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      “Brad Green’s book provides a readable and penetrating introduction to critical theory, a subtradition of Marxism. It describes the basic founding figures and their views but also—most valuably—critiques them from a Christian perspective. The hopes of Marxists and advocates of critical theory are a twisting and counterfeit of the Christian view of sin and hope in Christ as the remedy. This book does well to equip Christians with a basic understanding not only of these views but also of the mixture of good and bad they offer.”

      Vern S. Poythress, Distinguished Professor of New Testament, Biblical Interpretation, and Systematic Theology, Westminster Theological Seminary

      “I’ve read numerous articles and books on critical theory, but Brad Green’s What Is Critical Theory? is the most lucid, insightful, and penetrating treatment I’ve encountered. His argument that critical theory is a kind of parasitic imposter that seeks to subvert and supplant a biblical Christian worldview is especially illuminating and powerful. I learned much from this book, and it will be my first recommendation for any Christian who wants to understand the challenge of critical theory and the ways in which it has infected Western culture.”

      James N. Anderson, Carl W. McMurray Professor of Theology and Philosophy and Academic Dean, Reformed Theological Seminary, Charlotte

      “Ideas have consequences, and this is certainly true of critical theory. Critical theory is postmodern thought applied, with disastrous consequences for our society. In this helpful primer on critical theory, Brad Green does a masterful job of explaining what it is and responding to it by the truth of the Christian worldview. By engaging this false view of our day in terms of the creation–fall–redemption–new creation framework of Scripture, this book is much needed so that the church can respond to the issues of our day with biblical and theological precision and life-giving truth. Highly recommended.”

      Stephen J. Wellum, Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

      “This book is timely. It has a number of virtues. First, it is about the whole of critical theory and not just race questions. Second, it does not shy away from embracing various positive aspects of critical theorists, even while it exposes their errors. Third, it conjoins the subject to contemporary issues such as hate speech. Fourth, and most important, it scrutinizes each topic with Scripture. Even if this subject is not on your radar, you will benefit enormously from this book’s approach. A must read for anyone wishing to interact with a powerful branch of current analysis.”

      William Edgar, Professor Emeritus of Apologetics, Westminster Theological Seminary

      “Brad Green observes and understands critical theory and then evaluates it. Like a faithful elder, he not only teaches sound doctrine but rebukes those who contradict it (Titus 1:9).”

      Andy Naselli, Professor of Systematic Theology and New Testament, Bethlehem College and Seminary; Lead Pastor, Christ the King Church, Stillwater, Minnesota

      “Brad Green’s Christian guide to one of the dominant issues of our day is a triumph of scholarship yet readily accessible to the general reader. For Christians who feel the need to learn what critical theory is and how to assess it, this is the book they should reach for. It is a compact, all-you-need source.”

      Leland Ryken, Professor Emeritus of English, Wheaton College

      “Critical theory is now part of our society, and Christians need to learn how to navigate the language of its proponents. In this book, Brad Green gives us the framework to do so. With precision and care, he traces the history of those concepts now heard everywhere. He encourages us to take the time to listen to the thinkers of critical theory before declaring our opposition to this new view of reality. This is the path of wisdom because it is the only way Christians can truly see that the triune God is the only true source of freedom for love, compassion, and justice.”

      Yannick Imbert, William Edgar Chair of Apologetics, Faculté Jean Calvin, France

      “This is a remarkably insightful and surprisingly dispassionate study of the fundamental differences between cultural Marxism and biblical Christianity. It is written by an evangelical theologian who has reflected long and hard on the implications of critical theory and where that thought movement has led.”

      Paul Gottfried, Editor in Chief, Chronicles Magazine

      “Saint Irenaeus wrote against the seductive influence that Gnostic sects had in the second-century church. Brad Green has reenacted that project in a criticism of a select group of thinkers (Benjamin, Horkheimer, Marcuse, and Adorno) that inspired the latter-day gnostic sects of critical theory, which have run amok in higher education in recent decades.”

      Donald Livingston, Professor of Philosophy, Emory University; Retired Fellow, Institute for Advanced Studies in Humanities, University of Edinburgh
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      In memory of A. J. (“Chip”) Conyers—mentor, colleague, and friend.

      Chip may not have engaged critical theory just as I did, but I think he would have appreciated my attempt.

    

  
    
      All revolutions are doctrinal.

      G. K. Chesterton

      The Napoleon of Notting Hill
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      Foreword

      I still remember my first brush with critical theory more than thirty years ago in a small and rather unassuming undergraduate unit called Modern Critical Theory. To be honest, I could barely make sense of the term back then. I certainly had no idea it would one day become a lightning rod in culture wars across the globe, shaping debates not only online but also in classrooms, churches, newsrooms, and parliaments.

