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Editorial Foreword: Western Marxism

and Theology

GENG YouZHuang, Renmin University of China

“Western Marxism and Theology” is not a new topic for the
Journal for the Study of Christian Culture. Among the twenty-three
previously published issues, there are at least two issues with topics
closely related to this theme, not to mention the individual articles
within other issues. The two issues are entitled “Option for the Poor”
(No. 16, Autumn 2006) and “Critical Theory and Theology” (No. 22,
Autumn 2009). In fact, “option for the poor” and “critical theory”
are, as the editors of those issues noted, precisely the two
dimensions of the connection between Western Marxism and
Christian theology. On the one hand, “theologians generally agree
that the concept of ‘option for the poor’ grew out of liberation

theology and Marxism [b]ut its roots are to be found in the Christian




faith and its social doctrine;”®

and on the other hand, “[c]ritical
theory as a part of Neo-Marxism, actively resists the manifold forms
of oppression throughout history.... [but] can even be seen as a kind
of ‘hidden theology’ or as a secular form of theology.”®

What, then, is the relationship between Western Marxism and
Christian theology? Roughly speaking, the Marxist theory of
alienation and Christian eschatology are both implicitly utilized as
theoretical backgrounds within Western Marxist discourse. In this
sense, both appeal to the unique experiences of the oppressed and
discourses of the marginalized, criticize and even resist the existing
societal and human conditions, and pursue a utopian or Messianic
hope through an aesthetic or political liberation. The “negative

theology” of Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, the theology of

i hope of Ernst Bloch and Jurgen Moltmann, the liberation theology of

Gustavo Gutierrez and those who followed, and black theology,
feminist theology and the like, could all be understood in light of this
perspective. Even in the current generation of Western Marxists, we
can find a continued exploration in this direction. One of the most
telling examples may be the relevant thinking of the famous Marxist
critic Terry Eagleton, with his “theological turn” in recent years as
background.

In 2003 Eagleton published a book entitled After Theory.

® Yang Huilin, “Editorial Foreword: What does it mean by ‘the poor’?”
Journal for the Study of Christian Culture No.16, Beijing: Religious Culture
Press, 2007, 2.

® Jason Lam, “Editorial Foreword: Dialogue between Critical Theory and
Theology™, Journal for the Study of Christian Culture No. 19, Beijing: Religious
Culture Press, 2009, 1-2.
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Though it is not viewed as his masterpiece, its title conveys a
significant message. Some scholar comments that its publication
shows “that the modes of theoretical discourse developed by the wave
of progressive thinkers through 1960s were no longer sufficient for
addressing an urgent, post-millennial political conjecture, and that
new concepts must be employed by the Left in order to comprehend
and critique these new circumstances.”” Indeed, it was around the
time of this publication that Eagleton found his way back to the
tradition of Christian theology in the attempt to search for a new
theoretical resource as some of the theological topics in his earlier
works reemerged. For instance, he discovered a correlation amongst
Aristotle’s idea of happiness, Judeo-Christian’s concept charity and

Marx’s notion of socialism in the discussion of virtues and ethics. He

argues, specifically, that the Judeo-Christian tradition considers

Aristotle’s “happy life of virtues” as the life of charity or love, which
implies a mutual self-realization among human beings, and that “the
political form of this ethic is known as socialism”. This is the result
when, as Marx stated, “the free development of each is the condition
for the free development of all”.? Furthermore, the issue of the body
is particularly highlighted where morality is concerned. Eagleton
suggests that it is only with the existence of the body that one can
speak about the matter of universal mortality. For it is through the

body that we can relate to one another As the most visible sign of my

® James Smith, Terry Eagleton: A Critical Introduction, Cambridge: Polity Press,
2008, 150.
® Terry Eagleton, After Theory, New York: Basic Books, 2003, 122.
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being as given, “the body is my way of being present to others in
ways which are bound in part to elude me...[thus] the impersonality
of the body, therefore, is related to the anonymity of love.” Notably,
in the discussion of liberation and revolution, the theme of anawim in
the biblical sense reappears. Eagleton asserts that those wretched of
the earth, called anawim in the Old Testaments, are the hope of the
future though the failure of the present, and that Jesus himself was
regarded as a type of the anawim by the authors of the New
Testaments.”

