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CHAPTER 1  

Rethinking Marxism and Religion 
for an Emancipatory Future 

Graeme Kirkpatrick , Peter McMylor, and Simin Fadaee 

The great river of Marxist analysis that flowed through the academy in the 
1960s and 70s seemed for a period to have parted into multiple tributaries 
and then to have dried up completely in the first decade of this century. 
Since the crash of 2008, there has been a marked revival of interest outside 
the academy in ideas that might explain what is happening in contempo-
rary society and economy as the official line that casts the state as the cause 
of all problems has come to seem more and more absurd. Academia itself 
was also transformed in the years of decline with the consequence that,
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while the interest in the ideas is strong and growing, much of the work 
being done in sociology and other disciplines remains focused on narrow 
questions of identity politics, or worse, to be obsessed with trivial aspects 
of the codification of contemporary life. 

This book addresses the question of the relation between Marxism as 
a theory of the capitalist social whole and religion as a particular kind 
of response to life within that system. It is timely in light of Marx-
ism’s mini revival in the context of the protracted social consequences 
of capitalism’s crisis (witness the works by Eagleton 2011; Therborn 
2008; Harvey 2017; Claeys 2018; Carver 2018). A new generation of 
radical scholars also appear to be inspired by aspects of the Marxist 
tradition and are theorising the political and social context of radical poli-
tics (e.g. Doerre et al. 2015; Dean  2016). As well as revisiting and in 
some cases extending Marxist theory, much of this scholarship presents a 
change of tone, in which theory is brought directly to bear upon matters 
of pressing concern to wider publics (e.g. Hägglund 2019), breaking 
with the somewhat mournful character of earlier generations of ‘critical 
theory’ (Kohlenback & Geuss 2005). The current volume is a contribu-
tion to this emergent and important conversation. In 2018, the editors 
organised a symposium at the University of Manchester on Marxism 
and religion which in a curious way echoed a famous weekend seminar 
held also at Manchester in 1956 on radical politics and millenarian reli-
gion which had brought together two Marxists: Eric Hobsbawm, Peter 
Worsley, and the liberal historian Norman Cohn. Hobsbawm and Worsley 
saw millenarian movements as respectively proto-revolutionary, or poten-
tially anti-imperialist movements, while Cohn, as a liberal anti-communist, 
saw medieval European millenarian movements as precursors of later 
totalitarian regimes.1 Each of these scholars’ work reflected the political 
pressures and understandings of their time. Our context is, of course, 
different, but the political pressures in relation to religion are if anything 
more urgent.

1 All three published their research shortly afterwards in key works, Hobsbawm, Primi-
tive Rebel (1959), Worsley’s classic study of so-called Cargo Cults, The Trumpet will Sound 
(1957/1962) and Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium (1957/1970). Toscano describes 
this seminar as ‘a moment of profound reflection on the social and political dimensions 
of millenarianism…this was a discussion that remains vital for anyone wishing to come to 
grips with questions of time, history and fanaticism’ (Toscano 2010, pp. 45–46). 
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Religion has attained a new prominence during the years when 
Marxism was running dry. In the so-called post-communist societies, 
for example, organised faith has re-emerged to become a major force 
in social life. Elsewhere in the world, we see varied patterns of social 
change in which religious forces enjoy a new prominence. The disillu-
sionment of the Arab Spring, for example, has revealed societies in which 
perhaps the most coherent and dynamic social forces are associated with 
various kinds of religious narrative. A key focus of this volume, then, is the 
Marxist explanation of this resurgence of religion. The enduring character 
of religious belief is an anomaly for Marxism, which had postulated its 
disappearance under thoroughly modernised social conditions involving 
advanced science and material wealth. Most of the chapters that follow 
address the question of how it happens that, at the end of modernity, 
in a world society integrated through advanced technology, and sharing 
a confidence (not itself unproblematic but profoundly shared by much 
orthodox Marxism) in science, religion turns out to be such a potent 
social force. That religious views should be so robust and even play an 
important role in people’s efforts to thematise their social experiences 
and political aspirations seems to be a significant problem for the theory. 
Several of the chapters address this question of whether Marxism can still 
explain religion and reflect on whether a different accommodation might 
not need to be reached, even if it involves a scaling back of the explanatory 
aspirations of the theory. 