      If Christians are to join those debates responsibly and contribute persuasively, they need to pause and ask what “critical theory” actually means and, perhaps even more importantly, what it doesn’t mean. Which is why this book meets an urgent need. At a time when critical theory is often invoked more as a slogan than as a subject of serious study, Bradley Green has done the painstaking work of reading the theorists on their own terms, engaging them with both fairness to their arguments and faithfulness to the witness of Scripture. The result is a work that marries care with concision, scholarly precision with clarity and directness.

      A distinctive strength of this book is the structure of part 2, framed around the biblical-theological sequence of creation, sin, and redemption. This powerful structure means that the book can engage critical theory comprehensively, not piecemeal. It brings balance and clarity, showing how the gospel’s framework is richer than the emaciated and partial categories of the critical theorists.

      In these pages you will discover how critical theorists and Christians often criticize modernity in strikingly similar terms, pointing to the failures of Enlightenment rationalism, the hollowness of consumer culture, and the dehumanizing force of technological systems. You will also see how critical theory is a kind of heretical theology, with its own account of creation, fall, and redemption. This perspective clarifies what is at stake: The contest is not merely sociological or political but is between fundamentally different worldviews. For the Christian, engaging with critical theory is an exercise in comparative religion.

      But critical theory is not a very good or healthy religion, largely because it is not critical enough. Yes, it identifies real problems like alienation, commodification, and domination, but no, it cannot reach their root because its refusal to reckon with God and sin leaves its critique incomplete. At every turn, the gospel speaks more profoundly than critical theory. It affirms creation’s goodness, diagnoses sin accurately, proclaims redemption through the cross, and directs our hope toward resurrection and new creation. Green demonstrates that critical theory’s questions are pressing but that only the gospel offers answers that endure.

      Perhaps most valuable of all is Green’s insistence that Christians must draw on their own resources when responding to critical theory. Enlightenment liberalism cannot alone form the foundation for a Christian engagement—and neither can any other secular philosophy. Only Scripture and theology provide the categories robust enough to show that critical theory is asking some of the right questions, though not in a way that can lead us to the deepest and most important answers.

      This is a book to be read carefully and pondered deeply. It neither rashly dismisses critical theory nor weakly capitulates to it, but it charts a more faithful path: patient engagement and unflinching biblical critique. Readers who wish to understand critical theory and to see how the gospel speaks a better word will find here a trustworthy guide.

      Christopher Watkin

      Associate Professor of French, Monash University

      Author of Biblical Critical Theory

    

  
    
      Introduction

      When one hears the words critical theory, one might—in our present moment—think of critical race theory. This is understandable. Critical race theory has been a heavy hitter in the news cycle for a number of years now. But this book is not particularly concerned with critical race theory. This book is interested in exploring, understanding, and engaging an older—and very important—school of thought: critical theory.

      I am not using the term critical theory as a term of derision. Critical theory is a term of self-designation, one used by advocates of this school of thought. This volume attempts to come to terms with certain key early thinkers of critical theory: Walter Benjamin (1892–1940), Max Horkheimer (1895–1973), Herbert Marcuse (1898–1979), and Theodor Adorno (1903–1969). These are arguably the most central of the critical theorists, and no one would dispute that they are four of the most central.1

      In the wake of 2020—the death of George Floyd and the aftermath of that event—there was a lot of talk about cultural Marxism, antifa, Black Lives Matter, critical race theory, and so forth. Lurking behind those realities in various ways is this older movement of critical theory. Apart from the link between the older critical theory and recent cultural and intellectual events and crises, critical theory is worth understanding on its own terms. There is little doubt that critical theory’s influence can be discerned today, though it is not always easy to work out in great detail. It has been perennially difficult to draw causal links between an older school of thought and its influence on a culture, a society, or a people many years later. Ideas may have consequences, but ideas have a funny way of morphing, of moving beyond what a key thinker said, even of—we might say—metastasizing over time. While my main interest in this work is to understand and engage the older critical theory, I also share some reflections on how this older school of thought has permeated our intellectual and cultural landscape in some startling ways.

      The purpose of this book is both to understand and engage critical theory and to provide a concise Christian analysis of critical theory. While critical theory is not monolithic, both institutional and intellectual commonalities tie the critical theorists together, particularly the four I focus on in this book.

