From this investigation some key ideas emerge: myth and poetry, the
crucial role of revolution and revolutionary history, deep awareness of the
political ambivalence of religion, and the value of Christian communism. To
begin with the question of myth and poetry, Lunacharsky is not interested in
worshipping human beings (contra Fitzpatrick 1970, 1; Bergman 1990). Rather,
it is God-building, in which the ‘ideal is the image of man, of man like a god,
in relation to whom we are all raw material only, merely ingots waiting to
be given shape, living ingots that bear their own ideal within themselves’
(Lunacharsky 1981, 57). In such statements, the poetic image-laden language
characteristic of all his writing shows forth. But he also reads texts with the
same sensibility, especially the Bible. The Gospel narratives of Jesus are full
of drama, linguistic power, tragedy and triumph (Lunacharsky 1911, 18–22). He
finds the Apostle Paul a writer of remarkable skill – the bright and sparkling
poet of early Christianity, the internationalist democrat who at the same time
spiritualizes Christian thought (1911, 27–60). It comes as no surprise, then,
that he sees the political importance of myth (anticipating Ernst Bloch by
many decades). Religion itself may be characterized as myth, a ‘wonderful,
graceful interweaving of tales’ (1908b, 191), for in such language do the artists
of tomorrow reach out to the new, or rather bind the gold of the past with the
art of the future.
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The second feature is Lunacharsky’s resolute focus on revolution, with a
twist: ‘In a religious society one cannot make a revolution or a broader reform
that is not a revolution in the field of the relationship with God’ (1908b, 70).
And when the October revolution happened, he saw it as ‘the greatest, most
definitive act of “God-building”’ (Lunacharsky 1919, 31), seeking to share with
his comrades a form of spiritual ecstasy and proclaiming ‘These events are
epoch-making! Our children’s children will bow their heads before their grandeur!’ (Fitzpatrick 1970, 1). Caught up in these immense, strongly felt experiences, he was not afraid to speak of God, albeit a God that has now been given
to the world. In this way may human beings take a leap forward in the process
of shaping the ‘living ingots’.
Third, Lunacharsky reveals a sustained awareness of religion’s political ambivalence (see Chapter 3), which requires a strategy of discernment. Christianity may be both a ‘creed of democracy’ and a justification for ‘meekly
bearing the yoke’ of oppression (Lunacharsky 1985, 92). Thus, the gods may
embody democracy, aspirations of the poor and resolute hatred for the rich
and powerful; yet the gods may also sit very snugly in the seat of power (Lunacharsky 1908b, 64). This dialectical tension appears with Hebrew prophets
like Isaiah. Echoing Lenin’s analysis of Tolstoy, Lunacharsky argues that the
revolutionary impulse of the prophets is itself enabled by a backward-looking,
small-proprietor and anti-progress perspective. Without the latter, they would
not have been revolutionary, yet that reactionary element ultimately hobbles
the unleashing of a full revolutionary approach (Lunacharsky 1908b, 165, 169).
But the most astute dialectical interpretation focuses on the Apostle Paul
(Lunacharsky 1911, 41–45, 53, 58–60). The dialectic here has many twists, so
let us pay attention to each step. In response to the delay of Christ’s return,
Paul constructs an idealised and other-worldly theology that spiritualises an
earthly and political movement, so much so that the heavenly face of Christ
overshadows the worldly person (Lunacharsky 1911, 53). Yet, by means of this
spiritualisation Paul breaks through to a more international and democratic
form of Christianity. No longer ethnically and nationally limited, it belongs to
all. The dialectic takes another turn: by internationalising Christianity, Paul
overcomes yet another tension, now within early Christianity. That form may
have been resolutely communistic, yet it was trapped within a fierce nationalism and hatred of foreign oppressors. Paul’s response both moves away from
that early communism and negates its nationalistic focus. Indeed, he was able
to do so only through an anti-communist spiritualisation. Even more, at this
higher level (Aufhebung) Paul offers a new revolutionary doctrine: justification by faith is itself deeply revolutionary, for it destroys the privilege of the
rich and powerful (Lunacharsky 1911, 55). Finally, it is precisely this mystical
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t heology that makes of Paul the great myth-maker, producing a reshaped myth
of the dying and rising Christ, a myth that Lunacharsky admires for its sparkling poetic power.
Let me dwell a little longer with on Lunacharsky’s reflections on the Christian communist tradition, given the emphasis of this book as a whole.8 A consistent motif throughout Religion and Socialism is that early Christianity was
characterized by comradeship, equality and honesty, with the early communities ‘permeated by a spirit of collectivism’, sharing what little property they had
(Lunacharsky 1911, 211). The early message was a ‘Gospel of the poor’, of slaves,
artisans and proletarians – as Engels had argued only a few years earlier. At
the level of definition, Lunacharsky finds this collective dimension by drawing on the Latin etymology of the term: ‘religion is a “bond” [religiia – “sviaz”]’
(Lunacharsky 1908b, 14). Historically and textually, he draws upon all of the key
texts in the Acts of the Apostles and the Gospels concerning such communism
and the resolute opposition to acquiring private property (Lunacharsky 1911,
65). He adds further evidence from this dual tradition, including: the democratic virtues of the God of the Hebrew Bible, offering a sense of justice and
aversion to power, luxury and the associated vices and crimes (Lunacharsky
1911, 7); the importance of the Essenes and their monastic communism, as well
as the Ebionites or ‘the poor’ (Lunacharsky 1911, 11, 23–26, 35–36, 61); and the
subsequent history of Christian socialism, with all its continuities and breaks
(Lunacharsky 1911, 139–82). For Lunacharsky this tradition is nothing less than
‘democratic, egalitarian socialism’ – terminology he uses throughout Religion
and Socialism.9
At the same time, he was too good a student of Engels and Kautsky10 not
to identify the problems: the communist dimension was often other-worldly;
it did not address the question of production, remaining within the realm of
consumption; and the democratic element lasted only as long as the early
church was made up of the lower classes. All of which means that he must,
like Kautsky, deploy a version of the betrayal narrative. Lunacharsky suggests
that in a relatively short time, Christianity became a religion of power and hierarchy, ready to argue that God justifies the rich and mighty as they exercise
their influence over the masses by promising reward in heaven in exchange for
8
9
10

The following material is drawn more directly from my earlier study of Lunacharsky (Boer
2014c). I have decided to include this material here for obvious reasons.
See also his later Religiia i prosveshchenie [Religion and Enlightenment] (Lunacharsky
1985, 76, 84–85, 92, 120–21, 173–76).
When called upon to make socio-economic points, Lunacharsky relies even more heavily
on Kautsky. The references are drawn from Kautsky’s Foundations of Christianity, ‘Social
Democracy and the Catholic Church’, and his Ethics (Kautsky 1908a, 1908b, 1903, 1910).
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subservience on earth. While we have met a version of this ‘Fall’ narrative
with Kautsky, Lunacharsky offers an alternative approach. He focuses on
Gnosticism, which he argues is the aristocratic answer to the democratic
and revolutionary forms of Christianity (Lunacharsky 1911, 69–101). From the
amorphous movement of Gnosticism11 come the doctrine of the Logos, crucial
to Orthodox Christianity, and of individualism and thereby of individual power
(which he is clear does not derive from Paul).12 But the motifs of Gnosticism
were not merely ideas, for they were integral to a class dynamic in which the
morally bereft aristocracy and propertied classes found an ideology that would
justify marginalising the revolutionary communist side of Christianity in the
name of becoming a religion of empire (Lunacharsky 1911, 104–39). In other
words, Gnosticism did not fail, as the conventional narratives of the early
ecumenical councils would have us believe, but succeeded in gaining control
at structural and doctrinal levels. The last chance for an alternative lay with
the ambiguous work of Clement and Origen, especially in their efforts to
produce syntheses of communist and aristocratic elements, but they failed, as
may be seen in the full statement of orthodox Christianity in Augustine and
the clear class identification of the clergy with the ruling class (Lunacharsky
1911, 106–22). As Lunacharsky sums up in the later debates with Vvedensky,
a transformation took place from a ‘chaotic primitive church into a strong,
cunning, subtle instrument of oppression’ (Lunacharsky 1985, 92).
I have already indicated the problems with narratives of betrayal (Chapter 1),
which are deeply indebted to biblical narrative patterns from Genesis 2–3.
Apart from the need for an initial, original impulse that one must seek to
restore (characteristic of Christian reform movements), it substitutes a linear
narrative for what may potentially be a subtler analysis that recognizes the
tensions at the heart of a religion such as Christianity. As I have already
indicated, this subtlety emerges in Lunacharsky’s concern with the theological
and political ambivalence of Christianity. In this light, Lunacharsky introduces
a crucial distinction into his treatment of Christian communism: communal,
democratic and radically equal living constitutes only one dimension, for the
other is revolution itself – precisely what Lenin missed in his engagement with
Tolstoy. Christianity may have exhibited elements that qualify it as communist
in the first sense, but what about revolution? Here Lunacharsky is unequivocal:

11
12

For a useful review of approaches to Gnosticism in the last 50 years, see the study by
Dillon (2016).
He also describes it as a wonderful doctrine for the bourgeoisie, which ‘seeks mystery and
faith. Gnosticism is deep, beautiful and flexible’ (Lunacharsky 1911, 104).
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Christianity was also revolutionary, since it included a rough justice for the
wealthy and ruling class:
The communist spirit of early, popular Christianity is not in doubt. But
was it revolutionary? Yes, of course. In its negation, the radical, merciless negation of the civilized world of the time, in posing in its place a
completely new way of life, it was revolutionary. Any ideology that truly
reflects the mood of the oppressed masses can only be revolutionary in
its depth.13
lunacharsky 1911, 139

Lunacharsky invokes this dual nature of early Christianity, including both
communist living and revolution, in a number of ways. At times he sees their
close connection and at others he explores their contradictions, but he also
espies enough similarity on both counts between Marxism and Christianity
to call them communist, for their ‘their ideals are partly congruent’ (1911,
159).
But how exactly do the two traditions relate to one another, in light of the
historical gap between early Christianity and modern Marxism? Here Lunacharsky draws upon an old motif, distinguishing between false and true forms of
Christianity, or, in this case, of Christian communism. The false tradition is
represented by the relatively recent – for Lunacharsky – form of Christian socialism that appealed to so many, whether in England, Germany or Russia. This
form, he argues, is an aberration, given its tendency to adopt secularist and
free-thinking approaches so that it is hardly Christian at all, if not counterrevolutionary. Further, Lunacharsky faces a problem that we have already seen
with Kautsky and Luxemburg: if contemporary Christian socialism had too
much legitimacy, then the question arises as to the need for modern socialism at all. So Lunacharsky finds himself arguing that the authentic tradition
of revolutionary religious communism is an ancient one, going as far back as
the biblical prophets, who gave voice to a radical dimension of the Hebrew
God, Yahweh. Intriguingly, he is not content to rest with this argument, for he
also traces a marginal tradition (like Ernst Bloch) that owes its debts to the
ancient prophets, identifying the ‘everlasting Gospel’ of Joachim of Fiore, as
well as Francis of Assisi, Fra Dolcino, Thomas Müntzer and the Peasant Revolution, the Münster Revolution of 1534–1535 and even the Puritans of the English
Revolution (Lunacharsky 1911, 55, 141, 145–55, 1908b, 183–84). It is precisely this
13

See also his later statements in the same vein in Religiia i prosveshchenie (Lunacharsky
1985, 177–78).
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tradition that leads to ‘the greatest of the prophets – Karl Marx’ (Lunacharsky
1908b, 188).
4

Conclusion

I have traced some of the manifestations – expected and unexpected – of
Christian communism at the margins of the Russian Revolution, if not on the
edges of the Bolsheviks who were given the opportunity to construct socialism
in Russia. Peasant socialism, mediated through the village commune (which
hung on in Russia into the twentieth century), would also come to play a
significant role in Tolstoy’s efforts to recover a form of early Christianity. As we
have seen, Lenin and the Bolsheviks were intrigued from time to time and even
interested where it might benefit their project. But the religious dimension
always remained suspect in an extraordinarily complex way (Lenin 1905e,
1905f, 1909a, 1909b, 1909c, 1909d). Within the Russian Orthodox Church, the
Bolsheviks may have worked with the Renovationists (Roslov 2002) until the
death of Metropolitan Vvedensky in 1946. But already from 1927, Sergei – who
would become patriarch some eighteen years later – had begun to express
support for the new government, agitating for religious freedom after the
Constitution of 1936 and eventually managing the famous compact with Stalin
in 1943 (Miner 2003; Boer 2018). All of this meant that the strands of Christian
communism would remain on the edges of revolutionary tendencies in Russia.
This was also true of the extraordinary contribution of Lunacharsky and the
God-Builders, who evoked the European tradition of Christian communism
more directly. Lunacharsky’s first volume was, of course, subjected to
scathing criticism by Lenin (Lenin 1908a, 1908b), so much so that it virtually
disappeared. Lunacharsky may have responded obliquely to Lenin in the
second volume of 1911, but both volumes were left out of his collected works
(Lunacharsky 1963–1967). At the same time, Lunacharsky maintained his
core position concerning God-building, basing his educational theory on this
foundation while Commissar for Enlightenment after the October Revolution.
Might it be said that this is where the tradition of Christian communism came
to influence socialism in the Soviet Union in an unexpected and mediated
manner? Perhaps, but it was modulated and mediated through the idea that the
image of the gods in religion was really an ideal to which human beings should
strive (Lunacharsky 1981, 45–46, 57). The trap is to read such an approach as
individualistic, but Lunacharsky had a more collective emphasis in mind, so
much so that it also expressed the striving for communism itself.

Chapter 12

The Taiping Revolution: Christian Communism
Comes to China
The Chinese revolution will throw the spark into the overloaded mine
of the present industrial system and cause the explosion of the longprepared general crisis.
marx 1853, 98

The story of Christian communism continues, running along unexpected
historical paths. One such path was to China in the nineteenth century, when
revolutionary Christianity – in the shape of the Taiping Revolution – first appeared in this part of the world. The reason for making this claim will become
clear as my analysis unfolds, but here it is necessary to make a disclaimer.
The movement itself was incredibly complex, offering many currents and
possible interpretations. Depending upon what aspect one emphasises, one’s
interpretation will differ. Was it the first modern revolutionary movement in
China or was it merely another peasant revolution seeking to install a new
emperor? Was it part of the anti-colonial struggle or was it yet another signal
of the chaos into which China was descending? Was it actually another feature of nineteenth century colonialism, inspired by a ‘foreign teaching’ with
its strange notion of transcendence? Was its leader, Hong Xiuquan, simply a
bandit with megalomaniac pretentions who fostered immense violence and
destruction, or was he a genuine visionary who offered hope to millions of
oppressed peasants? Was Hong Xiuquan the hero or was it Zeng Guofan, the
Qing general and Confucian who ultimately destroyed the revolution? Was it
progressive for the time or was it largely reactionary? Was religion really important, especially for the many peasants who joined the movement, or was
it a peripheral feature in which politics and economics were at the forefront?
The questions and perspectives could be multiplied. In this light, my modest
proposal is that a few aspects have perhaps not been given due attention. The
first is the crucial question as to why the Taiping movement placed so much
emphasis on the Bible, reprinting it even to the last days, interpreting it, even
modifying some sections that they found objectionable. The second is the
way some aspects of the revolution show distinct connections with the longer tradition of Christian communism that I have tracked thus far, so much so
that one can speak in some respects of the arrival of the Christian communist
© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, ���9 | doi:10.1163/9789004394773_014
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t radition in C
 hina. In what follows, I emphasise these particular aspects, but
I do not suggest that this is the only way to understand the Taiping Revolution. Instead, they are aspects that must seriously be considered in the broader
range of possible interpretations.
1

The Dream

The account begins in early 1837. In that year, Hong Xiuquan sank into a delirium and had a vision in the small southern Chinese village of Guanlubu.1 The
vision seems to have been full of the characters one may expect from Chinese
mythology. Equally so, some were not so conventional. Taken up into heaven,
he was greeted by children dressed in yellow, as well as a cock, a tiger, a dragon
and men playing music. Placing him in a sedan chair, they took him to a high
gate bathed in light, surrounded by musicians. Here men in dragon robes and
horned hats cut his body open and replaced his old and dirty earthly organs
with clean new ones. The incision was healed and disappeared, as seems to
happen in such places. But now his suspicions that he was on his way to death
seemed to be confirmed, for a woman who looked like the goddess Meng appeared, ready to give him the memory-destroying drink on the edge of a bloodcoloured stream. Instead, she washed him in the stream and called him ‘son’.
Alongside his mother, he became aware of a man, who seemed to be a brother.
Inside the gates, he was led to his father, a tall erect man sitting on a throne,
wearing a high hat and a black dragon robe, with a golden beard that flowed
down to his waist.
Hong’s father spoke of his grief at the way people on earth had forgotten
him, offering the father’s gifts of food and clothes and the products of their
hands to none other than the demon devils. These devils pretended that they
were the source of all that the father had given them, producing immense frustration, rage and pity in the father. Yet, the father waited to punish them, even
when the demons had infiltrated the 33 levels of heaven. Eventually, Hong persuaded his father to let him act. With the gift of a powerful sword called ‘Snowin-the-Clouds’, Hong attacked the demons throughout the heavens, while his
brother held up a heavenly seal which blinded the demons by its fierce light.
They managed to chase the demons out of heaven and onto earth, where Hong
captured the demon king, Yan Luo. But his father told him not to kill the demon king yet, for he may pollute heaven. After this battle, Hong stayed for a
1 Hong Xiuquan’s own account may be found in Taiping Heavenly Chronicle (Taiping tianri),
written in 1848 (Michael and Chang 1966, vol. 2, 51–76).
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time in heaven, with a wife who had born him a son. He studied mysterious
texts, guided by his patient father, for they took some effort to understand.
His elder brother was not so patient with Hong, so he had to be soothed by
Hong’s sister-in-law. Yet Hong’s father would not let him forget the demons,
for they still roamed on the earth below and did much damage. To earth Hong
must return, albeit with a new name (Xiuquan), two mysterious poems and a
title, ‘Heavenly King, Lord of the Kingly Way, Quan [Completeness]’. So Hong
set out, with his father’s words of blessing and protection singing in his ears.
What did Hong’s family and friends do as he ranted and raved while they
kept watch at his bed in the village of Guanlubu? They thought he had gone
mad. At times during his delirium, he would call out, argue with those around,
get up and run around the room while making sword thrusts, only to collapse
back on his bed. At one point, he wrote out the two poems his father in heaven
had bequeathed him, at another he wrote his new title in red ink and posted
it on the door. That door was kept firmly locked, since the family would have
been held to account should he have done harm to anyone else. They certainly
did not understand what was happening. But did Hong? Upon waking and
calming down, he was unable to make sense of it all. So he gradually settled
back into village life, began teaching children again and studying the Confucian texts in preparation for his next attempt at the civil service examinations,
at which he had thus far failed.
2