Implicit in this suggestion of a scaling back is perhaps a closing of 
the distance between Marxist theory and religious discourse, so that the 
former no longer assumes a position of explanatory condescension often 
ascribed to critical theory.2 In order to avoid this, it is important to ask 
the question in reverse, so to speak, and explore the ‘religious’ aspects 
of Marxism. This includes looking at its relationship to religious social 
movements during its emergence in the nineteenth century, and at the 
relationship its partial revival in the twenty-first century may have with 
contemporary post-secular configurations. In both cases, Marxism shares 
key structural features with religious movements. Moreover, this should 
not be seen as surprising given that it has been plausibly argued that 
socialism as a political form emerges, in part, to occupy a religious space 
created by the perceived crisis of older forms of Christianity in Europe

2 See for example, Latour (2013). 
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around 1800 (Stedman Jones 2010; Breckman  1999; Heinrich  2019). 
We hypothesise that this isomorphism speaks to a sociological explana-
tion of Marxism itself. Could it be that something of the optimism of 
contemporary Marxist theory (if that is what it is) reflects the fact that it 
draws on some of the same energies as revivified religion? 

One of the most significant roots of a synthesis of Marxist and Chris-
tian ideas lie in the decidedly ambiguous attitude towards capitalism that 
the Catholic Church expressed in the nineteenth century, which led to the 
development that became known as Catholic social teaching, expressed 
most famously in the Papal Encyclical Rerum novarum (1891) subtitled 
‘On the conditions of Labour’. While not friendly to socialism, this was 
critical of free-market capitalism and defended the rights of trade unions. 
Initially, this movement was largely a Catholic phenomenon, although it 
later influenced various Protestant denominations (Rowland 2007) and  
clearly informs later ‘liberation theology’ popular liberation movements 
(Gutierrez 1974). 

On our understanding of the term, Marxism is a body of discourse that 
is defined by its orientation to and service of human self-emancipation. As 
Terrel Carver (2018) argues in his reading of Marx, the most coherent 
interpretation of Marx’s writings on religion, political economy or the 
state involves close attention to its performative dimension. The meaning 
of Marxism, rather than being a matter of its position at the tail end 
of some developments in German metaphysics, is manifest in political 
positions taken and in the effects of Marx’s statements, including those 
ostensibly about ‘the dialectic’, in a context defined by political antago-
nism. The significance of Marxist discourse lies in how it articulates the 
position of the oppressed and converges in practice with their efforts to 
free themselves. In this sense, we share Carver’s emphasis, which is less 
“on what Marx wrote but rather with what he was doing when he wrote 
what he wrote” (2019, p. 4). What perhaps distinguishes our approach 
from his is a concern with the sociological dimension to this performative 
interpretation. 

In keeping with this distinctive rationale, the book has two broad 
themes, with multiple sub-currents. The first broad concern is about 
Marxism as a theory or philosophy and its relationship to religious 
thought and ideas. The key questions here are: can Marxism learn from 
religion? What is the compatibility of religion and Marxist theory? Are 
there key concepts from theology that Marxism only thought it could do 
without? How much is Marxist philosophy, morality, ethics really different
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from that of world religions? Is Marxism a kind of humanism? Does it 
negate God with the image of a fully realised human potential, or is its 
problematic defined outside of, independently of any engagement with 
theological themes and ideas? Is there a specifically Marxist conception 
of transcendence? Chapters in the first part of the book are devoted to 
answering these questions, with reference to contextual analysis of Marx’s 
writings and an effort to relate the findings of that analysis to other 
bodies of discourse in which the questions above have been posed. These 
later include existentialism, axiology, post-structuralism, Frankfurt School 
critical theory and Gramscian political theory. 

The second theme is more sociological: how are we to understand 
contemporary ‘religious’ movements, manifestations and articulations of 
Islam in particular, but also Hinduism and Sikhism as well as Christianity, 
from a Marxist perspective? Is there, or might there be common cause 
between Marxist praxis and religious social movements, perhaps especially 
in the global South? Or should Marxist materialists resist any such alliance 
with religion as inherently conservative force? Chapters in the second part 
of the book present case studies that address these questions in a range of 
social contexts where Marxist discourse and praxis have converged with 
those of different religions. Each analyses that intersection with reference 
to a strategic understanding of the dynamics of emancipatory politics. 

The first group of our contributors, therefore, address the ques-
tion of how Marxism thus understood may perform better, that is, if 
Marxism is the translation of theory into activity aimed at facilitating self-
emancipation then what are the reflexive implications for it of a world 
in which religion plays the role just identified? These chapters consider 
which of its concepts Marxism needs to develop further and ask what 
its fundamental orientation should be to contemporary, emancipatory 
social movements that understand themselves in religious terms. In the 
second section, our authors ask how religious discourse sits in relation 
to Marxism thus understood, exploring its contribution to the politics of 
self-emancipation and the importance of this to the Marxist sociological 
explanation of religion’s persistence. 