      The book proceeds as follows. Part 1 is somewhat brief and simply offers a concise history of critical theory and a short introduction to Karl Marx (1818–1883) and Marxism, orienting the reader to the movement.

      Part 2 seeks to understand and engage critical theory. I use the following organizational schema, suggesting that we can both understand and engage critical theory if we see it through the grid of three traditional biblical-theological categories:

      1. Creation and reality

      2. Sin and the human dilemma

      3. Redemption, history, and eschatology

      The heart of the book is found in chapters 3–5 and follows these three biblical-theological categories. I suggest that critical theory has its own understanding of creation and reality (chap. 3), its own understanding of sin and the human dilemma (chap. 4), and its own understanding of redemption, history, and eschatology (chap. 5). Each of these chapters includes three sections:

      1. An exposition and engagement with critical theory

      2. An example of how critical theory may be manifesting itself today or of how the older critical theory’s influence might be seen today

      3. A Christian critique of the aspect of critical theory being treated in the chapter

      In chapter 6, I offer one more way that critical theory’s influence is visible today: the way proponents of critical theory advocate and lobby, arguing that certain forms of speech or expression must be aggressively and intentionally prohibited, and doing so—ostensibly—on moral grounds. I suggest—perhaps somewhat cheekily (but earnestly and honestly)—that this is also a kind of religious or theologically rooted phenomenon. I suggest that critical theory has its own kinds of “antiblasphemy laws,” laws that prohibit blaspheming “god.” But in this situation, the “god” is the god of critical theory, not the one true God of Holy Scripture.

      In chapter 7, I offer a few additional theological reflections exploring the strengths and weaknesses of critical theory. In all the various themes explored in this final chapter, we see a common thread: Critical theory is trying to make sense of the various challenges and pathologies of the late modern era. They (somewhat) rightly grasp that something has gone awry. But they are intellectually stuck in a kind of dead end from which they are unable to extricate themselves. Their criticisms of modernity can at times seem strikingly similar to certain Christian criticisms. But the fundamental convictions of critical theory do not allow the critical theorists to form, articulate, and maintain a meaningful path forward for people living in late modernity.

      Finally, in the conclusion I restate and summarize the heart of the book’s argument and share a few final comments. Readers seeking to grasp something of the argument of the book before working through the entire volume may want to read the conclusion, catching a glimpse of where things are headed.

    

    
      
        1  I originally planned to include a fifth person, Jürgen Habermas (1929–), who was kind of a second-generation critical theorist and is still living at the time of the writing of this book.

      

    

  
    
      Part 1

      Exploring the Origins of Critical Theory

      In this first part, I offer a brief history of and initial engagement with critical theory. I also begin to outline how a Christian might both engage and understand what at times can be a bewildering world of thought. I suggest that Christians must do the necessary work of understanding and exploiting the resources of the Christian faith if they are to offer a meaningful response to critical theory.

      I also provide a short introduction to Karl Marx and his sociopolitical theories. Marxism bore substantial influence on the development and thought of critical theorists and thus is relevant to our quest of grasping what critical theory is and how it has shaped our world.

    

  
    
      1

      A Brief History of Critical Theory

      In this first chapter, I offer a brief history of critical theory and the critical theorists to place critical theory in proper perspective. I seek to show that critical theory is a robust intellectual movement with a distinct history and distinct body of literature. Critical theory is rooted in a generally Marxist interpretation and critique of modernity, but it has also significantly reworked and reinterpreted Marxism, while at times being compelled even to reject certain tenets of Marxism. Early critical theorists made some surprising moves—including lamenting the dangerous effect of popular culture. I foreshadow a line of thought to be explicated at length later in this volume: Critical theorists were correct to think in terms of how people are shaped by their cultural surroundings and by popular media, and they were correct to point to the failure of Enlightenment liberalism as an all-encompassing worldview. While James Lindsay is to be commended for his significant analyses of critical theory, I depart from Lindsay in that I do not generally think that a return to or reembrace of Enlightenment liberalism is adequate.1 Rather, I suggest that Christians need to exploit our own biblical and theological resources to forge a truly Christian understanding of and response to critical theory.

      While critical theory as a school or tradition of thought is not new, it has come to some prominence in recent years. Proponents write with varied perspectives within this school or tradition, but it is nonetheless possible to describe the principles and convictions of critical theory in a general way. This book first summarizes the key tenets of critical theory by engaging with some of the seminal thinkers of critical theory, including Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Walter Benjamin, and Herbert Marcuse. These thinkers provide a representative sample of the writings of critical theory.2

      This book argues that if Christians are to respond fully and properly to critical theory, their response needs to be rooted in a truly Christian biblical-theological framework. Such a Christian response must recognize that critical theory is in effect an alternative theology or religion and that it is helpful to understand critical theory as just such an alternative theology or religion.