Hong and the Bible

Let me fill in some context (Spence 1996, 23–65; Kilcourse 2016, 46–49). Hong
Xiuquan (born Renkun, with the courtesy name of Huoxiu in 1814) was a young
Hakka man, a minority group in China.2 He was part of a large family that
had moved more than a century earlier to the village of Fuyuanshui and then
later to Guanlubu, in the mountainous county of Hua (in those times Huadu,
50 kilometres north of Guangzhou). The rugged area was a favourite haunt of
secret societies, bandits and rebels (the distinction is artificial), for the mountains offered plenty of protection (Cai 1988). Young Hong was widely regarded
as the scholar of the family, so he studied hard for the civil service examinations based on the Confucian texts. On two earlier occasions, he had passed
the local examination, which entitled him to travel to Guangzhou (Canton) for
the major examination. The stakes were high, for success enabled one to enter
the imperial service and gain prestige for oneself and one’s family. To finance
2 On the broader context of Hakka rebellion and revolution, see Erbaugh (1992).
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his study, he taught in his village, being paid in food and the basics of life. But
on the two previous occasions, he had failed the examinations in Guangzhou.
By 1837 the pressure was even higher and he arrived with high expectations.
Again he failed the examinations, which brought on his nervous breakdown
and the extraordinary vision with which I began.
On this occasion there was one crucial difference: Hong had in passing
accepted from a missionary (and his assistant) a collection of biblical tracts
known as Quanshi liangyan, or Good Words to Admonish the Age (Liang 1965).
They were written in Chinese by an evangelical convert, Liang Fa.3 The tracts
and then the Bible itself (which he acquired a few years later) would become the catalyst for the Taiping Revolution. But at the time, Hong paid little
attention to the collection of tracts, tossing them in his bag and ignoring them
as the vision descended upon him. Indeed, he ignored them for some years
afterwards, as he returned to what resembled normal life.
Six years later, in 1843, he made one last attempt at the civil service examination. The fourth failure reminded him painfully of his vivid dream, but now
he turned to the biblical literature that lay gathering dust in a corner. Soon
enough, the biblical tracts and then the whole Bible gave him the key to his visions. He had been in heaven and had met none other than God the Heavenly
Father (tianfu) in physical form, with a long beard and wearing a black dragon
robe, who vouched for the authenticity of the Bible (these were the mysterious moral texts that had taken considerable effort to understand) and had
entrusted him with slaying demons. He also learned that the heavenly elder
brother (tianxiong) he had met was none other than Jesus himself. This of
course meant that he was Jesus’s ‘natural younger brother’ (baodi) and therefore that he, Hong Xiuquan, was a human but non-divine ‘son’ of God. At this
point, many have suggested that Hong was indeed somewhat mad. But to do so
would be to miss a vital feature of religious revolutionary movements: visions
and dreams function as powerful sources of inspiration, along with the Bible.
Both are perfectly authentic forms of divine revelation, one from the past and
the other in the present. In Hong’s case, the biblical material provided the interpretive key for the dreams.4 Even more, his initial visions and interpretive
insight provided the ideological basis of the Taiping movement.
3 See the detailed study by Kim (2011), although he overplays the role of the tracts in Taiping
thought and practice.
4 But when his dreams ceased, the movement turned to other visionaries – especially Yang
Xiuqing – and to detailed interpretation of the Bible, although they inevitably used such
visions in the factional struggles that threatened the movement (Spence 1996, 210–45;
Kilcourse 2016, 149–53).
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Hong Xiuquan learnt much, much more from the Bible, which became
central for the movement and to which considerable resources were devoted
for reprinting and even making corrections. In Hong Xiuquan’s own words,
from the Taiping Heavenly Chronicle (Taiping tianri):
The Heavenly Father, the Supreme Lord and Great God, ordered that
three classes of books be put out and indicated this to the Sovereign, saying, ‘This class of books consists of the records which have been transmitted from that former time when I descended into the world, performing
miracles and instituting the commandments. These books are pure and
without error. And the books of the second class are the accounts which
have been transmitted from the time when your Elder Brother, Christ,
descended into the world, performing miracles, sacrificing his life for the
remission of sins, and doing other deeds. These books also are pure and
without error. But the books of the other class are those transmitted from
Confucius …. These books contain extremely numerous errors and faults,
so that you were harmed by studying them’.
michael and chang 1966, vol. 2, 56–57

He studied the Bible in detail in 1847, when he spent some time in Hong Kong
with a Baptist missionary from the United States, Issachar Jacox Roberts, who
had the Chinese name of Luo Xiaoquan (Rapp 2008; Yuan 1963; Durham 2013).
This study gradually led Hong to realise the political dimensions of his religious visions, with a focus on founding a heavenly kingdom on earth, which
entailed punishing the idol worshippers and evil ones (Reilly 2004, 104–15;
Kilcourse 2014, 131, 2016, 49–53). The Bible in question had been translated
by the missionaries Karl Gützlaff and Walter Medhurst, who had translated –
respectively – both the Old and New Testaments (Zhao 2010). Significantly,
this translation rendered the name for God into Chinese as Shangdi, Sovereign
on High, or at times Huang Shangdi, Supreme Sovereign on High (Reilly
2004, 19–53, 78–100).5 Crucially, Shangdi was the original name given to the
Lord of Heaven by the Chinese classics. This translation for the Bible had first
been suggested in the sixteenth century by the Roman Catholic missionary,
Matteo Ricci. It had suffered under a papal decree that banned it in 1715, but
was resurrected in the nineteenth century in the midst of immense debate
among the idiosyncratic circle of missionaries based in Hong Kong. Thus, in
5 By contrast, the official Union translation, dating from 1904 and updated frequently (most
recently 2003), uses the generic shen. At the same time, popular spoken usage today prefers
Shangdi when speaking of the biblical God.
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their translation of the Old and New Testaments, Medhurst and Gützlaff used
Shangdi for the name of God.
The choice of Shangdi had profound implications for Hong Xiuquan and
those who followed him. From the first imperial Chinese dynasty (the Qin
in 221–206 bce) the term Huangdi (supreme di) had been used to designate
the emperor. By claiming the title of di, the emperor ever since – in the eyes
of the Taiping – was laying claim to a name that should be reserved for none
other than God. Absolutely no one was to use either Shangdi or di (Hong insisted that he be called nothing more than zhu, ‘lord’).6 In other words, from
the first moment and throughout the Chinese imperial system, God (the most
high Shangdi) had been blasphemed. The key for the Taiping was in the first
three of the Ten Commandments, which concern the worship of one god and
the ban on graven images. These commandments, they believed, were applicable to the Chinese imperial system, and particularly the Qing dynasty of their
own time. The emperors and all who supported them had created false gods in
place of the High God, Shangdi. In the words of the Taiping Imperial Declaration of 1844–45:
By referring to the Old Testament [Jiuyizhao shengshu] we learn that in
early ages the Supreme God [Huang Shangdi] descended on Mount Sinai and in his own hand he wrote the Ten Commandments on tablets of
stone, which he gave to Moses, saying, ‘I am the High Lord [Shangzhu],
the Supreme God; you men of the world must on no account set up images resembling anything in heaven above or on earth below, and bow
down and worship them’. Now you people of the world who set up images and bow down and worship them are in absolute defiance of the
Supreme God’s expressed will. … How extremely foolish you are to let
your minds be so deceived by the demon!’7
michael and chang 1966, vol. 2, 41

And not only was the emperor himself a self-proclaimed imposter, but so also
were the myriad symbols and representations of imperial rule through the
length and breadth of China, along with the pervasive Buddhist ‘idols’, Daoist
immortals and the many minor deities of popular religion. The whole imperial
system and its religious bulwarks had to be destroyed.
6 This also included Jesus, for if the Taiping had claimed that Jesus or indeed Hong was also
divine, they would have contradicted this position (Kilcourse 2014, 134–36).
7 See also the detailed discussion of the strongly monotheistic nature of Taiping theology in
Kilcourse (2014, 129–33, 2016, 79–108).
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Revolution and Community

The Taiping movement found many other revolutionary texts in the Bible, all
the way from Exodus to the Book of Revelation. But let me outline the main features of the revolution,8 which was the most important and largest movement
anywhere in the world in the nineteenth century. The revolutionary sparks
in Europe of 1848 were a sideshow by comparison. It began as a small movement with a few local followers in the villages around Hong Xiuquan’s home
in Guanlubu, in Guangdong province. Forced to move into more remote areas,
they established their base in the mountainous regions of Guangxi province.
Yet the message of resistance found fertile soil among any who were oppressed
and exploited. These included peasants, miners, ethnic minorities and organised ‘bandit’ groups who had for long carried out their own forms of resistance.
Memories of oppression run deep and the opportunities for genuine release
are few. This seemed to be one such occasion, when all of the bottled-up revolutionary will could explode against systemic economic exploitation, colonial
depredations, political suppression by the ethnically foreign dynasty of the
Qing, and the ideological straightjacket of Confucianism. Within a few short
years, the revolution swept northwards, capturing swathes of territory, cities
and major Qing garrisons. By the time the old imperial Ming capital of Nanjing was captured in 1853 and renamed Tianjing (heavenly capital), the Taiping
Revolution controlled the ‘cradle’ of Chinese civilisation, the most populous
and prosperous part of China in the central planes around the Yellow River.
Here a new state was established.
The scale of the revolution was staggering. At their peak, the Taiping armed
forces numbered up to a million. They developed innovative and complex
military tactics with spectacular coordination against largely enervated Qing
forces (Luo 1991), engaged in massive pitched battles, instituted strict discipline, and reorganised the social and economic fabric of the new state. Their
eventual destruction left anywhere from ten to twenty million dead and far
more devastated. Left to their own devices, the Taiping revolutionaries would
have overthrown the otiose Qing imperial rule itself. They key to the collapse
of the revolution was not so much a Qing revival, but the intervention of British forces at a crucial juncture (Platt 2012). The British were clearly concerned
8 It was indeed a revolution, as the Chinese term ‘Taiping Heavenly Kingdom Movement’
(Taiping tianguo yundong) implies. A useful survey of earlier debates over its revolutionary
nature may be found in Kroeber (1996, 32–33). The efforts by some recent US-based scholars
(Li 1998; Meyer-Fong 2003; Platt 2012) to rebadge it a ‘civil war’ may be well-intentioned (to
give the Taiping movement more credibility), but the unfortunate effect is to equate it with
the American Civil War, with which it has little in common.
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at losing both their North American and Chinese markets within the space
of a few years. The imposition of opium on the Chinese had turned the balance of accounts into the British empire’s favour and it was loath to lose such
a lucrative venture as the drug market. Of course, the British forces had their
own agenda, quite different from the Qing imperial court, but the result was
the same: to strangle the Taiping Revolution. As a result, the tide of war turned
against the Taiping revolutionaries. Nanjing fell barely more than a decade after being captured, in 1864. Anyone associated with the revolutionaries was
slaughtered en masse, including extensive examples of ‘ethnic cleansing’ in the
south, and the last holdouts were ‘mopped up’ in the 1870s and 1880s. Neither
the Qing nor the British could erase the profound effect on Chinese society, so
much so that it heralded the end of more than two millennia of imperial rule
only a few decades later.
In the hands of the Taiping revolutionaries, the Bible had become a potent
source of inspiration for revolution. But it also provided the basic guidelines
for a very different organisation of society. As for economic factors, the basic
principle was stated in The Land System of the Heavenly Divinity:
The whole empire is the universal family of our Heavenly Father, the Supreme Lord and Great God. When all the people in the empire will not
take anything as their own but submit all things to the Supreme Lord,
then the Lord will make use of them, and in the universal family of the
empire, every place will be equal and every individual well-fed and
clothed. This is the intent of our Heavenly Father, the Supreme Lord and
Great God, in specially commanding the true Sovereign of Taiping to save
the world.
michael and chang 1966, vol. 2, 314

Not only had Shangdi created all the richness of the earth, but he also desired
that his children should partake of it equally. In a practice established early in
the movement, this meant that all goods were stored in a communal or ‘holy’
treasury (shengku) and redistributed to the people as they had need. Initially, the
common treasury was filled with the ill-gotten gains of the Qing ruling class in
the cities conquered, but it also entailed relieving landlords of their stores, if
not their heads and sumptuous dwellings, much to the appreciation of the large
peasant base of the movement. When the Taiping movement had achieved relatively stable power, it continued to fill the common treasury with plunder, but it
also set out to institute land reform, according to which the land too was held in
common and allocated to each man and woman over sixteen years old in equal
shares, albeit in light of the land’s productivity. They were given animals and
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the responsibility for growing crops.9 They would be able to keep that which
was sufficient for their needs, but the rest would go into the common stores.
From here special needs were met, whether for illness, birth, death, or indeed
surpluses for times of warfare, which was an ever-present reality for the Taiping
movement. Often, the organisation was left up to the local villagers, without
the pest of landlords, and after the process was completed, each dwelling had a
plaque attached to it to indicate that the dwelling in question was now part of
the new economic order. This approach did not remove specialisation, for those
skilled in various tasks – such as carpenters, bricklayers, ironsmiths, potters,
firefighters, medical workers, bakers, tailors, soy sauce and bean curd makers,
and especially printers (for the Bible, which was a major project in Nanjing) –
were to contribute their skills to common projects, such as the building and
then, after a fire, the rebuilding of Hong Xiuquan’s residence in Nanjing. Ideally, all would contribute their skills and then receive what they needed from
the local common stores. It also became clear that one common treasury was
impractical. So they instituted a system of local common stores, based upon
collective units of 25 families. This system required both the removal of speculative trade, especially in the military bases where defensive preparations were
paramount, and detailed accounting methods (Zhu 1991), so that an accurate
record of people, stores and relevant needs were recorded – down to matters
such as cooking oil, salt and drinking water. We can see here the principle of
Acts 4:42–35 being implemented, according to which everyone laid all they had
at the feet of the apostles and it was distributed to all according to need.
As for social organisation, the Taiping movement banned what would one
expect in nineteenth century China: opium, gambling and slavery, on pain of
death. But they added to their list alcohol and tobacco. They also did away with
some of the inescapable hierarchies of Confucian-inspired Chinese society,
with complex levels of respect for emperor, parents, elder siblings and nearly
everyone else in the social pecking order.10 Apart from the leaders and ranks
in the army, each one was to call each other ‘brother’ and ‘sister’, as the early
Christians did. While this may seem innocuous, in a Chinese situation with
its deeply ingrained practices of social deference and respect, embodied in
everyday terms of address, this move was more radical than an outsider may
suspect. Gender did not escape the Taiping, especially in light of the typical
9
10

They did not prevent stalls at the city gates of the various fortresses, where farmers could
exchange vegetables, grain, meat, fish and even tea.
However, Kilcourse (2016, 109–32) argues that despite the Taiping demotion of Confucius
(which he describes as ‘rhetoric’) in the Chronicle, their localised version of Christianity
was heavily influenced by Confucian ethics.
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Confucian denigration of women, according to which the role of women was to
be illiterate child-bearers and home-keepers, so much so that social and political
disaster was believed to ensue when a woman did not fulfil her allotted role.11
By contrast, the Taiping abolished not only foot-binding, but they also replaced
the centuries-old Confucian examinations with a system open to both women
and men and based on the Bible. Women often took senior roles of management
and administration, especially in the large household of Hong Xiuquan. As a
forerunner of communist practice in the twentieth century, women and men
served in the armies, in which service was expected.12 At the same time, the
relative equalisation of gender also entailed strict separation of the sexes, with
no sexual intercourse (this was later practically relaxed) – a practice that was
common among other radical religious movements.13 All of these practices
– however compromised, partial and imperfect they might have been – were
bound together with religious observance.14 Groups of five families, under the
leadership of a corporal, were to gather weekly for worship at a local church,
while every seventh Sabbath they would gather with twenty other families at
a larger church. Here, women and men sat on each side, partaking of a liturgy
of Scripture readings, sermons, prayer, singing and one sacrament, that of
baptism for new converts (the Eucharist seems not to have been practiced). At
communal meals, prayer was said and the Ten Commandments recited. The
telltale signal of the new order already emerging was the promulgation of a
new calendar in 1851, drawing upon traditional Chinese and Christian features,
with a focus on the seventh day for worship and prayer. Years now began from
the inauguration of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom.
4

Interpreting the Taiping Revolution

Interpretations of the Taiping Revolution are myriad, focusing on every aspect
from economic reorganisation to its linguistic innovations. As indicated at the
11
12

13
14

The worst outcome for this social ethic was for a woman to become an emperor, for
this was a recipe for disaster. Thus, the empress Wu Zetian (624–705) was viewed with
particular disfavour.
A strain of scholarship has sought to downplay the innovations in terms of gender,
suggesting that the Taiping movement did little for women (Wang and Xiao 1989; Xia
2003, 2004; Liao and Wang 2004; Kilcourse 2016, 157–67). I stress here that such moves
were relative and often ambiguous, but that they constitute a significant challenge at the
time.
Such segregation appears in not a few radical European movements, such as the Moravian
Brethren (Petterson 2015, 2016).
Buddhist and Daoist temples and features were mercilessly destroyed in the process, but
Muslims and Roman Catholics were often spared.
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beginning of the chapter, the movement was very complex with many currents
that can give rise to contrary interpretations. Given that my focus is on religion,
I suggest that we group the interpretations in the following terms. First, all of
the missionaries at the time and even those with a modicum of theological
sensibilities dismissed the Taiping movement as a heresy. For example, Issachar Roberts, Hong Xiuquan’s erstwhile theological teacher, called his former
student ‘a crazy man … making himself equal with Jesus Christ’.15 The paths
to the charge of heresy differed. Some argued that Hong claimed to be divine,
like Jesus, while others argued that the Taiping revolutionaries saw both Jesus
and Hong as divinely appointed human messengers, with the result that Jesus’s
divinity was denied.16 However, a longer historical view soon reveals that the
charge of heresy was a standard way in which ‘mainstream’ theological traditions
dealt with revolutionary religious movements. Second, modern, mostly nonChinese critics have equally marginalised the movement, albeit with a range
of assessments. These include it being a ‘spiritualised’ Confucianism that
had little to do with equality, a form of local popular religion, a distortion of
Christianity in light of traditional Chinese folk religion, a new form of Chinese
religion, another type of millenarianism, fanatical totalitarianism, theocracy
or a somewhat ignorant revision of Protestantism (Boardman 1952; Gregory
1963; Michael and Chang 1966; Shih 1967; Franz-Willing 1972; Jen 1973; Russell
1977; Wagner 1982; Spence 1996; Reilly 2004; Moffett 2005, 293, 299; Saucier et
al. 2009; Foster 2011; Kim 2011; Cook 2012).
Third, the richest resource for research is Chinese scholarship.17 Although
every aspect of the movement has been analysed in detail, and although positions have shifted and been contested over the years,18 the core religious
dimension has not often been given the attention it deserves, with a preference for dealing with class, economics, land redistribution, colonialism, social structure and, more recently, the drive to modernisation.19 When Chinese

15
16

17
18
19

See the useful survey of missionary attitudes in Kilcourse (2014, 126–29).
See the careful reassessment of Taiping theology by Kilcourse (2016, 79–108), who argues
that they held to one divine being, God the Father, and that Jesus was his human but nondivine offspring. Hong Xiuquan too was given such a role, albeit in a position inferior to
Jesus.
For relatively insightful, albeit dated, surveys of Chinese scholarship until the more recent
period, see Volkoff and Wickberg (1979), Liu (1981) and Weller (1987).
For example, the earlier scholarship of Luo Ergang (1951) stressed the egalitarian and
revolutionary nature of the movement, while more recent scholars have either seen this
as peasant utopianism or challenged its progressiveness.
When presenting occasional lectures on the Taiping Revolution in China, I have been
made acutely aware of how the changing perspectives on the movement respond to wider
social questions in China. For example, the emphasis on peace and stability in the last few
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Marxist scholarship has faced the question of religion, it has often resorted
to Engels’s methodological assumption in interpreting the sixteenth-century
Peasant Revolution in Germany: theological language was a cloak for political and economic factors, an approach that is indebted to an application of
the base-superstructure model (Engels 1850a, 1850b).20 Thus, studies seek the
infrastructural ‘reality’ behind the unstable superstructural Christianity of the
Taiping movement, whether in terms of its bourgeois or ‘Western’ nature, or
indeed psychological factors (Wei 1987; Yin 1989; Zhu 1990; An and Bai 1991;
Xia 1992; Zheng 2000; Liao 2005). Two approaches have more promise: either
religion is inherently reactionary and must be separated from the revolutionary
dimensions, or religion itself may express the longings of the peasants, if not
the Chinese people, against exploitation and oppression (Qin 2010; Xie 1989;
Chen 1996). By drawing on different aspects of Marx and Engels’s observations
concerning religion, they go further than the cloak metaphor. Not only does the
possibility arise that religion itself may provide the sources for revolutionary
action, thereby indicating that it is not by default reactionary, but that religion
becomes a material force. This may take place either in terms of the historical
consequences of its ideological framework and scriptural injunctions (as I
argued in Chapter 2) or in terms of the material dimensions of religion itself.
A fourth approach is possible, although it has not been explored in research
thus far: the Taiping Revolution marks the moment when the revolutionary tradition of Christian communism arrives in China. I have of course structured the
preceding account of the movement and its revolution with this position in
mind, but this has been done to bring to the fore a dimension that has thus far
been quite neglected. It is by no means the only explanation, to the exclusion
of all others, but it does offer a new perspective. Let me summarise the main
features as follows:
(1) Most obviously, the Taiping movement manifests clearly the revolutionary dimension of Christianity in China. This is in contrast to Christianity’s long prior history in this part of the world, beginning with the
Church of the East (Nestorians or Jingjiao) from the seventh to the tenth
centuries and then again in the thirteenth to the fourteenth centuries,
moving through the Roman Catholics from the sixteenth century, to
the Protestants of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. They had
preferred to seek imperial favour for their work. By contrast, the Taiping