There is, then, a dialectic between the two parts of the book. If 
Marxism ‘explains’ religion, it might be argued that its efforts run up 
against certain internal limits of the phenomenon, which we could be 
tempted to call the ‘deeper questions’. This goes beyond the failure 
of ‘communist’ states to ‘solve’ the problems for which religion was 
supposed to provide a mere ‘salve’: alienation; inequality; domination as
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the sources of ‘meaninglessness’, etc. As Sartre and others in the Marxist 
tradition showed, human beings set free still confront the problem of 
how to fill that freedom. A Marxism that ignores this issue will, in all 
likelihood, repeat the failures of the past (although much more than this 
is involved in explaining the failure of East European communism). The 
essays in the second section address these questions through a series of 
investigations of social movements in which the concerns of communal 
self-emancipation and religious belief are entwined to advance specifically 
Marxist explanations of their successes and limitations. Our contributors 
each address these issues with reference to different features of a range of 
local situations, as well as situating local movements in the wider context 
of globalising capitalism. These analyses each carry implications for how 
the theory can respond to the questions raised in part one. It is our hope 
that the reader will find it meaningful to reflect on whether progressive 
Christian farmers in the Philippines, for example, have, by instituting a 
practical critique of capitalist agriculture, addressed the issue of a funda-
mental re-sort of the world, or better, made the possibility of a more 
meaningful way of life tangible. 

In light of this, it seems pertinent to ask if Marxism as a political 
force, is strictly secular in its appeal, essentially allied with liberalism, and 
fundamentally opposed to the communitarian values of religious politics. 
Perhaps developing an emancipatory politics for our times requires an 
alliance with religion that draws on the enthusiasm (and other features) 
of religious discourse. Traditionally, Marxism has been suspicious of these 
qualities, viewing them as a possible source of ‘irrationality’. It is impor-
tant to ask what, if anything, is the place of spiritual and religious ideas 
in the alternative society envisaged by socialists? If religion is more salient 
than before, this may mean it becomes a marker of social division in ways 
that were less important in the past. In Marxist perspective, capitalist 
society fosters divisions when they are functional for social domination 
(divide and rule). The essays in section two share a concern with how 
we are to understand the mesh of discrimination against religious groups 
with other kinds of division along class, race and gender lines. 

While the problems and issues highlighted here pertain largely to our 
globalised social condition, our contributors in part two all focus on 
local situations in which variables specific to each case play a key role. 
What also distinguishes them from much of recent sociology is Marx-
ism’s concern to relate local conflicts and contradictions to wider social
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problems and historical trajectories. Marxism’s status as a kind of meta-
theory that connects up the various struggles and renders them intelligible 
in light of each other is essential to its identity as the theory of human 
self-emancipation. The chapters in part two each attempt to maintain 
a balance between detailed examination of cases and principles and the 
wider goals of Marxist explanation set out in part one, and to explore the 
issues discussed there in their concrete inter-relatedness. 

Marxism first appears as part of a movement within European philos-
ophy, specifically a movement that exists in tension with religion, espe-
cially Christianity and Judaism, and, with Marx and his contemporaries, 
turns aggressively against it in the middle of the nineteenth century. Marx 
himself was satisfied that religion was a retrograde force, reflecting the 
continuing hold of ideas from the past on minds in the present—minds 
which, if freed of it, would seek social change in the future. He reached 
this view in the course of his early journey through the works of G.W.F. 
Hegel, for whom religion expressed fundamental truth in terms that made 
it presentable to society at specific stages of development. Hence, any 
given religion is both embedded in and specific to its historical context 
and transcendent of it; it is part of the unfolding of the Hegelian Idea in 
history. 

If religion is true, then this places it ahead of most philosophy, which, 
according to Hegel, seeks to comprehend the role of transcendent struc-
tures in the present but consistently falls into self-contradiction, precisely 
because it cannot acknowledge the role of thinking, of the Idea, in those 
very structures. Hence, to use the most obvious example, Spinoza offers 
an accurate vision of the relationship between reason and the world by 
presenting a mathematised conception of the structure of being, but 
cannot account for change because he collapses divine agency into being 
itself. Both philosophy and religion, then, are waiting for Hegel to present 
the highest form of thought, one that understands being and God in 
dynamic relation to each other and views that relationship as the source 
of rational structure in the real. 