In as early as the 1960s, Eagleton had begun to explore this topic.
For instance, in The Body as Language: QOutline of a “New Left”
Theology (1970), he points out there is an inseparabie relationship
between the poor in the Biblical sense and the proletariat in Marxist
theory. In that early work, there is a long paragraph concerned with

“the poor™:

For the Christian, the presence of the sacred in the world
takes two major forms: Christ is present in that articulated
structure of signs which we call the church; he is also present,
more fundamentally, in the oppressed and exploited. Those
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

® Terry Eagleton, After Theory, 166-167.
® Terry Eagleton, After Theory, 175-176.
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its institutions, a potent and sacred revolutionary force. They
represént, simply by what they are, the dialectical contradiction
at the heart of a social order; they are the articulate signs of its
failure, of the shapeless, unstructured life in its margins and
crevices with which the order cannot deal without destroying
itself.

®

Hence, it is not very difficult to observe that an “option for the
poor” in Eagleton’s early thoughts had been among the key
components of his critical theory. In his post-2000 “theological turn”,
his analysis of the poor and the discussion on the nature of tragedy
constitute two aspects of this key issue.

For instance, Eagleton argues that, in Sweet Violence: The Idea
of the Tragic (2002), a possible revolutionary transformation initiated
by suffering, violence and death can be seen in the tragic crucifixion
of Jesus. Eagleton finds that Jesus himself also feels resentful and
resistant to his own suffering, as he feels towards the sufferings of
others. At the moment of his miserable death, “Jesus was left only

with a forlorn faith in what he called his Father, despite the fact that

this power seemed now to have abandoned him. But it was precisely .

this bereftness, savored to the last bitter drop, which in a classically
tragic rhythm could then become the source of renewed life. It is the
political meaning of this rhythm which matters. The destitute

condition of humanity, it was to be fully restored, had to be lived all

® Terry Eagleton, The Body as Language: Outline of a “New Left” Theology,
London: Sheed and Ward, 1970, 67-68.
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the way through, pressed to the extreme limit of a descent into the
hell of meaningless and desolation, rather than disavowed, patched up
or short-circuited.”” That is to say, the event of Jesus’ crucifixion is
tragic, because his death is unavoidable and unconditional, a real
sacrifice without any compensation. In the word of Eagleton, Jesus’
death is a cul-de-sac. Otherwise it could not be fruitful. After
elaborating the tragic destiny of Jesus himself as a representative of
the anawim, Eagleton draws a logical conclusion that “fit] is the
tragic which both Marxism and Christianity seek to redeem, but they
can do so only by installing themselves at the heart of it. Marxism is
an immanent critique of class society, not simply a utopian alternative
to it; and resurrection for Christianity involves a crucifixion and
descent into hell. Otherwise, what is reclaimed in both cases would
not be this condition, in all its deadlock and despair.” ?

In 2007, Eagleton -composed a long introduction for a new
version of the Gospels, edited by Giles Fraser, in which the topic of
“option for the poor’-—that is, the concept of the anawin in the
biblical sense—was further elucidated. He insists that the true
meaning of the Second Coming, described by Jesus’ apocalyptic
words at a critical moment in his life, is that “salvation consists not in
religious ritual or codes of conduct but in the donation of a crust of
bread or a cup of water. The Kingdom of heaven turns out to be a

surprisingly materialist affair. It is otherworldly in the sense of

¥ Terry Eagleton, Sweet Violence: The Idea of the Tragic, London:
Wiley-Blackwell, 2002, 37.
® Terry Eagleton, Sweet Violence: The Idea of the Tragic, 40.
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