20

decades shows up in assessments that are critical of the violence and disruption of the
movement and its time.
Weller (1987, 740–45) points out that the ‘outer garment’ theory was particularly strong
during the Cultural Revolution, but Volkoff and Wickberg (1979, 485) observe that it was
also a key position afterwards.
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revolutionaries challenged the imperial system to its foundations. This
impulse arises from a sense of radical transcendence (a category thoroughly foreign to Chinese culture), with a high sense of the divine, the
centrality of the Scriptures, and the need for all to obey divine laws – including the ruling class. In light of a current situation in which exploitation exists in economic relations, injustice in social relations, corruption
in institutions such as religious bodies, and oppression in political forms,
it becomes clear time and again that the status quo does not measure up
to the transcendent requirements. The emphasis on transcendence leads
not to acquiescence to oppression, but to human agency in responding
to such oppression. This response may take a revolutionary path, as has
happened frequently in the histories of Christianity, but it may also lead
to a withdrawal from the society in question in order to establish a new
collective that models an alternative believed to be divinely sanctioned.
The two are by no means incommensurable.
(2) This brings me to a feature of the Christian communist tradition that we
have already met on a number of occasions: forms of communal life, with
some type of property in common and the principle of distributing to
any who have need. For the Taiping, this entailed a thoroughgoing reorganisation of economic and social life, based on well-organised patterns
of allocation and re-allocation, if not an initial effort at a relative, albeit
limited, reorganisation of gender relations.
(3) Further, it was based on what is so often seen as an unorthodox or ‘heterodox’ reading of the Bible, determined by original and detailed interpretations by Hong Xiuquan. The Bible was clearly central, as indicated
by the Taiping devoting immense energies to publishing and studying
(edited) versions, even up to the last days. Biblical texts shaped their understanding of experiences in the revolution as it swept northward, in
organising social and economic life, worship and worldview. While the
details may differ – such as the focus on the idolatry of the Qing emperors
or the place of Hong Xiuquan in the context of radical monotheism – the
centrality of new interpretations of the Bible links the Taiping Revolution
with European and even Russian forms of Christian communism.
(4) The role of immediate inspiration through visions and dreams is also
a feature of the Taiping movement that appears in earlier moments of
Christian communism. While one may point to the consistent charismatic tendencies within ‘mainstream’ Christianity (although they tend so
often to be marginalised), the most notable connection is with the welldocumented role visions played in the theology of Thomas Müntzer and
the leaders of the Münster Revolution.
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(5) Even more, it was deeply ‘indigenised’ or ‘contextualised’, producing a
new form of religious expression in China that transformed both Chinese
traditions and Christian interpretations of the Bible into what may be
called the sinification (Zhongguohua) of Christian communism. Indeed,
the argument for ‘indigenisation’ or ‘glocalisation’ is the main thesis
proposed by Kilcourse (2014, 2016), in which the Taiping movement
rediscovered and laid claim to the authentic Chinese traditions
concerning the high god, Shangdi, in light of the deep and contradictory
patterns of Confucianism in Chinese culture.
(6) Finally, its appeal was to peasants and disaffected workers (miners) – precisely what Engels had argued in relation to early Christianity (with the
addition of slaves). With nothing left to lose, these classes in particular
were drawn to the movement, along with the rebel groups that are often
described as ‘criminal gangs’. But China had peasant revolutions before,
so what was different? In the past, they had sought to restore the ‘mandate of heaven’, which an imperial system had corrupted. By contrast,
the Taiping Revolution challenged the age-old justification for imperial
rule and set the scene for the demise not only of the Qing dynasty but of
the imperial system as such. Taiping revolutionaries were themselves
conscious of a distinct rupture with a millennia-old imperial order. As
Samir Amin has argued, it was the first modern revolution in China, as
well as the first revolutionary struggle by peoples on the periphery of
capitalism. It thereby became the ‘ancestor of the “anti-feudal, anti-imperialist popular revolution” as formulated later by Mao’ (Amin 2013, 159).21
It is not for nothing that the Taiping Revolution was consciously invoked
in the republican revolution of 1911. Sun Yat-sen explicitly claimed the
revolution as a forerunner of his own, so much so that he was known by
the nickname of Hong Xiuquan. All of this was enabled by the first manifestation in China of the Christian communist tradition.
5

Mao Zedong and the Taiping Revolution

I would like to close on a slightly different note, especially in light of Amin’s observation that the Taiping Revolution was the first modern revolution in Chinese history, opening up a path to the communist revolution a century later.
21

The revolution also influenced changes in the social patterns of those who opposed
them, challenging the assumed frameworks of traditional Chinese society in the Qing era
(Zheng 2009; Hou 2014).
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The question is how Mao Zedong understood the Taiping movement. Most of
his references to the movement appear in lists. Although the function of these
lists varies, nearly all of them express a sense that the movement formed part
of older tradition of revolutionary upheaval in Chinese history. For example,
the Taiping Revolution sometimes appears as part of a long list of peasant
uprisings that began in the distant past and culminated with the Taiping Revolution (Mao 1939a, 282, 1939b, 625). More often, the Taiping come at the beginning of a more recent list of movements from the middle of the nineteenth
century, at the earliest moments of Chinese struggles against foreign colonial
powers, such as the Anti-Opium Wars (1839–42), the Sino-Japanese War (1894),
the Boxer Rebellion (1899–1901), the Revolutionary War of 1911, the war of the
Northern Expedition in 1926–1927, the May Fourth Movement (1919), the struggle against the Japanese occupation and then the agrarian communist revolution of which he was a part. The function of these more recent lists varies: as an
example of a ‘just’ war against foreign capitalist aggression occupation (Mao
1935a, 101, 1935b, 161, 1939e, 71–72, 1939f, 563–64, 1939a, 288–89, 1939b, 632–33);
as part of the long bourgeois-democratic revolution that would eventually
pass to a socialist revolution (Mao 1939c, 1939d, 1939e, 1939f, 1940a, 333, 1940b,
666); as an indiscriminate anti-colonial struggle (Mao 1937c, 607); and as yet
another failure, however noble, that will not be repeated with the communist
struggle (Mao 1938a, 328, 1938b, 449, 1939g, 47, 1939h, 170). For these lists, Mao
does not always distinguish between imperial resistance to foreign invasion
(Anti-Opium Wars), the activities of the Guomindang (Northern Expedition),
anti-colonial struggles and peasant revolutionary movements.
On a couple of occasions, the assessment of the Taiping Revolution becomes
more focused. The first appears in a critical engagement with the Paris
Commune (Mao 1926a, 1926b), in which Mao situates the commune and the
Russian Revolution – the ‘bright flower’ of defeat and the ‘happy fruit’ of victory
– in the context of class struggle and the international situation. C
 rucially, he
goes beyond Marx’s observation that while international wars are the preserve
of capitalist imperialism, only internal class war is able to liberate humanity.
Instead, suggests Mao, international struggles that overthrow capitalism are
significant, as also are civil wars in which the oppressed classes overthrow
their oppressors. How does this position influence his approach to the Taiping
Revolution? Now he still situates it in the tradition of peasant revolutions
against emperors, which may be assessed in terms of the history of class
struggle. He gives the examples of the uprising of Chen Sheng and Wu Guang
(Dazexiang Qiyi) in 209 bce at the time of the Qin dynasty, and the uprising Liu
Bang (256–195 bce), who was a peasant and known as a liumang, or vagabond,
and yet established the Han dynasty. However, the class conditions were not
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d eveloped, so leaders like Liu Bang could fall back only onto existing patterns
and become aristocrats. The Taiping Revolution is the next example, but unlike
his comments elsewhere, Mao does not see it merely as a continuation of an old
pattern, nor indeed of an ‘ethnic’ war between Han and Manchu. By contrast,
he emphasises its clear class nature, with Hong Xiuquan calling on a ‘broad
group of unemployed peasants’ only to be opposed by Zeng Guofan, who
often appears as a Qing general steeped in the Confucian tradition. However,
Zeng was originally a leader of the tuanlian, the local militias organised by
landlords for oppressing peasants in the nineteenth century.22 To Zeng
and the landlords, the very nature of the Taiping Revolution was a challenge
and affront, not only to traditional Confucian values, but also to Chinese society as a whole (Zeng 1854). Thus, it required the utmost energy and brutality to suppress. For Mao, all of this meant that Taiping Revolution constituted
nothing less than a social revolution, a class war ‘between the peasants and
landlords’ that was of ‘great significance’ (Mao 1926a, 367, 1926b, 35).
At this point, Mao leaves open what this significance might be, but a dozen years later he clarifies it (Mao 1938a, 1938b). Once again, he situates developments of his time in terms of international revolutionary movements,
mentioning the 1905 and 1917 revolutions in Russia in relation to the War of
Resistance against Japan, as well as the supporting role that the Soviet Union
played in international anti-imperialist and communist movements. The Taiping Revolution itself appears in the context of a discussion of progressiveness:
this revolution and the Republican Revolution of 1911 were progressive, albeit
in terms of challenging and then abolishing ‘feudal’ society (Mao 1938a, 331,
1938b, 451–52). Note what has happened: as Mao’s analysis proceeds, the position of the Taiping Revolution has shifted. In the accounts I mentioned earlier,
it was one of a longer list of revolutionary and anti-colonial movements, or one
of a number of peasant revolutions that should be analysed in terms of class
conflict. Now the Taiping Revolution is first in the list of progressive revolutions
in a Chinese context. Implicit here is the sense that the ‘great significance’ of
this revolution is that it opens up a new phase in revolutionary history.
Yet even when he acknowledges the importance of the Taiping Revolution,
Mao is wary. Part of his wariness arises from the need to retain some form of
innovation for the communists.23 This problem of old and new had bedevilled
22

23

For more detail on the tuanlian, see Kuhn (1967) and Zhang (2000, 716–17). Although
some assess the role of other elements of the ruling class in opposing the Taiping (Liu
2009), the point is still so often missed by those who focus on Qing efforts to deal with the
revolution (Yeung 2005).
This reticence does not prevent him from suggesting that the communists learn from
the Taiping revolutionaries in terms of military organisation. Thus, instead of mercenary
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the efforts of Kautsky, Luxemburg and Lunacharsky in relation to the Christian
and Marxist forms of communism in Europe and Russia. So also with Mao in
his own way. Thus, while the Taiping were ‘progressive’, they were progressive
in the sense that they were seeking to overthrow what was still a feudal
society under foreign oppression (Mao 1938a, 331, 1938b, 451–52). By contrast,
the communists offer a different type of progressiveness, in the context of
capitalism, class conflict and the parties that represent classes, politically
conscious people, and a politically progressive Red Army. Another part of his
wariness was due to the fact that the Taiping Revolution was deeply formed
by foreign influences. Indeed, this was part of the troubled engagement
with foreign influences on China, the subject of so much debate at the time.
Aware of all that was negative of the Chinese imperial system, Mao tried to
work through to a way of appropriating foreign influences while constantly
transforming them in light of Chinese conditions (Mao 1917a, 130–32, 1917b,
84–86, 1938c, 538–39, 1938c, 658–59).
What are we to make of Mao’s engagement? Were the Taiping revolutionaries yet another group of peasants revolting and challenging the imperial order,
or were they harbingers of a new order, in response to foreign oppression, capitalism and colonialism? Were they the first signal of modern revolutions by
oppressed peasants, which would finally come to fruition with the communist
revolution? Many of these tensions appear in Mao’s efforts to come to terms
with the Taiping revolutionaries. On the one hand, they were part of the old
revolutionary tradition, an ancient pattern of peasant revolutions; on the other
hand, they signal a more recent development, a movement of the oppressed
against the ruling class and in response to foreign influences on China. Here
lies the new dimension of the Taiping revolution, for its innovation is signalled
by the uprising of the poor and oppressed classes against their exploiting overlords. When he does acknowledge such innovation, the Taiping Revolution
stands at the head of the modern revolutionary process – precisely a movement that arose under the inspiration of a foreign, revolutionary Christian influence. The reality is that the Marxism Mao embraced also had a ‘Western’
provenance analogous to the revolutionary religious tradition that appeared
with the Taiping revolutionaries. It too was the result of foreign influence that
was transformed in and shook up China.

armies, the communists ought to the follow the example of using militias, in which
everyone in the movement is involved (Mao 1926a, 367, 1926b, 35, 1928a, 127, 1928b, 204,
1944a, 657, 1944b, 241).

Chapter 13

Chinese Christian Communism in the Early
Twentieth Century
In the future, when we deal with Christianity, we need to have a keen
awareness and understanding of it, so that there will be no more confusions. What is more, we need to have a rather deep understanding, so that
we can cultivate in our veins the lofty and great character of Jesus, as well
as his affectionate and profound compassion, so that we may be saved
from falling into the horrible, dark and dirty pit.1
chen 2009, 70

Chen Duxiu, from whom this quotation is taken, was along with Li Dazhao
one of the founders of the Communist Party of China (Tang 2012). Here he
expresses an appreciation of Christianity, especially in terms of the revolutionary credentials of Jesus Christ, which was not an exception in the early years
of the twentieth century in China. Indeed, he would have found such an interpretation of a revolutionary Jesus, with variations, among a number of Chinese Christian thinkers. These include Wu Leichuan, Shen Sizhuang (J. Wesley
Shen), Wu Yaozong (Y.T. Wu), Zhu Weizhi (W.T. Chu), and Zhao Zizhen (T.C.
Chao), who were part of a new phase in the history of Christian communism in
China, which arose in response to the communist revolution of the twentieth
century.2 These Christians thought, wrote and acted in a turbulent and creative
time. Not only did the imperial system come to an end with the republican
revolution of 1911, and not only was it the time of the hugely influential May
Fourth Movement (wusi), but it was also the period when the Communist Party
of China was formed, developed and then led the Chinese revolution. In this
chapter, I focus on three of the main thinkers who shaped Chinese Christian
communism in the twentieth century: Wu Leichuan (1870–1944), Wu Yaozong
(1893–1979) and Zhu Weizhi (1905–1999). I seek to identify their responses to
the challenges of communism and the genuine breakthroughs they produced.3
1 Unless indicated otherwise, all translations are provided.
2 Although Kwok Pui-lan (2016) attempts to stress these developments (she mentions Wu
Yaozong) in contrast to the Euro-American context, her description as ‘postcolonial political
theology’ still operates within such a framework.
3 The archival work at the basis of the chapter was done by Chin Kenpa, who was co-author
of the original article from which this chapter is drawn. See also his earlier article on Zhu
Weizhi (Chin 2013).
© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, ���9 | doi:10.1163/9789004394773_015
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Revolutionary Times and Influences

Before proceeding, a few comments on background are needed in order to
highlight the specifics of the Chinese situation relevant to my study. Three factors are important. First, Christianity had been undergoing a long process of
sinification at least since the time of Matteo Ricci in the sixteenth century, the
‘rites controversy’ and struggles over the choice for the name of God (Reilly
2004, 19–53).4 This history was subsequently sidelined with Protestant missionary activity in the nineteenth century. Based in Hong Kong and enmeshed with
the opium ‘trade’ in an ever-shifting and complex fashion, Christianity was
seen by many Chinese as a colonial project and a foreign ideology (yangjiao),
thereby being a significant part of the humiliation of China by European imperialism. The Opium Wars, the destruction of the summer palace in Beijing, the
imposition of unfavourable economic conditions and the religious ideology of
a foreign empire – these and more became signals of that humiliation.
Second, and in contrast to the connection with European colonialism,
Christianity in China had already been associated with revolutionary activity
through the Taiping Revolution of 1850–1864. The legacy of this revolution was
ambiguous, to say the least. On the one hand, the dynamic of class meant that
the revolution gave voice to a deep and long-held hatred of oppression at the
hands of landlords under the old system. Further, its resolutely anti-imperial
and anti-colonial tenor combined with class conflict to make it the first modern revolution in Chinese history, so much so that those involved in the Republican Revolution of 1911 saw themselves as its heirs and brought to completion
what their forebears had begun.5 On the other hand, the disruption and dislocation of the old order brought about by the revolution meant that many –
and not only some among the ruling class – saw Christianity itself in this light.
This ‘foreign teaching’ was – they felt – not merely colonial but could also tear
down Chinese society through revolutionary action.6 Thus, in the latter half
4 Ricci had sought to indigenise Christianity (in its Roman Catholic form) in terms of liturgy,
vestments and language, proposing – as mentioned in the previous chapter – that ‘God’
(Yahweh in Hebrew and theos in Greek) be translated with Shangdi (Sovereign on High),
the name of the ancient Chinese High God. The Pope took a dim view of such proceedings,
mandating by papal decree in 1715 that Tianzhu (Lord of Heaven) should be used. The rift has
led to two Roman Catholic churches in China, one recognised by the state but not by Rome,
and the other recognised by Rome but not by the state. In 2018, a long overdue agreement
was reached between the Vatican and the Chinese government that finally resolved the core
issue of the appointment of bishops.
5 Not only was Sun Yat-sen known by the nickname of Hong Qiuquan, but also many of the
later revolutionaries wore their hair long in the manner of the Taiping revolutionaries.
6 For a sense of the social impact, see the memoirs of Zhang Daye (2013), who experienced the
events as a child.
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of the nineteenth century, missionaries worked hard to dissociate themselves
from the Taiping movement, particularly by painting it as an aberration and
a heresy (Moffett 2005, 129). That their efforts were not often successful is
revealed by the Boxer (Yihetuan) Rebellion of 1899–1901, which vented its
rage against Chinese Christians. Therefore, Christianity already had a rather
ambivalent presence in China by the early twentieth century. Thus far we have
a submerged history of the two sides of Christianity in China (from above),
between the connections with Protestant missions and European colonialism,
and the outburst of the revolutionary religious tradition (which includes
sinification from below).
Now a third factor comes into play, which was the immediate trigger for
the theological developments of Wu Leichuan, Wu Yaozong and Zhu Weizhi.
This was the ‘anti-Christian movement’ between 1922 and 1928. It responded
primarily to the perception that Christianity was wedded to European colonialism. Thus, it sought government control of the Christian schools throughout China and questioned the loyalty of Chinese Christians. Were they really
covert agents of the imperialism and colonialism which had so humiliated
China? Indeed, was Christianity part of the problem? Christian thinkers and
leaders found themselves called upon to make a clear identification of their
allegiance: for the Chinese revolution or for foreign imperialism and its values
(Zhang 1929). A number of Christian thinkers made it clear that they did indeed support the revolution and were opposed to foreign imperialism.7 They
did so in a novel way, holding onto their Christianity and identifying with the
revolution.
But they faced a dilemma: on which of the threads should they draw? Obviously, the connection with European colonialism was not an option, but should
they claim the heritage of Matteo Ricci or of the Taiping revolutionaries? Both
could be seen as forms of the sinification of Christianity, from above and from
below. They chose neither. Instead, they opted for an approach that drew together Christianity and Marxism, within a Chinese situation and in response
to Chinese social, political and ideological issues. They were able to draw upon
a precedent, which came from none other than Karl Kautsky’s Foundations of
Christianity (1908a, 1908b), the immense impact of which in different parts of
the world we still have not assessed adequately. Since I have discussed Kautsky’s
work at length earlier, I am interested here in its impact on the Chinese Christian socialists. Here we see a process in which international debates concerning the rich intersections of Marxism and Christianity – fostered by the works
7 The twist is that later they would be criticised for ‘accommodating’ to the Communist Party
of China or abandoning the specifically theological nature of Christianity (Gao 1996, 338–39;
Liu 2016).
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of Engels and Kautsky – were drawn into a Chinese situation for the reasons
outlined above.8 Kautsky’s book was translated into Chinese in 1932 and, as
one of the few books on Christianity available in China at the time, it became
a must-read work for both Christians and Marxists (Kautsky 1932).9 Its impact
was almost immediately felt in the work of Wu Leichuan and Zhu Weizhi. For
Wu Leichuan, a key idea drawn from Kautsky is the early Christian communist
practice of having ‘everything in common’ (from Acts 2 and 4), which means
a provision of the basic necessities of life for all through a just distribution
of wealth (Wu 1936, 104–5). In such a society, taxation would be unnecessary,
a position he found in the sayings of Jesus and Peter concerning taxes (Luke
20:25; Acts 3:1–10).10 In the Gospels he found parables aplenty which criticised
acquisitiveness and love of private property, although he focused on the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin and the prodigal son (Luke 15:1–32). And
when the crowds following John the Baptist asked him what they should do,
he replied as follows: ‘Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has
none; and whoever has food must do likewise’ (Luke 3:11). In short, the application of these teachings meant a just and fair society, which was coterminous
with socialism.
Zhu Weizhi’s deployment of Kautsky was even more extensive, especially
in a work to which we will return, Jesus the Proletarian (Zhu 1950). He is quite
explicit about the way Kautsky’s work enabled him to understand not only the
nature of the proletariat but also who Jesus was (Zhu 1950, 3).11 Zhu reiterates
Kautsky’s main points concerning early Christianity, while also taking up
Kautsky’s analysis of the Hebrew Bible to argue that the Exodus from Egypt
8
9
10