Hegel’s monumental vision started to unravel when Marx’s generation 
found themselves—their careers, their freedom, their lives—thwarted by 
outmoded social and political structures. In the terms of Hegel’s theory, 
such impediments ought not to exist, at least not for long, since the 
unfolding of history ought to be opening up spaces for the brightest 
young minds to play their collective parts. Instead, the very vision of a 
rationally structured social whole was deployed against them; they were
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at fault since the state was the highest expression of Spirit and, moreover, 
the authority of the church increasingly merged with that of the state 
to curb their activities. Marx’s generation experienced this primarily as a 
limitation on what they were allowed to think. 

They responded, of course, with devastating criticism of religion and of 
the philosophy (Hegel’s) that seemed both to elevate and undermine it all 
at once. Breaking the spell of religion was, it seemed, essential to overturn 
the old ideas that held German society back. Achieving that led the gener-
ation of thinkers that included several of Marx’s youthful friends—Bruno 
Bauer, Moses Hess and above all Ludwig Feuerbach—into critical works 
that targeted religion and Hegel’s philosophy alike. In the main, Marx 
saw himself as inheriting their conclusions while emphasising the prin-
ciple that changing ideas was not enough; action to bring about concrete 
social change was necessary. For this reason, we find Marx near the start 
of his writing career noting that, ‘For Germany, the criticism of religion 
is essentially completed; and the criticism of religion is the prerequisite of 
all criticism’ (1992, p. 243). 

Each of our contributors points out, in slightly different ways, that 
Marx’s confidence that in the work of the Young Hegelians philosophy 
and politics had reached a new starting point by demolishing religion 
was misplaced. Essentially, this was because eyeing up possible futures 
in a world free of suffering is much less straightforward than it might 
appear: what are we to do with freedom and how will we make it mean-
ingful? For most people throughout history, answering these questions 
has proved daunting, sufficiently so that the reassurances offered by reli-
gion seemed necessary. For all that this book foregrounds the intersection 
of Marxism and religion in a range of contexts, we should not forget 
that Marx rejected religion for good reasons. In particular, the alliance 
of church, state and dominant economic forces has served elites well for 
centuries. The significance of Liberation Theology in the post-World War 
II period and its connections to changes in Catholic thought that culmi-
nated in the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), which fundamentally 
changed the relationship of Catholicism to at least some aspects of moder-
nity has been plausibly understood as the most significant development in 
the Catholic Church since the Reformation. In regard to theory, what this 
meant was some openness towards aspects of secular thought in philos-
ophy and social science, which in practice meant that those Catholics 
active in trade unions or social movements were now emboldened to learn 
from their secular comrades, including Marxists. The documents of the
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Council articulated more fully than ever before a theology based on ‘the 
dignity of the human person’ and linked this to support for key aspects of 
what had become known as ‘human rights’; it was this in particular that 
allowed a strong strand of liberal or progressive Catholicism to develop 
sometimes, but not always, overlapping with the stronger articulation of 
Liberation Theology, to critique various forms of authoritarian govern-
ment, especially the military dictatorships that had begun to dominate 
much of Latin America, but also later such governments in Africa and 
Asia. 

The chapters in the first section are mainly theoretical and reflect 
on Marxism in relation to this historical function of religion and, in 
different ways, assess the viability of Marx’s theory as a kind of substi-
tute for religious belief, understood in these terms. Graeme Kirkpatrick’s 
essay focuses on the category of critique itself, as this was taken over by 
Marx from his idealist philosophical predecessors. Adopting a genealogical 
perspective on critique inspired by Michel Foucault, the chapter argues 
that Marx attempted to repurpose a disposition and a practice from 
philosophy as weapons in the class struggle. Although Marx conceives 
this as a materialist move, Kirkpatrick argues that Marx’s critique retains 
strong connections with the philosophical tradition in which it was forged 
and, in particular, that it rests upon a form of subjectivity that was itself 
formed by the development of Christianity, with its emphasis on faith-
fulness to a revealed truth, bearing witness and the redemptive value of 
suffering. 

Writing from a standpoint that insists on theoretical parity between 
theology and Marxist insights, Peter Scott interrogates Marx’s early writ-
ings to identify the precise sense in which his critique of Feuerbach’s 
critique of Hegel takes Marx to a new philosophical position. He finds 
that this is not, properly speaking, a position that is beyond theology 
but rather one that is open to further engagement with it. Marx pushes 
beyond Feuerbach to recommend action in the world, connecting his 
ideas with social agency aimed at building community out of otherwise 
‘meaningless humans’. As Scott points out, this project is in fact the same 
as that of theology. If Marxism provides clarity for theology on the nature 
of its social problematic, it is equally true that Marxism requires some-
thing like what Scott calls the preterdeterminism of religious thought: the 
structure that we seek to implant in the present is one that, while by defi-
nition is not yet present, nonetheless hails us from the future and asks us 
to believe in it. The alternative is not, Scott points out, inaction, because
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failing to work for social change and renouncing belief in a better future 
is, of course, choosing meaninglessness. 