      A truly Christian response to critical theory must show that it is not—ironically—critical enough. Christianity truly gets to the heart of the matter and actually is the most truly “critical,” in the sense that the Christian message offers a true understanding of reality and what is wrong with the world and likewise offers the true solution to the myriad challenges, problems, and sufferings experienced and seen in the world.

      Critical Theory’s Birthplace

      All roads lead back to the Institute for Social Research (Institut für Sozialforschung), founded in 1923 in Frankfurt, Germany. Hence this institute and its fellow travelers are often referred to as “the Frankfurt School.” The early Frankfurt School was composed of Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, Leo Lowenthal (1900–1993), and Friedrich Pollock (1894–1970). Other associated people were the famous psychoanalyst and social psychologist Erich Fromm (1900–1980), Otto Kirchheimer (1905–1965), Henryk Grossman (1881–1950), and Walter Benjamin. Second-generation people associated with the Frankfurt School would especially include Jürgen Habermas (1929–). The school was unapologetically Marxist, though it also felt free to advance, critique, or adjust the received Marxism of its day. With Nazism’s rise to power, the Institute for Social Research moved to Geneva in 1933 and to New York City (Columbia University) in 1935.3 Some critical theorists ended up in California in 1941. In addition, critical theorists drew many insights from G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831), and at least some members of this school saw Sigmund Freud’s (1856–1939) basic paradigm as essential to its work.

      Critical theory was birthed in the aftermath of World War I. It was hoped—by several people sympathetic to Marxism—that this crisis would precipitate the revolutionary activity (especially in Germany) that many Marxists were hoping for. But such a revolution did not occur after World War I, and this led to something of a crisis for the critical theorists in general. For example, Marcuse wrote,

      I became more and more politicized during this period [by 1919]. It was evident that fascism was coming, and that led me to an intensive study of Marx and Hegel. Freud came somewhat later. All this I did with the aim of understanding just why, at a time when authentic conditions for revolution were present, the revolution had collapsed or been defeated, the old forces had come back to power and the whole business was beginning all over again in degenerate form.4

      Indeed, in the summer of 1923, Felix Weil (1898–1975) organized a seminar devoted to exploring why the hoped-for revolution had not occurred following World War I. His father, Hermann Weil (1868–1927), gave a generous donation to secure the financial foundation of the Institute for Social Research, which was founded in 1923 and opened one year later.5 As Stuart Jeffries writes, the Frankfurt School sought to understand “what it was about capitalism’s oppressed that stopped them rising up to end their bondage—to be delighted, rather, with the very chains that bound them.”6

      Thus, critical theory both accepts much of the general Marxist (and Hegelian) paradigm and is quite happy to rework, rethink, adjust, extend, and even reject, at points, various aspects of the Marxist paradigm. One of the “last” great thinkers of critical theory, Jürgen Habermas, has been more explicit about, at least in some senses, moving past Marx. David Held notes that the early critical theorists of the Institute for Social Research “rejected the idea that all social phenomena were in essence a mere ‘reflex’ of the economic.”7 That is, if traditional, or classical, Marxism held (ostensibly) that all social phenomena could be reduced to economic forces, the emerging critical theorists were not so sure of this.8 The critical theorists were Marxists who were rethinking and reevaluating Marxism. Horkheimer, for example, wrote that Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels (1820–1895) were “still indispensable for understanding the dynamics of society” but that they could “no longer explain the domestic development and foreign relations of nations.”9

      Wrestling with Varied Ideas

      While the critical theorists were Marxists or Marxists of a sort, their writings are rife with talk of freedom. Thus, Horkheimer said that an urgent task of critical theory is “to protect, preserve, and where possible, extend the limited and ephemeral freedom of the individual.”10 We return later to the notion of “freedom” in the critical theorists and explore what the critical theorists meant by the term.

      Here and there in this book, I try to unfold critical theory’s critique of capitalism. It is hard to grasp the logic of critical theory without grasping its proponents’ animus and hostility toward capitalism. The critical theorists once wrote that it is the organization of production along capitalist lines that “threatens the spirit and today even the material survival of mankind, and not technological progress itself.”11

      The Marxist hope and impulse seem to run deep in the critical theorists. Reflecting decades later on the 1930s, Max Horkheimer wrote,

      In the first half of the century proletarian revolts could plausibly be expected in European countries, passing as they were through inflation and crisis. The idea that in the early thirties a united movement of workers and intellectuals could bar the way to National Socialism was not mere wishful thinking.12

      That is, before the rise of Nazism in the 1930s, it seemed legitimately possible that Marxism might win the day. But this hoped-for development had failed to materialize. A significant amount of the critical theorists’ energy from this point forward was devoted to a simple question: Why? Why had the hoped-for Marxist revolution failed to emerge? And this entails a related question: Why do so many people, given that they are (ostensibly) so severely oppressed by capitalism, fail to rise up and overthrow such a system?