11

It was not so much a process of the Marxification of Christianity, or indeed the Christianising
of Marxism that was at stake, but rather the complex intersections between the two.
Engels’s ‘On the History of Early Christianity’ was translated in 1929 and was also read, but
it seems to have had less impact than Kautsky’s study (Engels 1929).
In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus’s opponents seek to trap him on the question of taxes, asking
whether it was lawful to pay them to the Roman emperor or not. Jesus asks for a coin
(denarius) and asks whose image is on it. When they say, ‘the emperor’s’, Jesus replies:
‘Then give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that
are God’s’ (Luke 20:25). In the Book of Acts story, the first apostles or leaders of the early
Christians, Peter and Paul, are asked by a lame man for alms. Peter replies: ‘I have no silver
or gold, but what I have I give you; in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, stand up and
walk’ (Acts 3:6).
For example: ‘Why did Engels say that the contemporary proletarian movement had
much in common with early Christianity? Why did Kautsky have such great respect for
Christianity? Why did he see it as one of the most significant movements in human history?’
(Zhu 1950, 3). Note also: ‘Jesus was a leader of great integrity who led the proletarian masses
in the struggle against Roman imperialism. Indeed, Engels himself acknowledges that
Christianity began as a revolutionary social movement’ (Zhu 1950, 2).
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was a revolutionary movement: ‘The God they believed in helped them gain
emancipation from oppression at the hands of their Egyptian masters’ (Zhu
1950, 28). This history began with the Exodus, includes the Hebrew prophets
(30) and Jesus, only to be manifested in Marx and Lenin. All of this was captured
in the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37). The act of self-sacrificing
assistance from an ethnically despised person – a Samaritan – given to a man
who has been attacked on the road and left for dead indicates that the ‘true mark
of internationalism’ is found in the idea that ‘class solidarity overcomes ethnic
chauvinism’ (Zhu 1950, 85). In other words, Christianity was an international
movement, of the same type as the international proletarian movement, which
would achieve its goal of the Kingdom of Heaven on earth (Zhu 1950, 27). The
proletariat – as Kautsky and Engels argued – has a natural connection with
Christianity, so much so that one of the epithets for Jesus, Emmanuel (‘God
with us’) means ‘God stands with the proletariat’ (Zhu 1950, 3).
2

Christianity and Communism

The engagement with Kautsky has already introduced some initial connections between Christianity and communism, so let us examine this topic more
extensively in the work of the three theologians. Three related areas are of
interest: the various methods used, namely a proletarian perspective, historical
materialism and a comparative approach (via Mozi); the reconstructions
of Jesus and early Christianity; and the question of identity and difference
between communism and Christianity.
2.1
Method
The approaches used by Zhu Weizhi, Wu Yaozong and Wu Leichuan are broadly
similar, but they have their own emphases. Thus, Zhu Weizhi deploys what he
calls a proletarian perspective in order to understand the Jesus movement and
early Christianity. This is coupled with a common Christian practice of arguing
that the subsequent developments entailed many accretions which ran counter
to the original impulse. These additions have distorted Christianity, forcing it
to deviate and even betray its original form. To judge Christianity on the basis
of its current shape entails misunderstanding its nature, much as one would
misinterpret capitalism if one were to assess its nature on the basis of its present
shape. Zhu uses the image of a tree: ‘On a huge flourishing tree there inevitably
can be found a few withered leaves and branches, but it would be incorrect to
take them as evidence that the tree is dead’ (Zhu 1950, 2). While this approach
is familiar in the long history of the church, with one reform or revolutionary
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movement after another claiming to return to the original form of Christianity,
Zhu gives it a distinct twist in a Chinese context. Against those who sought to
dismiss Christianity as foreign teaching, a tool, and indeed a basis of European
culture and its imperialism, Zhu argues that such an assessment is misguided.
It understands Christianity only in its European, capitalist form, which is
a distortion. By contrast, a proletarian perspective – drawn from Kautsky –
enables the interpreter to remove the distorting accretions and recover the
original, proletarian nature of Christianity. In this light, Zhu seeks to recover
the proletarian revolutionary credentials of Jesus, which have been divorced
from his religious role and quietly dismissed. This means that Jesus’s criticisms
of his own situation were not merely religious but also targeted the social and
economic conditions which produced such problems. In other words, Jesus
clearly identified with the oppressed, urging them to seek liberation not only
from the local ruling class but also from the foreign ruling class that oppressed
them. Zhu’s argument contains an implicit dialectic, in which one removes the
specific form of Christianity (its European accretions) for the sake of a more
universal core (religious and socio-economic criticisms of oppression), which
can then be seen as relevant for a Chinese situation, for there too oppression
exists in the form of landlords over peasants and international colonial capital
over China itself. So also with Marxism, which is based on a universal principle
of liberation from oppression, but was transformed in a Chinese situation.
The approach of Wu Yaozong, founder of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement
(TSPM),12 was slightly different, drawing upon historical materialism in three
respects.13 To begin with, he saw it as a valuable tool to analyse social and
economic conditions. Further, he sought to develop a materialist epistemology
in order to appreciate the freedom and equality at the core of Christianity. In
this way, class conflict would be eliminated and the value of human beings
respected. Finally, he described materialism as a holistic approach, which
enabled one to understand reality in all its diversity so that one might know
how to transform the world. On this matter, Christianity had a crucial role to

12

13

The tspm was established in 1951, after working closely with the new communist
government, especially Zhou Enlai. The ‘three-self’ refers to self-government, selfsupport and self-propagation. The best work on tspm remains Wickeri’s careful study
(1988). Needless to say, it has generated significant international controversy, of which
Tee (2012, 73–118) provides a useful summary. The successor of Wu Yaozong as chair of the
movement was Ding Guangxun or K.H. Ting (Wickeri 2007).
One can find a tendency to focus on Wu Yaozong’s ‘contextual’ approach, spiced with
an American ‘social gospel’ (Chen 2011), but this approach significantly plays down the
importance of Marxism. By contrast, some recognise the importance of Marxism in his
theology (Ting 1990; Kan 1997, 163–64).
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play: it is concerned with the individual and society, with the love of God and
human beings, with the Gospel and social conditions (Wu 1934, 27, 29, 32).
By contrast, Wu Leichuan approached his interpretation of Jesus through
the figure of the lower class artisan, Mozi (470–391 bce).14 Towards the end
of the Qing Dynasty, the revival of Mohism offered a challenge to the dominant Confucianism. In doing so, the revival had to overcome the earlier
efforts – by Mencius and other Confucians – to align Mozi’s thought with
that of Confucius, although the alignment required a sidelining of Mozi’s
attacks on Confucius. The early Chinese communists also found Mohism
appealing, since it challenged Confucian nostalgia and the embrace of harmony and universal love (boai) within the existing – and thereby hierarchical – forms of human relations. For Mozi, universal love (jian’ai) was nondifferentiated and community oriented, rather than being focused narrowly
on family and clan.
Wu Leichuan’s Mozi and Jesus (1940) arose from this context, in which it
was not uncommon to find close connections between the two. He sees both
movements as materialist and socialist, so much so that Mozi was a minor
Christ and a Marxist before his time. The deployment of Mozi evinces a dialectic similar to that used by Zhu Weizhi. Mozi was a universalist who sought to
transcend the specificity of a Chinese cultural and political context, saturated
as it was with Confucian ethics. So was the form of Christianity Wu sought to
recover, for the mission of a just society championed by Jesus transcended the
specific form it had taken as it was adapted to a European situation. In other
words, Christianity was not indelibly ‘Western’, but was able to be indigenised
in each situation where injustice and oppression existed. Like Mohism, Christianity was all the more relevant to the Chinese situation precisely because of
its universal mission. Thus, through Mozi, Wu Leichuan found a way of representing Jesus as a revolutionary on a mission from God to bring about the
Kingdom on earth.15 This meant that Christianity had to play a central role
in bringing about a just Chinese society. Since economic relations formed the
basis of social structures and since political systems arise from that combination (as part of the superstructure), he argued that economic reforms were the
key (Wu 1940, 159).

14
15

A complete translation of the surviving works of Mozi is now available in Johnston
(2010). For the most comprehensive assessment of Wu Leichuan’s work in terms of the
connections between Jesus and Mozi, see Malek (2004).
Unfortunately, many works on Wu Leichuan attempt to efface his clear socialist
perspective and suggest that his approach is ‘Confucian-Christian’ and liberal (Chu 1995;
Liang 2008; Yieh 2009).
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2.2
Reconstruction
Despite the variations in method, the results were strikingly similar. Jesus becomes a revolutionary, keen to bring about the Kingdom of God, which would
be one of communistic life, economic justice, equality and social wellbeing.
For Zhu Weizhi, Jesus’s leadership was simultaneously spiritual and material,
seeking to throw off the yoke of foreign powers (Rome), in order to establish a
new socio-political order. The focus of the movement was Galilee, where Jesus
spent most of his ministry, living among the proletariat and becoming deeply
familiar with their suffering and aspirations (Zhu 1950, 35, 43). In this way,
Galilee became the basis of the revolution, although at a crucial point Jesus
decided to lead the movement to Jerusalem, the centre of economic power,
religious oppression and imperial authority:
Jesus hailed from Galilee, a region where the proletariat eked out a
subsistence-level livelihood; Jerusalem was the centre of the privileged
classes, one of whose favourite terms of abuse was ‘Galilean pig!’ Add to
this the fact that he had received no formal religious training whatsoever,
and it’s easy to see why in the eyes of the social elite he was regarded as
uncouth and uneducated.
zhu 1950, 33

If Jerusalem was the centre of political, economic and religious power, then
the temple was the centre of Jerusalem. Zhu focuses on the two visits by Jesus
to the temple, described as ‘The First Disturbance’ and ‘The Final Battle’ (Zhu
1950, 36–37). The temple was simultaneously the key to religion and economic
activities, having become an instrument of oppression. Thus, Jesus’s focus on
the temple sought to highlight the need to overcome economic exploitation,
class conflict and foster a religious revival. The fact that Jesus came to grief
through his stern criticisms and indeed disruptive acts (for instance, when he
overturned the tables of the money changers) in the temple in Jerusalem indicates not the failure of the movement but the need for perseverance and sacrifice. When all seems lost, the revolution lives on, as the sayings concerning the
mustard seed and the wheat indicate (Matthew 17:20; John 12:24–25).16 Indeed,
they show the power of faith and sacrifice (Zhu 1950, 28, 71, 76).
16

Concerning the mustard seed, Jesus says: ‘if you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you
will say to this mountain, “Move from here to there,” and it will move; and nothing will be
impossible for you’ (Matthew 17:20). The saying concerning wheat is as follows: ‘Very truly,
I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain;
but if it dies, it bears much fruit. Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their
life in this world will keep it for eternal life’ (John 12:24–25).
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A significant feature of Zhu’s reconstruction is the anti-imperialist nature of
Jesus’s revolutionary work. Obviously he has in mind China’s humiliation at the
hands of imperialist European powers, as well as the criticisms of Christianity
as an imperialist ideology by many in China. Like Pontius Pilate (who appears
at the opening and closing of Jesus the Proletarian), many have misunderstood
Jesus. He was far from the champion of any form of imperial power. Instead, he
was resolutely opposed to foreign economic and military oppression, leading
the proletariat of the time in resisting the Roman Empire. The skill of the Romans was to enlist the ruling classes of its colonial possessions in order to carry
out Roman policies (Zhu 1950, 5), much as the European powers had done in
China. In this light, Zhu interprets key accounts, such as the three temptations
of Jesus by the devil (Matthew 4:1–11) and Caesar’s coin (Mark 12:13–17). Concerning the latter, Jesus’s answer – ‘Give to the emperor the things which are
the emperor’s, and to God the things which are God’s’ – should be understood
in terms of power: ‘Money represents the colonial oppression and exploitation
of the Roman Empire. God represents justice, truth, human rights and benevolence; he stands in solidarity with the oppressed!’ (Zhu 1950, 36). Given that the
prosperity of Rome was enabled by enslaving the proletariat (Zhu 1950, 23–24),
the things which were due to the emperor would be very little, if anything at all.
To sum up:
Once the workers of the world were united and of one heart and mind,
they would struggle together to establish the Kingdom of Heaven. Whereas the Romans used military force to unite the world, Jesus used the power of the people. In addition to reviving the people’s faith in God, he also
introduced them to the ideas of justice, human rights, freedom and universal love. In this way, Jesus strove to liberate all humanity and establish
the Kingdom of Heaven.
zhu 1950, 27

Wu Yaozong’s concerns are much broader, attempting to embrace the whole
historical reality of Christianity. Yet, his approach to Jesus provides a window
into the rest of his thought. For Wu Yaozong, the Sermon on the Mount is
the key, especially since it featured in his first conversion – the other was to
historical materialism (Wu 1948a, 95).17 This Jesus is shorn of any mystical or
17

The most frequently published account appears in the opening paragraphs of ‘Christianity
and Materialism: Confessions of a Christian’. First published in 1947 in the 7 July issue of
Daxue yuekan (University Monthly), it was republished on four occasions, including as an
afterword in the fifth edition of Meiyouren kanjianguo shangdi, published in 1948. This is
the version used here.
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 iraculous elements; instead, he is entirely realistic and approachable,
m
speaking of crucial human and material issues. Even more, Jesus provides
a model not only for this-worldly concerns, but also gives us a glimpse into
heaven’s grandeur. For Wu, this brings him close to none other than Karl Marx,
especially in Manifesto of the Communist Party:
I find the personalities of Marx and Jesus alive on the paper. I can also find
their similarities and differences. Both are enthusiastic with the vision of
a prophet, calling for social justice and the creation of a new heaven and
earth for humanity. Both have unsurpassable love and compassion; this
is why they see injustice everywhere and do not put up with it. Both are
faithful to their belief and died for it.
wu 1934, 127

The implications for the remainder of Wu Yaozong’s thoughts on Christianity
and Marxism are far-reaching. Thus, love is revolutionary, so much so that
love ‘without a revolutionary spirit is not love’ (Wu 1948a, 77), although this
also means that such love includes a hatred of sin (Wu 1934, 15). Here we can
see the reason for his support of class struggle, not so much against Christian
reconciliation, but as a necessary and dialectical dimension of reconciliation
(Wu 1934, 154–55).18 Reconciliation entails not the melding of antagonisms in
a grand liberal project, but struggle against oppressors through class struggle
and a new level of reconciliation in which the oppressed determine how
such reconciliation will be effected. The implication for the struggle against
imperialist capitalism should be obvious. The first step is liberation from such
oppression, especially in China, for only then would a new world order focused
on reconciliation be possible (Wu 1947).
As for Wu Leichuan, this former imperial administrator developed a revolutionary interpretation of Jesus in a manner which – somewhat paradoxically
– echoed the traditional Confucian focus on pithy sayings. The core of Jesus’s
position may be found in the Lord’s Prayer, which, he argued, contained the
essential truth of Christianity and should be recited and, most importantly,
contemplated daily (Wu 1940, 302–4). This would enable people to follow
in the footsteps of Jesus’s mission, which he saw as an expression of God’s
love for humanity. It entailed working for God’s glory, serving the people and
bearing witness to truth. In a little more detail and in relation to the Lord’s
18

Note also: ‘We love peace, but we love justice more. We love people, but we hate sin. We
have fiery wrath, but also sincere compassion. We are strict and severe, but also tolerant
and open minded’ (Wu 1934, 25).
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Prayer, ‘Our father in heaven’ indicates that human beings should love one
another, for we are brothers and sisters; ‘Hallowed be your name’ suggests the
significance of a universally acknowledged truth; ‘Your kingdom come’ urges
all people to work for the improvement of society so that it approaches the
Kingdom of God; ‘Your will be done, on earth as in heaven’ instructs human
beings to be truthful in all relations; ‘Give us this day our daily bread’ is not
a demand but a reminder of the need for contentment; ‘Forgive us our debts,
as we also have forgiven our debtors’ tells us to judge others as we would like
to be judged by others; ‘Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil’
instructs all people to avoid activities which may divert our path from righteousness and justice. If carried out, these principles would bring about the
Kingdom of Heaven on earth, principles which also would reform China into
a socialist ‘kingdom’ of freedom, justice and equality (Wu 1925, 1936, 90–92).
Wu Leichuan argued that social reform is not opposed to revolution, for
when one follows Jesus’s teachings on reform, the ultimate effect is to bring
about social revolution. Incremental change will eventually bring about
qualitative change. He worked through this position by arguing that the reform
program proposed by Jesus has much in common with socialism, all of which
meant that Jesus, like Mozi, was less of a wise sage than a revolutionary. Indeed,
other texts from the Gospels reinforce such a position: the fair distribution of
material goods to meet people’s daily needs (Mathew 6:32–33); the abolition of
private property so that all property is held in common (Mathew 19:24; Mathew
25: 14–30); the radical abolition of family ties, which was a profound challenge
in China where such ties remain crucial (Mark 10:29; 3:35; Luke 9:60; 12:51–53;
John 16:20–21) – all of which required a qualitative change of one’s heart (Wu
1936, 66–72, 1940, 294, 299–300). These biblical texts indicate that Jesus had a
clear plan for transforming society.
However, if we think that Wu Leichuan’s Jesus was no more than a social
revolutionary, then we are mistaken. For Wu, the key was precisely Jesus’s understanding of God as compassionate and his own clear awareness of a divine
mission as messiah. His death on the cross indicates that he was far more than
a political leader, for not only did he have a divine mission but he refused –
unlike Confucius – to seek the favour of worldly politicians (Wu 1936, 47–56).
In short, Jesus was a great revolutionary precisely because he was a spiritual
leader. Yet, he sought not to establish a new religion but to transform society,
beginning with religious transformation. Wu Leichuan was bold enough to argue that Christianity provided the only way to do so, not only for all humanity
but particularly for China. Thus, any church should make revolution its ideal
and goal.
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2.3
Identity and Difference
In their different ways, Zhu Weizhi, Wu Yaozong and Wu Leichuan identified
closely with what was a longer tradition of Christian communism. The
times suited such a development, particularly in response to the strong anti-
Christian and anti-imperial sentiment in China at the time. But did this mean
that Christianity and socialism were essentially the same? For Zhu Weizhi, this
does seem to be the case. For Zhu, they express the same agenda for qualitative
social and economic transformation, becoming comrades in the process. Wu
Leichuan took a different approach, aligning reform and revolution. In contrast
to the tendency to oppose the two, with one tinkering with the current system
and the other seeking to overthrow it and begin again, Wu Leichuan saw, like
Lenin, that reform should be understood in terms of revolution. However,
unlike Lenin, he felt that a series of reforms would eventually lead to qualitative
and thereby revolutionary change.
Yet, Wu Yaozong is arguably the most interesting, for he maintained two dialectical positions. The first concerns the difference between Christianity and
communism. While they both aim to create a society based on freedom and
equality (Wu 1949, 17),19 Christianity holds dear the existence of God20 and the
preference for love over violence, even if the latter becomes necessary at times.
Indeed, Christianity and communism arrive at the same conclusion for social
transformation but from very different premises. Materialist communism may
do so on the basis of the analysis of capitalism and the need for class struggle
and revolution, but Christian communism does so from the core doctrines of
Christianity and the practice of prayer:
I have realised that Christianity and materialism do not conflict with
each other. Moreover, they can complement each other. The reason why
I came to this conclusion is based on the basic doctrines of Christianity,
especially on God and prayer. I have had a long and deep reflection upon
them, offering poignant criticisms as well.
wu 1948a, 98