Peter McMylor’s contribution to the volume deepens the notion of a 
structural similarity between Marx’s theory and the religious beliefs that 
informed the fundamental ‘sort’ of existents from values at the basis of 
Western civilisation. Drawing on Alastair MacIntyre’s characterisation of 
Marx’s theory as confused between its claims to scientificity on one side 
and its call to action in the name of some kind of ethical imperative on the 
other, McMylor argues that Marxism has been ‘in denial’ about its own 
status as a secular theology. In order to overcome its contradictions and 
retain its character as a politically progressive movement, it must recognise 
that, as MacIntyre points out, Marxism’s real faith resides in the substance 
of the world, that is, it converges with utopianism in anticipating a change 
in the nature of the real. Drawing on axiological sociology, which traces 
the history of values as they are separated from reality over the historical 
long-term, McMylor develops this idea into a deep-sociological reading 
of Marx’s apocalypticism, according to which the idea of revolution is an 
immanent necessity of reality itself. 

In his contribution to the volume James Mark Shields notes that while 
Marx believes he has advanced the cause of critique by accepting its 
repudiation of religion as given and then applying it to other histor-
ical impediments to human emancipation, the real effect of his efforts 
at breaking down socially efficacious illusions is to restore us to the scene 
of religion. Destroying the false ideas that keep us apart and make us view 
one another as competitors or worse leads us to recognise the challenges 
of building community. This is the problematic of many religions and in 
his chapter Shields shows that it creates an immediate affinity between 
Marx’s problematic and that of political Buddhism in early twentieth-
century China. Within 40 years of Marx’s passing thinkers around the 
world were already identifying points of connection between them, even 
notwithstanding the overt atheism of Engels and Lenin. 

The majority of the studies in the second part of the collection refer 
to this process of the arrival of Marxist ideas in different parts of the 
world. Interestingly, as soon as it arrives in a new place, the theory inter-
acts and bonds with a pre-existing stock of ideas, each changing the 
other reciprocally. The details of this and how it plays out are contin-
gent upon historical, social and political factors specific to each situation. 
For example, Marxism in its Chinese form wins control of the state appa-
ratus by 1949, while in parts of the Middle East, its fate is bound up
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with those of movements that mostly fail to secure power. As the people 
involved come to occupy different social positions and, above all, attempt 
to achieve different things with their ideas, so they vary their articula-
tions of Marxist theory, with different themes coming to the fore. In the 
process, ‘Marxism’ comes to signify very different things in each context, 
stretching its identity, perhaps even breaking it up. 

One reaction to this would be to insist on a pure version of Marxist 
ideas and political praxis, which refuses association with religious move-
ments. This strategy, however, is itself influenced by the continuing 
presence of religion and religious beliefs and sentiments in society. It is 
one thing to proclaim that the religious element in politics is over, quite 
another to be obliged to keep repeating that observation for a period of 
years, with consequences for the tenor and character of the Marxist party 
that does so. 

In Simin Fadaee’s chapter, she describes how a faction of the Iranian 
left repudiated religion in this way, becoming increasingly extreme in 
their methods. The main focus of her analysis, however, is on the inter-
penetration of Marxist and religious discourses in Iran. Focusing on the 
works of Ali Shariati in particular, she shows how he incorporated Marxist 
insights on the historical process and the fundamental structures of capi-
talist society into his thinking. At the same time, however, Shariati rounds 
on Marxism for its neglect of the question of culture, that is, for lacking an 
account of how humans make meaning. This is important not only with 
respect to the socialist future but as a dimension of ongoing struggle. In 
Iran in the 1960s and 70s, gharbzadegi or ‘westoxification’, the domina-
tion of everyday life and of thinking by the symbols and icons of capitalist 
consumerism (a semiotic soup made with Western ingredients), had 
already been targeted by Islamic political actors. The power of this critique 
and its resonance with large numbers of people in Iran corresponds to a 
gap or silence in Marxist discourse. Fadaee shows that Shariati stitched 
the two systems together, combining an economic and social critique of 
capitalist exploitation with a progressive articulation of Shi’ism against 
Western cultural domination. Fadaee’s analysis shows how the political 
articulation of Shi’ism was in turn informed by Marxist ideas concerning 
the achievement of social class consciousness. The dialectic reverberates 
a step further when that process is itself described in terms of spiritual 
progress as understood in Shiism. Ultimately, of course, what happened 
in Iran was a revolution in which reactionary religious forces benefiting