19

20

‘What Christianity advocates is freedom, equality and democracy in the purest form.
Therefore, it should be progressive and revolutionary, which truly embodies the spirit of
Jesus. The mission of Christianity today is to transform society where people are treated
as slaves and tools into one where the dignity of man is fully upheld, so that human beings
will no longer form cliques and fight against each other because of economic interests
and class opposition’ (Wu 1949, 17).
In the 1960s he could still say, ‘I can accept 99% of Marxism-Leninism, but when it comes
to the question of whether there is a God or not, I keep my own counsel’ (quoted in Cao
2011, 139).
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The mention of ‘poignant criticisms’ brings us to the second dimension of
the dialectic: Christianity may be revolutionary, but it can also be profoundly reactionary. It may have the resources to struggle with the communists for a new
society, but it tends all too often to act as a religion of ‘personal spiritual stimulation’, becoming an ‘opiate for the people, which is subject to judgment and
punishment in due time’ (Wu 1949, 183, 1948b, 4). This religion is idealistic, emotional, individualistic and anaesthetising (Wu 1934, 100), all too easily providing
the ‘enslaving toxicants of imperialism’ (Wu 1949, 228). But this is only part of
the reality of Christianity. Indeed, it embodies this dialectic from within, a political ambivalence which must be recognised and yet turned towards revolution:
We believe that Christianity has a potential, a great potential. It is true
that in the past, Christianity has been superstitious, narrow-minded,
hypocritical and murderous in various cases, but it is also true that it is a
great religion. Its form of organisation dates all the way back. Its congregation is huge. It has the spirit of fellowship. As for personal cultivation, it
promotes integrity, innocence, righteousness and selflessness. As a faith,
it has always been evolving, renewing and recreating itself. It has seen numerous persecutions and crises, but it always triumphs over failure, pain
and death. If it has a clear goal and correct direction, then it has limitless
possibility to turn its potentials into reality.
wu 1934, 19

This is far from any apologetic defence of Christianity, for Wu Yaozong is willing to offer sustained criticisms of the ease with which Christianity sides with
and enthusiastically supports one aspiring despot after another. Yet, he does
not rest at this point, thereby siding with the many critics of Christianity in
China. He also invokes the other side of the dialectic, insisting that Christianity
has been and still can be a revolutionary movement. It does so not by subsuming itself under communism, but by coming from a different perspective.
3

Conclusion: Christianity and Marxism with Chinese
Characteristics?

The positions of Zhu Weizhi, Wu Yaozong and Wu Leichuan have been presented in a way which highlights their main contributions to what may be called a
Chinese Christian Marxist tradition,21 which was itself part of a much longer
21

Kwan’s effort (2014, 92–123) to interpret Wu Yaozong and Wu Leichuan under the rubric of
post-colonialism has the effect of softening their revolutionary socialist positions.
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Christian revolutionary tradition. Their positions had a number of outcomes,
apart from the immediate one of aligning their proponents with the
communists, if not with the wider revolutionary forces in China. In the context
of significant criticisms of Christianity, they attempted to show that their own
faith should not be understood merely as an ideology of European imperialism,
for Christianity’s history was much richer than that small slice of history. In
fact, European Christianity had in many respects either distorted the message
(Zhu Weizhi and Wu Leichuan), turning it into spiritual support of empire, or
emphasised the despotic dimension of a dialectic (Wu Yaozong).
A further outcome concerns how their work may be seen in terms of the
sinification of Christianity. Instead of arguing for the direct indigenisation or
contextualisation of Christianity, in light of Chinese culture and tradition – a
process that had been happening since Matteo Ricci in the sixteenth century –
it actually takes place in a more indirect way. The initial move is to argue for
the universal and transcendent credentials of Christianity. It is much more
than the European or ‘Western’ form it had taken and which many in China
had experienced in the nineteenth century. Crucially, this universal perspective has not been reduced to other-worldly and spiritual concerns, but is very
much concerned with this-worldly problems of oppression and subjugation.
The Jesus of their reconstructions is in many respects a revolutionary, challenging the status quo wherever there is injustice and oppression. Once this
universalising move is made, it becomes possible to show how Christianity is
exceedingly relevant for a Chinese situation, where internal and international
patterns of socio-economic and cultural oppression were urgent matters. In
this respect, Christianity had much in common with Marxism, not merely in
terms of its revolutionary credentials, but also in terms of its universal appeal that could then be particularised in each location. In this way, Christianity could develop Chinese characteristics, much like Mao first claimed for
Marxism.22 Thus, these radical theologians attempted a recontextualisation
of Christianity in much the same way that was happening with Marxism. We
can see this process at work in Wu Yaozong’s central role in establishing the
tspm and in Wu Leichuan’s advocacy from his influential position as vicepresident and c hancellor at Yenching University (1926–1934). Above all, it took
22

‘There is no such thing as abstract Marxism, but only concrete Marxism. What we call
concrete Marxism is Marxism that has taken on a national form, that is, Marxism applied
to the concrete struggle in the concrete conditions prevailing in China, and not Marxism
abstractly used. Consequently, the sinification of Marxism – that is to say, making certain
that in all its manifestations it is imbued with Chinese characteristics, using it according
to Chinese peculiarities – becomes a problem that must be understood and solved by the
whole Party without delay’ (Mao 1938c, 538–39, 1938d, 658–59).
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place through their religious commitment and the theological developments
we have examined.
But the work of Wu Leichuan, Wu Yaozong and Zhu Weizhi has another
implicit, and perhaps unexpected, outcome. In assuming that the Christian
revolutionary tradition predates Marxism, let alone the revolutionary movements in China, they also placed Christianity in a more all-embracing position.
Marxism and Chinese communism were, therefore, the latest manifestations
of a longer tradition, for which Christianity had set and continues to set the
agenda. Although they may have argued that Christianity and communism
were unique phenomena, alternating between aligning them closely and keeping some dialectical distance between them, the implicit possibility remained
that communism would be subsumed by Christianity.

Chapter 14

Religion and Revolution in Korea
There is no law preventing religious believers from making the revolution.
kim 1994, i, 238

Christian communism has appeared elsewhere in Asia, most notably Minjung
theology in South Korea (Kim and Ho 2013). But I am more interested in a
part of Asia about which there is much speculation, misinformation and
precious little realistic and reliable information: The Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea (dprk), or ‘North Korea’ as it is unofficially called. Some
have hypothesised that religion does not exist in the dprk, since the state is
atheistic and religious people have been suppressed and eliminated (Kong 1974;
Worden 2008, 115–16; Havet and Gaudreau 2010). These accounts usually rely on
the unverified hearsay of ‘defectors’, even though anyone who leaves the north
and is willing to condemn the government is offered one billion won (usd
$870,000) for doing so, as long as they provide information that is helpful to the
United States and South Korean forces.1 As was already found with research on
the Soviet Union, the use of émigré hearsay is a highly unreliable and suspect
historical source.2 Others have suggested that Korean communism, with its
‘cult of personality’ and its philosophy of Juche (that human beings are masters
of their own destiny) – is a form of ‘religion’, thereby deploying an overused
trope in efforts to misunderstand communism (Cornell 2002, 5, 100, 112; Buswell
2006; Martin 2006; Worden 2008, 115; Cha 2013, 32–38). Serious studies are thin
on the ground,3 so in this chapter I delve into three aspects of the intersections
between religion and Korean communism: the indigenous religion, Chondoism,
which opens up my analysis to the extensive deliberations of Kim Il Sung; the
latter’s thoughtful experiences and assessments of Christianity, especially of
1 For a timely caution against the nature and use of such ‘evidence’ as well as motivations by
the United States and other countries, see Beal’s careful study (2005, 129–66).
2 The case in point were the ‘studies’ by Robert Conquest (1968, 1986, 1992; Conquest and White
1984), erstwhile intelligence agent and employee of the Information Research Department
(ird), tasked with developing anti-communist propaganda. Historians have made it clear
that Conquest’s method entailed the use of ‘lousy evidence’ (Getty 1985; Thurston 1986).
3 A similar situation applies to economic studies of the dprk. If one is to believe media
speculation and guesses, one may gain the impression that the country has been teetering on
the edge of economic collapse for decades. However, a careful albeit rare assessment indicates
a rather different situation, with growth rates around 10 percent per annum (Feron 2014).
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the Reformed tradition in which he grew up; and the current situation in the
dprk, which is somewhat different from the opinions I have noted above.4
1

Chondoism

Article 68 of the socialist constitution of the dprk (1948 and 1972, with revisions
from 1992 to 2016) guarantees freedom of religion as a consequence of the
Juche idea, although religion should not be used as an excuse to introduce
foreign forces or harm the state (see also J.H. Kim 2017, 54–55).5 If one holds
that religion has been eradicated, then one must argue that the constitutions
are not worth the paper on which they are written. The actual situation is quite
different. To begin with, the local Chondoism (Ch’ŏndogyo) – or ‘Religion of the
Heavenly Way’ – is recognised and favoured by the government. The reason: it
is seen as a very Korean form of revolutionary religion. Christianity obviously
does not have a monopoly on the combination of religious aspirations and
revolutionary movements. The movement goes back to the teachings of Choe
Je U, or Su Un (1824–1864), which were systematised by subsequent leaders,
Choe Si Hyong, or Haewol (1827–1898), and Son Pyong Hui (1861–1922).6 Based
on an ecstatic experience by its founder in meeting the ‘Lord of Heaven’, the
reappropriation and interpretation of traditional Korean symbols, subsequent
organisation and publication of scriptures written in the popular Kasa
poetry style (first developed by women) and regular worship, the movement
offered the most oppressed and downtrodden of Korean society a sense of
their intrinsic worth. The divine could be lived out on earth, with immense
socio-economic implications. Obviously, this approach offering religious and
material elevation to peasants was not viewed favourably by local landlords
and foreign powers, who ensured Choe’s trial and execution in 1864, along
with outlawing the movement and trying to eradicate it. Its subsequent
success was largely due to the indefatigable organiser and publisher of the
scriptures, Choe Si Hyong, although he met a similar fate in 1898 after being
drawn into supporting the 1894–1895 Tonghak revolution, or Kabo Peasant War
as it is known in the dprk. He was the one responsible for establishing the
4 My interest in this topic was sparked by visits to the dprk in 2015 and 2018, when I saw a
number of church buildings in Pyongyang and attended worship. I was quite surprised, for I
too shared the assumption that religion had been completely suppressed.
5 Article 68 concerns religion.
6 Given the focus of this chapter, I use the transliteration system used in the dprk. Unlike
other works studied in their original languages in this book, I am unable to read Korean, so I
rely on translations.
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core principles of the unity of all things, based on the innate presence of the
divine or heaven in all – ‘humans are heaven [in si chon]’, with the sense that ‘to
serve a person is to serve Heaven’ (Beirne 2009, 158). The ruling class may have
thought of themselves in such a manner, but for peasants to believe and act so
was a revolutionary proposition.
Chondoism is usually described as somewhat ‘syncretistic’, melding Daoist,
Confucian, Buddhist and Roman Catholic influences with local religious
traditions, but this is to reduce a unique movement to an assembly of parts.
I am more interested in whether it was primarily religious or political. In light
of the previous chapters, it should be obvious by now that the dichotomy is
an artificial one, especially at a time that also saw the Taiping Revolutionary
movement, although this still does not prevent scholars favouring one or the
other (Weems 1964; Beirne 2009; Kallander 2013). Notably, it gained wide and
rapid acceptance in the countryside, coming to fruition in the peasant or Tonghak Revolution (the initial name for the movement was Tonghak, or ‘Eastern
teaching’). In the north, this enmeshment with the Tonghak revolution means
that the social movement and its religious forms is seen as a precursor to the
communist movement. Indeed, it is characterised as minjung or ‘popular’ (Lee
1996, 105–28), although its history has not always been smooth. Given the connections with the movement in southern Korea, it has at times been under
suspicion, but the situation changed after Ryu Mi Yong (1921–2016) moved
north with her husband in 1986. Since Chondoism is primarily a northern Korean movement (with almost three million adherents in the north and about
800 places of worship), and since Ryu was to take up leadership positions, her
move was a natural one. And lead she did: chair of the Central Guidance Committee of the Chondoist Association of Korea, chair of the Chondoist Chongu
Party (The Party of the Young Friends of the Heavenly Way, formed in 1946),
chair of the Council for the Reunification of Tangun’s Nation and member of
the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly. In light of her achievements,
she was awarded the orders of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il, as well as the National Reunification Prize.
Chondoism bequeathed to Korean culture a number of principles, with an
explicit drive to social and religious equality. These include: ‘my heart is your
heart’, with reference both to others and to ‘heaven’; ‘treat humans as God’ in
a challenge to Confucian hierarchies; ‘protect the nation, secure peace for the
people’ with clear reference to Korea in relation to foreign powers; ‘all people
evolve to unity’ which has gained even more traction with the split between
north and south; and ‘the Kingdom of heaven on earth’. But I am most interested in three phrases, attributed to the first three leaders. Choe Je U initially
proposed ‘bearing the Lord of Heaven’, focusing on the close relation of all with

218

Chapter 14

‘heaven [chon]’; Choe Si Hyong developed this saying by modifying a character
or two, to ‘humans are heaven [in si chon]’; while Son Pyong Hui took it one
step further with ‘humans are God [in nae chon]’. The Chinese-Korean character in this case is 天 (tian-chon), with a distinctly less personal dimension
and more locational aspect to it than European Christian assumptions. So it
means both ‘heaven’ and ‘God’, although the use of the latter term – in English
translation – is a way of indicating to Christian-influenced audiences the close
relationship between humans and divinity.
Why stress this particular principle and its development? At a particular
point in his memoirs, With the Century, Kim Il Sung writes:
Of course there is something I believe in like God: the people. I have been
worshipping the people as Heaven, and respecting them as if they were
God. My God is none other than the people. Only the popular masses are
omniscient and omnipotent and almighty on earth. Therefore, my lifetime motto is ‘The people are my God’.
kim 1994, v, 326; see also i, xxx

The invocation of Chondoism is obvious, although it may be better to see the
effort to connect Chondoism and Kim’s articulation of communism in terms
of their common source in Korean cultural-religious traditions. The statement appears in a much longer engagement with Chondoism,7 which is initially triggered – as is Kim’s approach in his memoirs – by his encounter with
a Chondoist who wished to join the united front fighting the Japanese (Kim
1994, v, 305–31). As a young peasant from the local area, he was a prime recruit,
except for his religion. For some in the revolutionary forces, this was a step too
far. The occasion enables Kim to highlight his own efforts to persuade his comrades to accept the young man, while acknowledging that it took some time
and effort for all involved – the young man included.
The experience opens a door – slowly at first – to the whole Chondoist
movement in Korea. At first, the young man introduces Kim to a certain Pak
In Jin, a local Togong or leader who had risen high in the leadership structures
of the religion. A poor peasant in origins, Kim’s narrative establishes his
revolutionary credentials by relating Pak’s father’s involvement in the Tonghak
Revolution, as well as his own leadership in the March First Uprising of 1919
and subsequent suffering in prison. The eventual meeting between Kim and
Pak – narrated at some length – leads to an agreement to join forces based on
7 The statement is actually an answer given to a question from Pak In Jin: ‘I would like to ask
you one thing. General, do you worship anything, like we believe in the “Heaven”? If you have,
what is it?’ (Kim 1994, v, 325).
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the ‘Ten Point Program’ (Kim 1936a, 1936b), albeit not without differences of
opinion and struggles among the leadership (Kim 1994, vi, 374). The pact is
symbolised by Kim’s insistence that Pak offer clean water, a core Chondoist
ritual that goes back to its founder and symbolises the foundation of heaven
and earth.
At last, the scene is set for an assessment, which is competent and extensive.8 It includes the history of its founders in a Korean context, mention of the
‘five commandments’,9 articulation of its core doctrines or principles and the
complex history of the movement in relation to Korean struggles, both revolutionary (Tonghak rebellion against feudal overlords) and anti-colonial (March
First uprising against Japanese colonialism).10 This history includes occasional
tensions between radicals and reformers, as well as between the senior leadership and grassroots members. When he comes to the details, Kim must – as a
good communist – indicate where he differs from this Korean faith. The sticking point is the persistence of and infusion with theism, especially the central
doctrine that God-heaven and human beings are one. How theism influences
this doctrine emerges in two key elements: the jigi theory, in which human
and divine share a ‘spirit’ that is the foundation of the universe and entails a
version of predestination or ‘fatalism’; and the idea that a future paradise will
arise through non-violent struggle and by propagating key virtues. Obviously,
any form of predestination runs counter to Kim’s Juche theory (human beings
are masters of their own destiny). And the idea of non-violent struggle is a
little too reformist for the Marxist-Leninist tradition that was so important for
Kim and the Korean revolution. In theory, it would be preferable if one did not
have to resort to violent struggle, but it was inescapable in light of the inherent
violence of right-wing and imperialist forces.
The criticisms are actually rather mild, for Kim is keen to stress how
Chondoism draws nigh to his particular Korean form of communism.11 His

8

9
10
11

Kim provides some detail as to how he has come to know Chondoism so well: study at the
Hwasong Uisuk School in China, where the principal was a Chondoist who taught Kim
much about the religion (Kim 1994, i, 141; v, 334–35); avid reading of the Chondoist journal
Kaebyok; arguments with Kang Pyong Son, a Chondoist who was also a communist; and
discussions with later leaders of Chondoism.
Jumun (a 21–word formula), Chongsu (offering of clean water), Siil (church worship on
Sundays), Songmi (rice donation) and Kido (prayers) (Kim 1994, v, 321).
The following analysis is based on the key chapter from volume 5 of With the Century
(Kim 1994, v, 332–56). Where relevant, additional references from other volumes in the
memoirs appear.
Note also: ‘Many of the nationalists in Korea also espoused, supported or sympathized
with the idea of communism. Authoritative Christians, Chondoists and other religious
believers were among them’ (Kim 1994, iii, 126; see also vi, 67, 75).
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argument may be distilled into five points. First, he interprets the doctrine that
human beings are God or heaven as meaning that Chondoism focuses on the
need to believe in human beings rather than offer blind worship to ‘Heaven’,
which so often has entailed providing the ideological bulwark for feudal class
systems (Confucianism) or those of caste (Buddhism). With this emphasis,
Chondoism draws nigh to Juche, particularly if we recall Kim’s statement
that the people are God-heaven. Second, he makes much of the doctrine to
‘protect the nation, secure peace for the people’, or in his own formulation,
‘defending the country and providing of welfare for the people’. Obviously, he
finds this doctrine particularly attractive, for it emphasises the rejection of
foreign influence, the people’s sovereignty and a consequent focus on public
welfare. This principle had also been part of the ten-point program for a united
front between all the anti-colonial forces working for Korean independence
(Kim 1936a). But it also reflects the reality of the Korean peninsula, which has
historically been strategically crucial for neighbouring large powers and has
perpetually sought its freedom from foreign interference.
Third, Kim emphasises a feature of Chondoism I have already noted: the
intrinsic worth of all, especially the poor and lowly. This entailed – in Kim’s
reading – the abolition of class differences. But it also concerned not merely
the peasants who had suffered for centuries at the hands of landlords, but
also all who had suffered, whether they were workers, simple shopkeepers or
day labourers. It is not for nothing, notes Kim, that the first two leaders were
executed, or that Chondoism became a broad mass movement. Fourth and obviously related to the previous point, Kim stresses the close integration with the
Kabo Peasant War or Tonghak revolution, although he also notes that it did not
come from the Chondoist leadership (with its tensions between radicals and
moderates), but arose from the people under Jon Pong Jun, the military leader
from the south. Only later did the Chondoist leadership come into the revolution. In typical fashion, Kim suggests that the Kabo Peasant War had a lasting
effect in Korea, feeding into the independence and communist struggles of the
twentieth century, but also that it had world historical significance in terms of
global anti-colonial struggles. While the Chondoist leadership may have been
somewhat tardy in supporting the Kabo Peasant War, it was at the forefront of
the March First Uprising of 1919, which for Kim cements the revolutionary credentials of significant sections of Chondoism (Kim 1994, vi, 75). Finally, Kim
appreciates the organisational ability of the Chondoists, with its various chapters throughout Korea and in the diaspora, its efforts to seek alignment with
the Comintern, its more militant groups such as the Young Chondoist Party,
the Koryo Revolutionary Committee and the Extraordinary Supreme Revolutionary Chondoist Commission, and its desire to work together with other
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organisations for Korean independence, especially the Association for the Restoration of the Fatherland (see also Kim 1945, 421, 425, 1994, i, 117; iii, 128; iv,
470, 476; vi, 67–68, 76, 79, 362).
It should be no surprise that he finds it a ‘progressive religion’, by which he
means that it was a distinctly Korean religion, characterised by the novelty of
its ideas and doctrines, its spirit of strong resistance, the simplicity of its rites
and practices and its inherently popular nature (Kim 1994, v, 344, 347). To be
sure, Kim also notes other and minor Korean religions, such as Chonbulgyo,
Taejong and Chonbul (Kim 1994, i, 262–64; v, 74), but Chondoism has a special place in his pantheon. Given that he was writing the memoirs in the early
1990s, not long before his death, he has an eye on the situation then, with the
Chondoist political party involved in the dprk parliament (see above) and a
long-standing agenda for reunification that dates back some twenty years earlier, if not longer (Kim 1972, 1992, 1993).12
I would like to conclude this engagement with Chondoism on a different note,
concerning Kim’s understanding of Marx’s most well-known statement that religion is the opium of the people. On two occasions, Kim has an opportunity to
reflect on this statement, both in reply to comrades who object to working with
a religious group, one of them the Chonbulgyo and the other Chondoism. On
the first occasion, Kim argues that one is ‘mistaken’ if one thinks that the proposition concerning opium ‘can be applied in all cases’. If a religion ‘prays for
dealing out divine punishment to Japan and blessing the Korean nation’, then
it is a ‘patriotic religion’ and ‘all the believers in this religion’ are ‘patriots’ (Kim
1994, i, 264). On the second occasion, he offers a slightly different interpretation. Now Marx’s definition ‘must not be construed radically and unilaterally’.
For Kim, Marx was warning against the ‘temptation of a religious mirage and
was not opposing believers in general’. The upshot is that the communist movement should welcome and ‘join hands with any patriotic religionist’. Given that
the communist army is a people’s army fighting with and for workers and peasants, its primary mission is ‘national salvation against Japan’, so anyone who
has a similar agenda can join the struggle. ‘Even a religionist’, Kim argues, ‘must
be enrolled in our ranks without hesitation’ (Kim 1994, v, 307).
The question in all this is how he understands opium. Given the history
of China in relation to opium (Kim 1994, v, 26–27), with the British Empire
forcing opium onto the Chinese context so as to empty the latter’s coffers, one

12

The three basic principles iterated by Kim Il Sung outline a peaceful process without
outside interference for the sake of establishing a federal system, socialist in the north
and capitalist in the south.
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may expect that the opium metaphor would be a negative one – in contrast to
the ambivalence of the image when Marx deployed it (McKinnon 2006). The
key for Kim is yet another encounter, this time with two peasant brothers who
were opium addicts. Opium, he observes, was even used as money, and the
‘more misruled the country is, the more prevalent are drugs like opium’. So why
did they engage in this ‘terrible habit’ that ‘sapped their strength in both body
and mind’ (Kim 1994, vii, 193). The brothers’ reply is telling: how can we live in
this world when there is nothing for which one may live? They would prefer to
die, but if they have to live, they need to escape. Drinking is no good, since one
needs friends in order to drink and the Japanese have forbidden gatherings. All
they have left is opium. In response, Kim opines that a human being ‘without
dreams is as good as dead’. Dreams mean a purpose in life and thereby pride
and a worthwhile life. The brothers were existing, not living (Kim 1994, vii,
194). Clearly, in this context under Japanese occupation, opium meant a futile
escape from a life not worth living. So also with religion in a negative dimension, which explains why Kim seeks to reinterpret Marx’s metaphor in terms
of the specific situation in Korea. It is not, he argues, a universal formula that
should be applied everywhere, but rather a guide for action that should be sensitive to the specific conditions and traditions of a situation. Chondoism was
certainly not an opium in this sense of the term.
2

Protestant Christians

Kim Il Sung may have championed Chondoism as a distinctly Korean religion
focused on the good of the Korean people, but his personal background
was Christian, or more specifically the Reformed tradition embodied in
Presbyterianism. In the late nineteenth century, Presbyterian and Methodist
missionaries – largely from the United States – had been remarkably successful
in converting significant numbers, although the converts tended to come
from the various echelons of the ruling class. Pyongyang became a notable
centre of Protestant Christianity and a range of hospitals, orphanages, schools
and universities were established (Grayson 2002, 157–58). Why were these
missions so successful here and not in China or Japan, countries with similar
cultural histories? The situation is mixed. On a negative register, Protestant
missionaries (especially from the United States) exploited a loophole in Korean
law that made it difficult indeed for foreigners to be constrained (Ryu 2003).
They found a ready audience among the elite, who were keen to ‘modernise’
and break with what was deemed a corrupt and decadent Buddhist culture.
At the same time, a good number of the converts came to advocate Korean
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independence from domination by larger powers, especially those who were
progressive Christians. These are precisely the Christians that Kim highlights
in his memoirs.
As with my treatment of Chondoism, my interest is in Kim’s written works.
I leave aside any debates over their historical reliability or their political function, or indeed their skilful deployment of story techniques and cultural
themes, since I am interested in the nature of his presentation and the engagements with Christianity that emerge. His style is to work through personal
incidents or experiences and develop theoretical points from them, so I will
structure my assessment in a similar manner. Three incidents are crucial, with
each giving rise to a related but distinct theoretical elaboration, which leads
me finally to consider a particular Methodist minister who deeply influenced
the young Kim.
The first concerns his family’s religious practices. Kim is quite willing to admit that his parents worshipped at a Presbyterian Church, although he asserts
that his father was an atheist and his mother went to church only to relax. He
writes that at first he, too, ‘was interested in the church’ and worshipped with
his friends, but he began to find the ceremony ‘tedious’ and the preaching ‘monotonous’ so he stopped attending with the approval of his father (Kim 1994,
i, 102). He claims that at the missionary school he attended in Chilgol,13 he
was one of the few students who ceased attending church. But just as he has
established his non-religious (but not anti-religious) credentials, suitable for a
revolutionary, he offers enough suggestions that his involvement in the church
was greater than he initially admits. The admissions begin with his mother,
who – as is so often the case in religious families – was the more devout of
his parents. She clearly worshipped more than his father, and when she went
to church at Chilgol, her son went with her.14 He would wake her up from her
doze, weary as she was from domestic labour and responsibilities, at the end
of the prayers. At the same time, his father and his maternal grandfather, who
was a teacher and elder at Chilgol church, ‘knew much about Jesus Christ’ (Kim
1994, v, 332). Further, as a teenager in Jilin, he indicates that he ‘frequented the
chapel’ of the Reverend Son Jong Do, ‘to play the organ there’ as well as use
the church as a base for a range of organisational and educational activities
(Kim 1994, ii, 7). Later, he sums up that the environment in which he grew up
‘benefitted’ his ‘understanding of Christianity’ (Kim 1994, v, 332).
13
14

Later, when he attended Changdok School, he mentions that ‘there were many believers
in Christianity’ (Kim 1994, v, 332).
As Kim writes, ‘I often went to church with my mother during my childhood’ (Kim 1994,
v, 332).
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I am less interested in which of the two representations – between a very
youthful son who refused to worship and admissions that he continued to be
involved for many years – is more accurate, but rather in the emergence of a
slight tension. At a theoretical level, this tension is captured in two sentences:
Some people ask me if I was much influenced by Christianity while I
grew up. I was not affected by religion, but I received a great deal of humanitarian assistance from Christians, and in return I had an ideological
influence on them.
kim 1994, i, 102–3

The difference is cast as one of personal influence and humanitarian assistance. We are left to fill in the gaps slightly in light of the earlier account, so
‘influence’ and ‘affect’ seem to concern religious commitment and assumptions about the existence of the divine. At the same time, Kim is clearly not
opposed to Christian ‘humanitarian’ assistance, not least because it enables
him to engage with Christians. Indeed, he can observe: the ‘spirit of Christianity that preaches universal peace and harmony’ does not contradict his idea
of advocating an ‘independent life’ for human beings (Kim 1994, i, 103). Other
examples of this humanitarian assistance are not difficult to find in the memoirs, whether the observation that the school attended by his father – Sungsil
Middle School – was a Presbyterian mission school, or that a missionary assisted the family in having to move yet again due to harassment by the police,
or even that Christians would gather daily to pray for his father’s release from
prison (Kim 1994, i, 19–20, 30, 64). Let me add that in one respect Kim draws
near to the young Marx, who gained a systematic gymnasium-level education
in theology, church history and biblical languages, but never seems to have had
any religious commitment. In another respect, he is closer to Engels (who was
deeply committed), not merely in terms of the Reformed background of the
two, but also in the continuing interest in religion and religious history. Indeed,
the path from Reformed Christianity to communism is not as uncommon as
it may seem.
The second incident concerns an organisation for children while his family
was in exile in Jilin province (China). Kim begins by noting that there were
many children of Christians, believing in God and not initially prepared to
change their belief due to the strong influence of their parents. No matter
what the communist activists tried, the children would not give up their belief. On a particular Sunday, the children had gone to church and – hungry –
had prayed for rice-cakes and bread. None were forthcoming, so the teacher
in charge instructed the children to glean grain from the wheat fields, which
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was subsequently threshed and made into bread. The initial point seems to be
the uselessness of religious commitment and belief in God for solving practical matters such as food. But this is not really the point: the aim was not to
do away with religion, but religion without action. Or in Reformed theological
terms, God’s grace should lead one to a more intense response to that grace.
Kim writes: ‘We wanted to prevent them from becoming weak-minded and enervated and so useless to the revolution if they were to fall prey to religion and
hold the Christian creed supreme’.15 He seems to frame the point in terms of
what is primary, religious belief or revolutionary action, but the next sentence
clarifies this: ‘There is no law preventing religious believers from making the
revolution’, but it was the lack of action leading to ‘non-resistance’ that was the
problem (Kim 1994, i, 238). Or as he observes, psalms alone would not block
the enemies’ guns, for ‘decisive battles’ were needed.
The theoretical point that arises from this incident concerns the difference
or tension between quietism and action, between sitting back and assuming
that God would do all the work and the need for resolute action on the part of
believers – a very Reformed tension. In this story, the labour is revolutionary,
captured in the observation that there is ‘no law preventing religious
believers from making the revolution’.16 To be added here is a resolute focus
on nationalism, embodied in Korean independence from foreign powers,
especially the Japanese, who had dominated Korea in the late nineteenth
century and occupied it from 1910 to 1945 (Kim 1994, vi, 75).17 A casual
reader may gain the impression that nationalism rather than Marxism is
Kim’s overriding emphasis, but this is to miss the close connection between
communism and anti-colonial movements – an insight that first emerged out
of the logic of the affirmative action program with minority nationalities in the
Soviet Union. What applied to the many nationalities within a diverse country
also applied to those struggling to gain independence from colonial overlords
(Boer 2017b, 168–72).
15
16
17

Elsewhere Kim is even more direct, mentioning that the brutality of the Japanese
occupiers surpassed the earlier benchmark set by fascists and the tortures inflicted on
victims by the churches during the European Middle Ages (Kim 1994, iv, 23, 347).
Note also the March First Uprising in 1919, at which independence was proclaimed and
which was organised and led by Christians, but also by Buddhists and Chondoists (Kim
1994, i, 37, 251–52; vi, 75).
See also the ‘Appeal to All Korean Compatriots’: ‘Religious believers, the enslaved nation’s
suffering and sorrow are no exception for you. Without driving out the Japanese imperialist
aggressors from the country, you can neither save our suffering nation nor improve your
position as the religious people of a colony. Take the sacred road of patriotism, the road of
national liberation, for the country and nation, against the cunning, reactionary religious
policy of the Japanese imperialists!’ (Kim 1937, 349).
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The third incident concerns a certain Reverend Kim Song Rak, who visited
the dprk in 1981. Kim Il Sung relates that at a luncheon to welcome the
minister to the country, he advised him to pray before his meal (Kim 1994, v,
323).18 The reverend was surprised, to say the least, for he had not expected a
communist leader to be concerned about prayer, which he duly offered (Kim,
Pak, and Han 2013, 18–20). The account provides Kim with an opportunity to
elaborate on the religious policies of the dprk after its founding. He is clearly
aware of the suggestion that the dprk had attempted to abolish religion in
all its forms (see below), given that it is supposed to be an atheist communist
state. In the case of the visiting reverend he had, he says, simply wanted to
be a good host, especially since – as I noted earlier – the dprk constitution
stipulates freedom of religion. But he also keen to mention how the dprk
recognises religion: the state constructs churches for believers and provides
housing for them; a religious department was recently established in Kim
Il Sung University (as part of the philosophy program); and the affinity
between some Christians in the south and communism, based on a desire
for reunification.
The question arises as to how one accounts for the decline in religious
observance in the north. The initial cause, he suggests, may be found in the Fatherland Liberation War (Korean War). After United States bombers had obliterated most of the north, few if any churches and temples were left standing.
Commanders of United States forces have admitted this point. For instance,
General Curtis LeMay, head of the U.S. Strategic Air Force Command, openly
admitted in an interview in 1984:
So we went over there and fought the war and eventually burned down every town in North Korea anyway, some way or another, and some in South
Korea, too …. Over a period of three years or so, we killed off – what –
twenty percent of the population of Korea as direct casualties of war, or
from starvation and exposure.
kohn and harahan 1988, 88

Or as Dean Rusk, later United States secretary of state put it: the United States
bombed ‘everything that moved in North Korea, every brick standing on top
of another’ (Shorrock 2015). After running low on urban targets, United States
18

Comparable were the visits by Billy Graham in 1992 and 1994, when he was personally
welcomed by Kim Il Sung, preached in the Bongsu and Chilgol Protestant churches and
Jangchung Roman Catholic church in Pyongyang, gave lectures at Kim Il Sung University and
the Great People’s Study House, and was interviewed on radio (Graham 2007, 616–33).
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bombers destroyed hydroelectric and irrigation dams in the later stages of
the war, flooding farmland and destroying crops. To do so, the United States
dropped 650,000 tons of bombs, including 43,000 tons of napalm bombs (more
napalm than they subsequently dropped on Vietnam). Churches, temples,
monasteries, crucifixes, icons and Bibles were all destroyed, and the ‘believers
were killed and passed on to the world beyond’ (Kim 1994, v, 324).19 On this
basis, Kim recounts that religious believers came to see that God had not saved
them or their places of worship, indeed that it was proclaimed Christians who
had perpetrated such destruction. Not only was prayer to God useless, but
they found that their faith was ‘powerless in shaping the destiny of human
beings’. As a result, they did not hurry to rebuild churches, preferring to focus
on rebuilding the country. Further, due to education and culture, the younger
generation simply do not believe that paradise will be attained by worshipping
God, Heaven or Buddha, so they do not embrace religion (Kim 1994, v, 324).
Kim is fully aware of the international representation that religion has been
supressed in the dprk, so much so that its apparent ‘reappearance’ in the 1980s
was a propaganda move by the government and thereby ‘fake’. His answer is
both theoretical and empirical. Theoretically, he simply states that it was and is
not a ‘conciliatory trick’ seeking to inveigle religious believers into some form
of a united front (Kim 1994, v, 325). Instead, he asserts that he has no intention
of turning religious believers into followers of Marx or of communism, for the
basic criterion is love of country and nation (as we have already seen). But he
also has a second move, which is to point out that those who were punished
were ‘criminals and traitors to the nation’, selling out the country and people.
These occasions were ‘deviations’ in local areas and certainly not a standard
policy by the central government (Kim 1994, v, 323–24). And if this is not
enough, Kim refers to his personal relationships with religious figures, whether
Chondoist or Christian, if not criticisms of the more doctrinaire comrades in
the Red peasant unions, who smashed windows of churches, tore down crosses
and destroyed Bibles in their misdirected revolutionary zeal (Kim 1994, vi, 320).
In all this, the greatest appreciation is reserved for the Methodist minister,
Reverend Son Jong Do (also spelled Sohn Jeong Do), who appears frequently
throughout the memoirs, particularly in a whole chapter from the second
volume (Kim 1994, ii, 2–17). In the select collection of photographs that
typically appear in the opening pages to each volume, Son and his family are
given significant space. The reason soon becomes obvious: Kim speaks of Son
providing ‘active support just as he would his own relative’, indeed that Son
19

A point confirmed by none other than Billy Graham (2007, 623) on his visit to the dprk in
1992.

228

Chapter 14

treated Kim as his own son and that Kim regarded him like a father (Kim 1994,
i, 350; ii, 7). Materially, this meant financial assistance to Kim’s family, payment
of school fees and regular meals at the Son home (Kim 1994, i, 350). A significant
part of this relationship involved Kim attending Son’s church in Jilin, but also
the ability to use the church as a location for organisational work, meetings
and rallies of independence groups, for which Son provided guidance (Kim
1994, i, 191, 199, 235, 294, 303, 308, 310). Above all, Son and his family provided
crucial support while Kim was in prison in the late 1920s, showing ‘unceasing
concern’, providing food and supplies through the wardens and even bribing
the warlord in question so that Kim would be released and not handed over to
the Japanese (Kim 1994, i, 350; ii, 4, 7).
But who was Son Jong Do? According to the biographical sketches provided
(Kim 1994, i, 20, 350–51; ii, 3–11; iv, 189), Son had attended the same missionary school as Kim’s father, Sungsil Middle School, which eschewed traditional
Confucian education in favour of modern methods and produced many independence fighters and revolutionaries. Son had become a Methodist minister, a signal of the remarkable success of Korean missionary work in the
nineteenth century, but had also become in his own way a tireless promoter of
Korean independence. Like so many, he had been forced to flee Korea and find
a new home in China. At first, he became involved with the Korean Provisional
Government based in Shanghai, but internal struggles between reactionary
and radical elements (the later anti-communist hitman, Syngman Rhee, was
an erstwhile head of the organisation) led to Son withdrawing his involvement
and setting up a church in Jilin. The church became a centre for a range of
independence groups and their activities, even though Son’s approach seems
to have been more reformist than revolutionary. At the same time, Son had
acquired some land around Lake Jingbo in Korea, running a small agricultural
company that sought to model an alternative and ‘ideal society’. By 1930, after
Kim was released from prison, he notes a change in Son’s tone, for the latter
had become somewhat melancholy. The gramophone had ceased to play, the
independence fighters who used to frequent the home had gone into hiding
and the various movements were overcome by infighting. The pious congregation had dissipated, as had the children’s choir and its songs. Kim records that
after a futile trip to Beijing to renew connections with independence figures,
Son had found them arrested. When he returned to Jilin, the gastric ulcer that
had plagued him for years flared up and he died soon after being admitted to
the Oriental Hospital in Jilin (with the ensuing speculation that he had been
murdered by the Japanese who ran the hospital and had kept a close watch on
Son for many years). At the simple funeral, Kim writes that he ‘looked up to the
sky above Jilin and wept without cease, praying for the soul of the deceased
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minister’ (Kim 1994, ii, 11). But that is by no means all, for on Kim’s telling it
was a revolutionary’s prayer: it included a vow to liberate the country, take vengeance on the enemy, break the people’s shackles, repay his benefactor’s kindness, relieve the people of their suffering and ‘safeguard their souls’.
In light of this biographical sketch, Kim is willing to admit that Son was a
very ‘devout Christian’, being a ‘man of consequence among the Christians and
independence fighters in Jilin’. Indeed, like Son, many Korean Christians were
‘respectable patriots’, devoting ‘their whole lives to the independence movement’ even if they held differing views.20 Not only did they pray for Korea and
appeal to ‘God to relieve the unhappy Korean people of their stateless plight’,
but their faith was ‘always associated with patriotism’, by which Kim means a
‘peaceful, harmonious and free paradise’ (Kim 1994, i, 350–51).21 So important
was the connection between Kim and Son, that one of the latter’s offspring,
Son Won Thae (also spelled Sohn Won Tai, who became a doctor in the United
States), records that in 1991, Kim told him, ‘Rev. Son Jong Do was the savior
of my life’ (Sohn 2003, 134). How so? In Kim’s own detailed recounting of this
reunion in Pyongyang, he relates that just as the Japanese were about to manufacture the excuse of the Mukden (Shenyang) incident, on 18 September, 1931,
in order to invade Manchuria, Son Jong Do had advised him to leave Jilin (Kim
1994, ii, 16; iv, 440). In this way he became the ‘saviour’ of Kim’s life.
3

The dprk Today

All of this material raises the question as to the situation in the dprk today.
Given the scarcity of scholarly material, I rely here primarily on two articles,
one by Ryu Dae Young, ‘Fresh Wineskins for New Wine: A New Perspective on
North Korean Christianity’ (2006) and the other by Kim Heung Soo, ‘Recent
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References to ‘patriotic-minded’ religious figures continue in subsequent volumes, at
times in terms of a united front (Kim 1994, ii, 45, 169, 179; iii, 73, 126; iv, 447, 469; v, 96, 171,
211; vi, 59, 66–67, 78, 82; vii, 46; viii, 334, 347, 355–56, 1975, 38, 47).
Later, Kim mentions other ministers, such as Hyun Song, the third minister of the
Jongdong Methodist Church in Seoul who represented the ‘Faith in Jesus’ organisation
– bearing a letter of support of communism by other leading ministers – at the Far
Eastern People’s Congress in Moscow in 1922 (Kim 1994, iii, 126–27). This dimension
of revolutionary patriotism leads Kim at one point to argue that one should not judge
people on the basis of party affiliation, religion or even class. His example is the landlord
Zhang WeiHua, who provided material support and arms to the movement – leading Kim
to argue that the basis of ‘scientific’ assessment should be virtues, ideas and practice, by
which he means love of fellow human beings and their country (Kim 1994, iv, 399–401).
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Changes in North Korean Christianity’ (2009).22 The main purpose of the
studies is to offer an alternative historical model or periodisation of Christianity
in the dprk, especially in trying to account for the renewed religious vitality
from the 1980s onwards – with new churches built, a Protestant theological
college in Pyongyang, an increase in worshippers in both official and house
churches, and international engagement by church leaders. We have already
seen Kim Il Sung offer his own particular interpretation of this development,
to which I will return.
Two models have thus far been proposed for understanding the relatively
recent reinvigoration of Christianity. The first is a resolutely anti-communist
(and Cold War) model: persecution (1945–1950); eradication and vacuum
(1950s and 1960s); and fake reappearance as ‘propaganda religion’ (from 1970s
or 1980s). The dates may vary slightly, but the overall shape of the narrative is
similar.23 The construction of this narrative relies on theoretical assumptions
concerning the supposed incompatibility between Marxism-Leninism, if not
a Korean approach to communism, and any form of religion. The evidence
deployed in these reconstructions varies: anti-religious themes in literature,
film and performing arts; items critical of religion in dprk school materials and
dictionaries; and reliance on unconfirmed personal testimonies by ‘defectors’.
Ryu points out that the material used as ‘evidence’ is quite untrustworthy, with
misleading citations, unconfirmed quotations that are repeated time and again
and a misreading of material from the dprk. There is a particular fondness
for quoting from Kim Il Sung as ‘proof’ that the dprk is inherently hostile to
religion.24 It should be clear by now that a careful study of Kim Il Sung’s works
reveals a very different picture. Underlying this approach is not merely an anticommunist bias, but an assumption that ‘capitalist-Christian conquest’ of the
north will provide the only genuine form of Christianity (Ryu 2006, 662).
The second model offers a variation: instead of a fake or propaganda form of
Christianity in the final period, it regards this period as one of genuine recovery or resurrection. This model differs from the preceding one by arguing for
a ‘remnant’ that survived persecution, which could then re-emerge from the
1970s onwards after a ‘religious vacuum’. Ryu finds this approach an improvement on the preceding one, not least because it enables engagement with
22
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Both authors have published a co-written book in Korean, upon which these articles are
in part based (Kim and Ryu 2002).
Apart from the Korean sources cited by Ryu and Kim, a surprising number of foreign
observers follow this narrative (Martin 2006, 349–51; Lankov 2007, 189–93; Worden 2008,
116–17; Cha 2013, 57, 120; French 2014, 33, 100, 112).
One may, of course, find negative observations on the futility of religion in less insightful
works (Jo 1999, 10, 130, 143–44, 160).
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Christians in the dprk. It also raises the point that many of the Christians who
fled from the north before and during the Korean War were of the upper or
ruling class, but that they downplayed this dimension and tried to emphasise
ideological differences. At the same time, this ‘Remnant Model’ is fundamentally flawed due to its acceptance of the earlier model’s first two periods of
persecution and eradication.
In order to develop a different approach, Ryu and Kim begin by attempting
to shed a South Korean capitalist-liberal perspective by drawing on the work of
the South Korean dissident Song Du Yul. Now a German citizen and retired professor at the University of Münster, Song has been a frequent visitor to the dprk
and has written extensively on the topic. His influential ‘imminent approach’,
predicated on finding an alternative path to reunification (Song 1995), argues
that one must seek to understand the very different values, norms and orientation of dprk society. In other words, any research must seek to adopt a northern
perspective. While Song overemphasises the differences, the result has been to
shake up many of the assumed positions. What is a valid dprk perspective and
how can it assist in understanding Christianity in this part of the world? Initially, it may be possible to follow a stages model based on Juche-history, with
anywhere between three and five stages based on the democratic revolution,
socialisation of the economy and the construction of socialism. But the model
undergoes continued modification, especially in light of the ‘Arduous March’ of
the 1990s and – I would add – the dprk’s own version of the ‘reform and opening up’ that began in the late 1970s in China (M.C. Kim 2003). For these authors,
this model still faces a problem, for it attempts to explain the situation in terms
of politico-economic factors and not those intrinsic to Christianity in the north.
The solution is an even more radical ‘imminent model’, which pays careful
attention to what has happened to Christians in the dprk. It has four stages:
encounter with socialism (1945–1953); endeavouring to survive (1953–1972);
creating a socialist Christianity (1972–1988); transformation (1988–). One may
immediately wonder why the longer revolutionary period before 1945 is not
also featured here, especially given the material from Kim Il Sung that I analysed earlier. But Ryu and Kim mention a crucial class factor in this earlier period: the Koreans who became Christian as a result of missionary work from the
United States tended to be professionals, business people and landlords, easily
adopting the underlying capitalist spirit of the mission endeavours. This depiction of the missions emphasises their negative dimensions (Ryu 1997, 2003), in
contrast to the progressives that Kim Il Sung favours in his memoirs. But his
emphasis explains why a large number fled to the south before and during the
Korean War, for their class affiliation meant they would obviously find their
assumed privileges severely curtailed.
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The Korean War did Christianity no favours. The widespread destruction
and suffering inflicted on the north not only ensured a burning hatred of the
United States, but also – in people’s minds – connected Christianity and its
missions with United States imperialism.25 After the war, everyone’s energy
was focused on the reconstruction of society and economy, while many began
to see their former faith as obsolete, giving away any commitment and formal
observance. A careful reader will note how close this analysis is to that of Kim
Il Sung (see above). Ryu and Kim add that those Christians who remained
found themselves alone, meeting in unorganised ‘house churches’ or small
congregations (Kim 2009, 11–12). This is the crucial period, one that many
pundits have sought to depict as an ‘eradication’ or ‘vacuum’ for Christians.
Ryu is keen to point out that evidence indicates that the government permitted
approximately two hundred informal congregations in former centres of
Christianity during the 1960s. Let me quote a crucial section:
Contrary to the common western view, it appears that North Korean
leaders exhibited toleration to Christians who were supportive of Kim Il
Sung and his version of socialism. Presbyterian minister Gang Ryang Uk
served as vice president of the dprk from 1972 until his death in 1982,26
and Kim Chang Jun, an ordained Methodist minister, became vice chairman of the Supreme People’s Assembly. They were buried in the exalted
Patriots’ Cemetery, and many other church leaders received national
honors and medals. It appears that the government allowed the house
churches in recognition of Christians’ contribution to the building of the
socialist nation.
ryu 2006, 673

From this background, the role of the Korean Christian Federation (a dprk
organisation) makes some sense.27 Dating from 1948, the Federation became
active again in the 1970s, reopening the Pyongyang theological college in
1972, publishing Bible translations and a hymnal in 1983, and overseeing the

25
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As one would expect in this situation, a significant strain of Protestant Christianity in the
south has become virulently anti-communist and pro-usa, perpetuating this reactionary
position through internal patterns of education and preaching (Ryu 2004, 2017).
Gang was Kim Il Sung’s mother’s cousin and erstwhile leader of the Korean Christian
Federation.
The other organisations are the Korean Buddhists Federation, the Korean Catholics
Association, the Chondoist Association of Korea and the Korean Council of Religionists,
now known as the Religious Believers Council of Korea (J.H. Kim 2017, 55).
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b uilding of two new church buildings in 1988 with state funds.28 One of these
was Chilgol church, which had been destroyed in 1950 during the war and had
previously been attended by Kim Il Sung’s mother and a young Kim. In all,
five churches now exist in Pyongyang: three Protestant, one Roman Catholic
and one Russian Orthodox (completed with state funds in 2006).29 A further
signal of the increased activity and making the most of opportunities was the
invitation to none other than Billy Graham to visit and preach in three of the
churches in 1992 and 1994. We should also note the increase in numbers of
Christian church members, rising from approximately 5,000 in the early 1980s
to more than 12,000 at the beginning of the 2000s, with 30 ministers and 300
church officials (I.J. Kim 2003, 26; Borrie 2004; Beal 2005, 146).30 But these
numbers did not come from proselytising, which is restricted due to concerns
over foreign influences, but from an active search for Christians, who may
earlier have worshipped privately or in small house churches but could now
worship openly.
Obviously, this presents a rather different picture from the one usually pedalled concerning Christianity in the dprk. It is also a rather unique form of
what I have been calling Christian communism. While Ryu and Kim openly admit that the context is somewhat hostile for Christianity, at least in the forms
to which many have become accustomed, they stress the way Christians in the
dprk have been actively involved in the construction of socialism and support
the government in what it is trying to do. This support appears in deed as much
as in word. For example, the Korean Christian Federation has come to play a
major role in international relations through their connections and dialogue
with Christian organisations in South Korea and further abroad, especially for
a country that has been so systematically demonised and isolated. This development enabled the Federation, through its channels, to secure massive
amounts of foreign aid during the economic difficulties of the 1990s, brought
on by the loss of economic connections with the ussr and Eastern Europe, as
well as devastating hail storms and floods. The Federation called on the World
Council of Churches, which organised Action by Churches Together to direct
relief to the dprk (Kim 2009, 14). The Federation and the other religious organisations also opened up many channels with the south in order to secure
28
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As one would expect, efforts are made to describe such activities as ‘fake’ or ‘camouflage’,
geared for international consumption in time for the Seoul Olympics in 1988 and the
World Festival of Youth and Students in 1989 in Pyongyang (Kim 2009, 10).
See the personal accounts of foreigners visiting the Bongsu Protestant Church and the
Jangchung Roman Catholic Church (Borrie 2004; Beal 2005, 146–47).
One occasionally encounters misleading ‘information’ that Koreans are not permitted to
attend such churches (Abt 2012, 215).
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aid. It is no wonder that the ‘Federation has successfully established itself as a
valuable organization that works for the greater good of North Korean society’
(Ryu 2006, 674). Or as Reverend Don Borrie (2004), long-time chair of the New
Zealand dprk Society, put it:
With great caution and sensitivity the North Korean Christian community, Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox, have been able to show by example that they are fully committed to the well being of their nation. They
strongly identify with the ideals of the dprk and sincerely believe that
their Christian Faith strengthens and deepens their role as loyal citizens.
A second example, which now goes beyond the articles I have been following,
is the active work undertaken with the south for Korean reunification. Given
that this position has been a consistent state policy in the north from its early
days,31 it should be no surprise that the Federation’s activities have been seen
in a positive light. As a more recent signal, a combined worship service focused
on peace and reunification was held on 15 August 2014 at Bongsu Protestant
Church in Pyongyang.32 It was organised by the Korean Christian Federation
and the National Council of Churches of Korea (from the south). The day itself
was auspicious, for it was Liberation Day over the whole of Korea, which celebrates the end of Japanese colonisation.
4

Juche Theology?

I finish on a more speculative note. Kim Heung Soo develops a particular point
beyond his joint work with Ryu: the possibility of a Juche theology. To understand this development, we need to put aside the simplistic trope that Juche is
a quasi-religion or replacement for religion (the trope derives from the speculative thought bubble that Marxism is a form of secularised religion) and trace
the development and elaboration of Juche thought over the last ninety years.
In a piece that would provide a preliminary framework, Kim Il Sung (1930)
speaks of the need for Koreans to avoid worshipping great powers, that the
masters of the revolution are the masses of the people and the need for correct
31
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As Billy Graham (2007, 629) observed after his meetings with Kim Il Sung: ‘I could not
help but feel that in his heart he wanted peace with his adversaries before he died’. For
recent comprehensive statements, with historical overviews and key developments from
a dprk perspective, see Ma Tong Hui (2010) and Kim Il Bong (2017).
For a report on this meeting, see http://www.pcusa.org/news/2014/8/22/worship-service
-pyongyang-focuses-peace-and-reunif.
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leadership on the road to victory. Although each of these points continues to
appear, one of them would be emphasised more during different phases. Thus,
by the 1950s the emphasis was on the Korean revolution developing its own
path and not falling into the pattern of – to use a wonderful term – ‘flunkeyism
[sadaejuui], or ‘serving the great-ism’ (1955).33 Crucially, Kim Il Sung has in
mind not the older lackeys of Japan or even the United States, but those communists who tend to worship and copy either the Soviet Union or the People’s
Republic of China in developing the revolution, while ignoring the specific history and context of Korea. By the 1970s and early 1980s, the emphasis became
more philosophical and socio-political. The philosophical principle was that a
human being, with creativity and consciousness, is the ‘master of everything
and decides everything’ (Kim 1982, 14). Not an individual human being, but a
collective one, meaning that the masses of the people as the masters of revolution and construction are the subject of history (Kim 1982, 18–36). In many
respects, this emphasis develops further the Marxist emphasis on subjective
intervention to change the objective conditions of history (Juche was initially
a translation of the German Subjekt). On the preceding point, I have cited Kim
Jong Il, for he in particular developed Juche into a full system of thought and
worldview. Notably, already in this key essay from 1982, we begin to see a line of
argument that would soon be enhanced in the 1980s and into the 1990s. While
still mentioning the other themes, Kim Jong Il increasingly emphasises the role
of the Workers’ Party in guiding the construction of socialism, which then enables him to emphasise the need to adhere to the central role of the leadership.
Obviously, he still means his father during this time, but this emphasis would
also come to focus on his own leadership when he took over the helm (Kim
1983, 1987, 1991).
With these developments in mind (which I have elaborated somewhat), Kim
Heung Soo traces the way a rapprochement has begun between Juche thought
and theology, a connection – I emphasise – that has happened after the development of Juche and not because it in some way is a quasi-religious entity.
Moves came from both sides, with those involved in elaborating Juche philosophy indicating an interest in the theological and philosophical understandings
of human nature in Christianity and Buddhism, while the Korean Christian
Federation already in 1981 began observing that Juche and theological approaches shared mutual concerns, such as charity, liberation for the o ppressed,
opposition to ‘flunkeyism’, a focus on national problems and a humancentred perspective. More specifically, Kim Heung Soo cites Park Seung Duk,
33

Derived originally from Mencius, it means ‘serving the great-ism’ or ‘loving and admiring
the great and powerful’ (Armstrong 2006, 57–58).
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from the Institute of Juche Philosophy of the Academy of Social Sciences,
who has stressed the earlier collaboration between Kim Il Sung and progressive Christians in the communist movement, the need for Juche theorists to
understand religious approaches to human aspirations and how Juche proponents and Christians can find a way to work together for ‘human liberation and
salvation’ (Kim 2009, 17). From the Christian side, there have been efforts to
interpret the human-centred focus of Juche as not excluding the role of God,
for the incarnation itself is the clearest indication of such an approach from a
theological perspective. Kim Heung Soo quotes Reverend Ko Gi Jun, general
secretary of the Korean Christian Federation at a meeting in Canada: ‘Christians in North Korea believe in almighty God who is the Creator, but they do
not entrust everything to God … We human beings must strive to accomplish
what we must do by using all the God-given gifts and wisdom and talents’ (Kim
2009, 17–18).
The strands of this development are admittedly rather thin and they may
not go anywhere further. It may turn out that official Juche thought moves in
a way that rules out such an engagement, especially if it emphasises further
the unrivalled leadership of the Kims and downplays the two other elements
noted earlier – the resistance to ‘flunkeyism’ and the focus on the masses as
the subject of history. The latter two are obviously more amenable to theological emphases, although we should not rule out the possibility of adherence to the leader in a Christian context, as can be seen in the memoirs of
Son Won Thae (2003). Or a theological engagement may take a direction seen
elsewhere, in which Christian theology accepts many of the positions from a
Marxist-inspired position but also maintains a certain ontological reserve for
the role of God in liberation. If this rapprochement does proceed further, it
would certainly be a new chapter in the story of Christian communism.

Conclusion
There is no need to revisit some of the key themes of the book, whether the
tensions in the Christian communist tradition between communal and revolutionary concerns or the internal dynamic of reactionary and radical tendencies
that is constantly at play in theology as such. Instead, I would like to address
two issues: the nature of actual historical communist movements; and the role
of ‘protest’ after one has achieved power.
On the first point, the best way to understand communism, Christian or otherwise, is to study historical examples. Too often the tendency is to view communism as an ideal world that may be found in the mists of a distant future.
Perhaps human beings will get there someday, but meanwhile we need to get
on with the messy business of life. This romanticised view I find not only wayward but historically ignorant. Why? There have been many concrete examples
of communism in practice, some of which I have analysed in this book. That
they have most often been of a Christian variety should be obvious by now.
But there is a catch: they have been overwhelmingly small affairs. The long history of efforts to establish such communities, however short or long they have
lasted, typically involves relatively few people living in circumscribed areas. At
times, they have had to fight for the space to do so, and if the area in question
was sufficiently remote or rugged, they may have been successful over a longer
period of time (and I do not regard the temporal closure of an effort as a necessary ‘failure’, as if success can be measured simply in terms of longevity).
Perhaps this smallness of size is related to the apparent marginality of the
movements in question. Time and again, my analysis found that the communist dimension in Christianity emerged on the edges, whether in thought or
deed. Kautsky’s extraordinary reconstruction had to look to the sidelines to
identify and claim the various strands of Christian or ‘heretical’ communism.
Luther and Calvin had to struggle with the more radical implications of their
thought, so much so that it took Marx and Engels to espy the former’s implicitly revolutionary dimensions. Or the Christian communism that interests
me has also found itself on the margins of modern communism, most notably with the Russian Revolution – in terms of peasant communism, Tolstoy
and the God-builders. Indeed, I have mentioned elsewhere that it is one of the
great missed opportunities of the Russian Revolution that – despite its many
stunning achievements – it did not find the means to appreciate and work with
the strong elements of Christian communism in Russia. In other cases, I have
had to look elsewhere, especially with material that scholars for varying reasons have passed over due to preconceptions, whether Farnham Maynard in
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Australia, Chinese Christian communism in the early twentieth century, or the
thoroughly demonised dprk in our own time. I have argued that the dynamic
of radical and reactionary elements is a constitutive feature of Christianity,
indeed that one should not try to identify one as the core and the other as its
perversion or aberration. And yet, so often the historical reality is that the radical, more communist element appears on the edges of thought and practice,
having to challenge the powers that be.
At the same time, these movements have so often managed to establish
some concrete form of communist practice. As I mentioned, the exercises have
tended to be with relatively small groups in specific areas, even if they were
and indeed are today linked to other groups of like-minded people or groups
of the same organisation. So what can be learned from these historical examples? The first may seem somewhat paradoxical: the principle of ‘all things in
common’, if not ‘from each according to ability and to each according to need’
requires a high level of organisation, even for a small group. Allocation and
reallocation of labour, production, resources and products requires careful deliberation and continual reassessment. Second, the group in question requires
a strong ideological justification for what it does, especially as it sets itself over
against the world as it is. Given that I have focused on Christian communism,
the ideological framework is invariably Christian, if not biblical. The obvious
texts play a role (Acts 2 and 4), but so also do many others that are discussed
and interpreted for the sake of the group’s identity. Third, most groups desire
peace – to be left alone to get on with the collective life they have chosen. This
usually entails a certain level of retreat from the world as it is, to a quiet corner
far from the madding crowd. And yet, fourth, the very act of doing so is based on
a profound criticism of the world. At this point, a potential bifurcation opens
up, for the criticism may be based on a conservative or a progressive agenda.
Obviously, I am interested in the Christian communist formulation of this
challenge, for it is based not on the return to some mythical Golden Age that
never was, but a vision of a future world that gradually adopts – it is hoped –
the project undertaken by the small community in the present.
Fifth, the problem is that the powers that be are not always happy with the
explicit and implicit challenge to their own understanding and organisation
of the world. The historical examples indicate so often the policy, ‘if we cannot absorb them, crush them’. The communities in question find themselves
harassed, expelled, persecuted, if not simply annihilated if the rulers have had
enough. Retreat may be a possibility, if at all possible, but at other times there
is no other option but to take up force of arms. The Taborites and the Taiping
were relatively successful for a while, the Dulcinians lasted only a short while,
while the peasants with Müntzer and the Anabaptists at Münster came to a
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rapid and martyr-like end. An alternative opens up with the Chinese Christian
communists of the early twentieth century, if not the radical believers during
the long struggle for the Korean Revolution. In these cases, they opted to join
a united front with other forces, especially the communists. We also find this
approach in Latin America, which I have not discussed in the book. But the
lesson learned is that any communist movement, Christian or otherwise, must
learn the arts of war to defend itself, since those who would destroy are often
legion.
The final point is – given the more recent direction of my interests – the
most pertinent of all. It seems to me that the type of organisation characteristic of Christian communism is possible only within relatively small groups.
Having all things in common, a commitment to a significant level of equality
in terms of labour and produce, a form of communist democracy in which all
decisions are made by the group – much as Marx saw in his idealised version of
the Paris Commune (1871a) – are possible only with small organisations. Everything changes when the effort at communism moves to state level, especially
in a large country like Russia and China. The catch is that Christian communists have never been in such a situation, so we need to consider the historical examples of other types of state organisation, such as the Soviet Union or
the People’s Republic of China today. As Lenin and Mao said on numerous
occasions, gaining power through a revolution is relatively easy; exponentially
more complicated is the effort to construct socialism when one has power.
This point leads to the second matter I wish to discuss: the role of (prophetic)
protest. Christian communism is predicated on a profound criticism of the
world, often with a strong sense of transcendence. Yet, it is all very well – and
at times relatively comfortable – to criticise the status quo from the margins, so
much so that one does not wish to change the current situation too much. Let
me dwell on this point for a few moments, focusing on the most succinct articulation of this position in the work of Max Horkheimer, especially his essay
‘Theism and Atheism’ (1996, 34–50, 1963). In Horkheimer’s dialectical reading,
either theism or atheism may form the basis of protest or the means of oppression. Thus, when atheism offers resistance to a religion that has supped with
the devil of an oppressive state, it is a profound form of protest and resistance:
‘Atheism was once a sign of inner independence and incredible courage, and it
continues to be one in authoritarian and semi-authoritarian countries where
it is regarded as a symptom of the hated liberal spirit’ (1996, 49, 1963, 185). The
key is resistance. A political or social structure that has become oppressive
should be challenged. Religion may indeed offer this path through its radical
transcendence, or, as Horkheimer puts it, in the name of allegiance to a totally
other. But so also may atheism, particularly if it challenges cathedrals, priests
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offering prayers for sundry tyrants, or the clergy comfortable with the benefits
of allegiance to the ruling class and its monopoly on property.
Horkheimer notes that modern atheism is a late arrival and has struggled
to grip the masses (1996, 41–45, 1963, 178–82). Thus, the Enlightenment’s metaphysical atheism, the replacement of God with nature, or indeed the strain of
English deism, belonged to the realm of salons and armchair intellectuals –
Kautsky’s ‘Salonkommunismus’. Soon enough the situation changed, with European nation-states, science and technology, population explosions, world
wars and multi-national capitalism. Only then could atheism begin to produce
a historical narrative and gain institutional power. Horkheimer’s prescience is
rather remarkable, especially if we consider the movement of ‘new atheists’,
who are now able to reclaim the narrative of nineteenth century atheism in order to proclaim their message (R. Boer 2009c). The problem – in Horkheimer’s
narrative – is that after atheism managed to gain its much-desired status, it
betrayed its critical position. His basic position is that any compromise with
state power is a problem, so when atheism becomes a state ideology, it is institutionalised and used to exercise that power. Horkheimer’s core example
is fascism, which he experienced at first hand, but implicit in his analysis is a
certain perception of the Soviet Union under Stalin. In this light, he suggests
that atheism too may become an authoritarian power.
Horkheimer’s point is that theism and atheism do not constitute the real
opposition. Instead, it lies between betrayal and resistance, or oppression and
protest. Thus, both theism and atheism may, depending on the circumstances,
find themselves on either side of this line. His own position is clear: ‘The idea
of a better world has not only been given shape in theological treatises, but
often just as well in the so-called “nihilistic” works – the critique of political
economy, the theory of Marx and Engels, psychoanalysis – works which have
been blacklisted, whether in the east or in the west, and provoked the wrath
of the mighty as the inflammatory speeches of Christ did among his contemporaries’ (1996, 48–49, 1963, 185).1 For Horkheimer, this position entails reading
the specific situation carefully: when religion becomes the ideology of power,
as happened with medieval European states or during the transitional absolute monarchies, and when it pursues, condemns, expels and executes those
who protest too much, then atheism becomes a resolute stand in opposition,
along with those marginal religious movement which have been proscribed.
1 See also: ‘Those who professed themselves to be atheists at a time when religion was still in
power tended to identify themselves more deeply with the theistic commandment to love
one’s neighbour and indeed all created things than most adherents and fellow-travellers of
the various denominations’ (Horkheimer 1996, 49–50, 1963, 185–86).

Conclusion

241

However, if atheism succeeds in ousting all religion and is transformed into
the dominant ideology of a repressive state apparatus, then religion may once
again become take on a position of protest and opposition.
The gains of Horkheimer’s position are obvious: theism or atheism is not the
key to the problem, as so many have thought. Instead, critique and protest is
the heart of the issue. If atheism is an expression of protest, then it draws nigh
to what might be called protest theism, a central feature of the Christian communism. At the same time, there is a problem in Horkheimer’s approach: he
views with deep suspicion any seizure of state power. This can be a relatively
comfortable position to take, since one can always sit on the sidelines, criticising any form of state power and eschewing any opportunity to exercise power.
But it begs the question: what happens if one does gain power, through a revolution? To be sure, this has never been the situation for Christian communism
and may well never be the case, given its predilection for small communities.
Or rather, it is only the case if Christian communists become part of a larger
united front where the state is socialist. In this case, there are number of examples, whether in Latin America, China with the tspm or indeed the dprk
and the Korean Christian Federation.
I have asked this question since it is increasingly at the centre of my thought,
particularly with a project called ‘Socialism in Power’. So I cannot help pondering how Christian communism might work within this framework. Since I
have already analysed the situations in China (earlier in the twentieth century)
and the dprk, let me draw on two other sources for some insights. The first
comes from Jan Lochman (1922–2004), the Reformed theologian working in
Czechoslovakia in the 1960s and 1970s, although he later moved to Basel and
continued working into the 1980s and beyond. For some strange reason, I have
a longing for someone like Lochman, with his deep indebtedness to the Hussite Reformation and involvement in the socialist project of Czechoslovakia,
although I also need to remind myself that the era has passed in that part of
world and that it now exists in a state of post-communism. As we saw in my
chapter on the Marxist-Christian dialogue, Lochman (1970a, 1970b) openly
acknowledges that the socialism that had developed in Czechoslovakia at
the time had indeed eliminated poverty and ensured relatively minimal differences in wealth and economic status. With national healthcare and free
education – modelled on the Soviet Union’s breakthroughs of the 1930s – those
who had been downtrodden were now valued, so much so that workers and
farmers took an active part in debates concerning the development of socialism. I am particularly drawn to Lochman’s admission that the dictatorship of
the proletariat is absolutely necessary in the first or even preliminary stage
of socialism, with its attendant restrictions and alienations. But this is by no
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means all, for one longs for the next stages of socialism, without specifying
how many there might be. It is precisely at this point that Christian theology
may have a positive contribution to make in the process of developing socialist
democracy. As a Reformed theologian, Lochman invokes the Exodus tradition
and Jesus of Nazareth, who embodies in this context both a humanising and –
to use the language of the time (Bultmann 1951) – demythologising effect, challenging the powers not to produce new mythologies.
Lochman’s position is of a critic within, attempting to remind the socialists
in power not to lose sight of their initial empowering vision. Let me now turn
to my second example of a theologian under socialism, Dick Boer. I begin with
some biography to set the scene: in 1984, Dick Boer was called to East Berlin to
be a minister in the Dutch Ecumenical Congregation in the ddr (Niederländische Ökumenische Gemeinde in der ddr). He was minister for six years, until
1990, after the fall of the wall and the end of the ddr. Why did this congregation call Dick Boer? He was at the time a professor of theology in the University
of Amsterdam, but he was also a member of the communist party. In short, he
was a minister of the church, a professor and communist. As for the congregation, it was a small (100 members) communion of left-wing Christians in the
ddr. It was established in October of 1949, when the ddr was itself founded
in response to the establishment of West Germany. At that time, the church
was made up of Dutch citizens who had come to Germany as foreign workers
(Fremdarbeiter) during the Second World War and who lived in what became
both East Berlin and West Berlin. After the construction of the wall in August
of 1961, the part of the congregation in the ddr grew into a community of
left-wing Christians. They became deeply committed to political readings of
the Bible, especially the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament). They also developed a
liturgy that included elements one may describe as ‘secular’ or ‘non-religious’.
Or rather, the liturgy saw the work of God in the world outside the walls of the
church, outside what had become the acceptable zones of Christianity. For example, the hymn book contained not only the best examples of church music,
but also the ‘Internationale’ and ‘Vorwärts und nicht vergessen’. All of which
meant that the Dutch Ecumenical Congregation took a step further than the
Federation of Evangelical Churches of the ddr, which defined itself as ‘not
against and not outside but within socialism [nicht gegen, nicht neben, sondern
im Sozialismus]’. By contrast, the Dutch Ecumenical Congregation saw itself
as a communion of ‘Christians for socialism’. That is, they were both ‘within
socialism and for the ddr’.
The challenge for Dick Boer, as the minister and as a theologian, was
to find ways to preach within the context of actually existing socialism. In
the liberation and political theologies that arose in Western and Southern
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contexts – Latin America, North America, Europe – a key biblical narrative is
the Exodus out of slavery, as is the Gospel promise of the ‘Kingdom of God’
that will provide healing, release from hunger and freedom from exploitation.
In these cases, the moment of the Exodus or the new world is yet to come at a
hoped-for future moment. But what does a minister do when the Exodus has,
so to speak, already happened? How does one go about the difficult task of
constructing the new society? To preach the Exodus in the ddr would mean to
speak of liberation from slavery in the ddr. So Boer became interested in the
time after liberation, after the Exodus. He discovered the importance of the
‘historical’ books (or ‘former prophets’ as the Jewish canon calls them) of
the Hebrew Bible, such as Joshua, Judges, and the books of Samuel and Kings.
He also re-discovered Ezra and Nehemiah, with their accounts of rebuilding
a ‘Torah Republic’, when the exile to Babylon (sixth century bce) was over.
This was the problem of the ‘travails of the plains’, as Brecht put it. The task of
climbing the mountain is now past and we are on the plateau where the real
task begins. The experience led Dick Boer to develop his theory of ‘actually
existing’ or ‘real’ Israel.
Further, since the government of the ddr recognised the congregation as
an organisation with a special relationship to the Netherlands, the church was
allowed to organise seminars with Dutch speakers who entered into discussion
with Marxists from the ddr. The topics of these seminars included: ‘The alliance of Communists and Christians’; ‘Faith and Atheism’; ‘Socialism and the
Third World’; ‘The New Economic World-Order’; ‘Media’; and ‘Gay Theology’.
The Marxists who took part in these seminars actually felt free to engage in a
robust critique of the official communist positions of the state – in the spirit
of the tradition and theory of Marxism itself. Further, even though the government of the ddr officially forbade a ‘Christian-Marxist dialogue’, here that
dialogue took place, regularly.
Since it was Boer’s task to find and invite Marxist speakers for these seminars, he also had the opportunity to meet and speak with them in private. He
became friends with many of them, a friendship enhanced by their common experience of being members of communist parties. They shared their hopes for
a renewal of socialism and their frustrations in seeking such a renewal. These
contacts also encouraged Boer to undertake an initiative to ‘save’ the ddr in
the time of the ‘Wende’ (turn). He was inspired by the Dutch peace movement’s
project to ‘Stop the N-bomb’: one starts with a manifesto, which is signed by
prominent figures without explicit political commitments. In the Netherlands,
this action led to the largest mass-movement since the Second World War.
So he proposed a similar action in the ddr: organise a manifesto, signed by
well-known people from the new civic movements (Bürgerbewegungen: Neues
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Forum, Demokratischer Aufbruch), the Church and the party (the section working for renewal and not related to the state and the ossified party apparatus).
This initiative, beginning with the manifesto For Our Country (Für unser Land)
which was written by Christa Wolf and Volker Braun, became the largest massaction in the period of the Wende in the ddr. They obtained no less than
1,167,048 signatures. Sadly, the initiative for renewal itself failed, not least because the Soviet Union was no longer able to protect the ddr from the unending efforts of the West to ‘overthrow’ communism. Yet, as Boer points out, the
sheer size of the movement (one among many) shows that, contrary to much
propaganda, the ddr was supported by many of its citizens until the end.
The result of this extraordinary experience was a biblical theology from a
Reformed perspective, published in German, Dutch and English (Boer 2008,
D. Boer 2009, 2015). The most significant feature of this study is the effort to
think theologically in the period after the revolution, after the gaining of power
when one needs to put into action one’s hopes and plans. This is the time of
the ‘real Israel’ or ‘actually existing Israel’ – with an obvious play on ‘actually
existing socialism’. It is the time of the ‘travails of the plain’ that I mentioned
earlier, when one has climbed the mountain and must put into action one’s
plans. It is also a period of many mistakes, steps backward, reshaping the approach in light of changing and unexpected circumstances. So also the ‘real
Israel’ made many mistakes and certainly did not live up to the project as it
was outlined in the Torah (the first five and really core books of the Bible). As
a result, many would argue that it ‘failed’, especially when the project came to
an end. Too soon did this project succumb to imperial powers of the first millennium bce, becoming a province (called ‘Yehud’) under the Persians and
Greeks and Romans. But ‘failure’ is a harsh term, beloved of right-wing critics
who deploy an impossible benchmark for what counts as success: perfect realisation and eternity. Anything less than eternally perfect is a failure. Of course,
in their eyes this applies only to the Left (for they conveniently ignore the disaster of their own project). In reply, we need to resist such a verdict, insisting
that any liberating project which achieves power and which is able to begin
the process of construction is a success, especially if it is able to overcome the
counter-revolution. It may come to an end before its time, leading to profound
disappointment. But the experience is enough to foster hope and energy for
yet another effort.
Thus, Boer too sees a critical role for a Marxist Christian, a communist theologian involved in the complex project of socialism itself, which should really
be seen as a long work in progress. By focusing on the Bible and interpreting
it in this light, he identifies the many problems that face such a project, if not
its temporary erasure and absorption by its enemies. By now, the very idea of
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critique has taken on a whole new meaning, well beyond Horkheimer’s protest
against corrupt powers. Now it is criticism of a project that is not living up to its
ideals, even if these change in the light of reality. I must admit that I continue
to be inspired by the projects of Lochman and Boer, even if they were involved
in ‘actually existing socialisms’ that were colonised – for a time – by Western European capitalism. But I am also inspired by the projects further east,
especially by the Chinese Christian communists whom I discussed earlier –
Wu Leichuan, Wu Yaozong and Zhu Weizhi – or indeed by the North Korean
Christians who have developed – through great hardship – an approach that
works with rather than opposes the arduous construction of socialism. In their
cases, the reality of socialism in power continues.
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