      Carl Grünberg (1861–1940) was the first director of the Institute for Social Research, beginning his tenure in 1923. Max Horkheimer became the director in 1930, and his own vision for the institute can be found in his 1931 inaugural address, “The State of Contemporary Social Philosophy and the Tasks of an Institute for Social Research.”13

      It is also worth noting that critical theory was unique compared to the various strands of Marxist thought of its day. In particular, critical theory was uniquely fascinated with and emphasized the erotic. Paul Gottfried notes that various European Communists were generally put off by this emphasis.14

      One may wonder if the (often) rather abstruse and difficult prose of a few European intellectuals is worth exploring today. It is a fair question. Many intellectual movements rise and fall rather quickly, quietly fading away. But critical theory has had more staying power. Paul Gottfried suggests that even though there are interesting mutations between the world of critical theory and contemporary radicalism, one can still clearly discern a line between the two. Gottfried writes, “The Frankfurt School and its disciples provide the bridge between prewar [i.e., pre–World War II] fascism and Nazism in Europe and the contemporary imperative for cultural and emotional transformation.”15 That is, even if critical theory has mutated and developed since its founding, the writings and thoughts of critical theory are manifesting themselves in various forms of radicalism or progressivism today. In short, ideas do indeed have consequences, even if the ideas of one generation mutate, metastasize, and lead to at times bewildering conclusions over time.

      Tensions in Critical Theory

      For the one who studies critical theory, a number of potential puzzles emerge. Again, is there a link (or what is the link) between the critical theory of the 1920s–1960s and contemporary radicalism or progressivism? Or one might also ask, Is there a link (or what is the link) between some form of Marxism and contemporary radicalism or progressivism? To show my hand, I suggest that there are forms of conceptual similarity and overlap between the critical theory of the 1920s–1960s and contemporary radicalism or progressivism, including what is today called “wokeism”—especially via the influence of Herbert Marcuse (indeed, this seems undeniable). Contemporary wokeism seems to me to be a fascinating mutation when compared to an earlier Marxism—that is, Marx did not seem to have much interest in the advancement of homosexuality and most certainly would not have been a feminist in the sense that the term is used today.

      In this volume, we seek to understand critical theory as a particular movement with its own advocates, literature, and tradition. We take forays into why this matters today because it seems clear that many of the ideas, though mutated, developed, or transformed over time, have nonetheless made their way into the imaginations and instincts of many twenty-first-century people, even if most of them have never sat down and read a work by Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Walter Benjamin, or Herbert Marcuse. Ideas are funny things and work their way across time and place in intriguing ways. In short, I suggest that, at least in broad brushstrokes, many of the strands of political radicalism or progressivism currently reigning in our day can be traced back to some of the seminal ideas of what is known as critical theory.

      The critical theorists, to put it mildly, can be difficult to characterize. It may be convenient to dismiss them as “postmodernists,” but this would be imprecise. Interestingly, they were postmodern in their contention that the Enlightenment was a flawed project and had actually introduced certain forms of oppression, a sad development given that the Enlightenment was (ostensibly) predicated—in part—on the goal of alleviating oppression. The critical theorists are also puzzling because they generally loved classical, high culture (e.g., classical music) and were deeply distressed by the degenerating influence of mass, popular culture on the populace. But isn’t it self-evident that traditional Christians have almost always also raised alarms about the influence of mass, popular culture? Augustine (354–430) expressed grave concerns about mass entertainment, which seemed to titillate and play with the human heart; contemporary Christians are (or at least should be) concerned with the way children and youth (and adults) are at times addicted to social media and the various devices through which we access such media. So are these critical theorists friend or foe?

      The critical theorists were interdisciplinary and, as we will see, had an ambitious research agenda. As Held writes, the aim of these various people was

      to lay the foundation for an exploration, in an interdisciplinary research context, of questions concerning the conditions which make possible the reproduction and transformation of society, the meaning of culture, and the relation between the individual, society and nature.16

      Dependence on and Departure from Marxism

      To begin to understand critical theory is to grasp something of its historical origins in Europe and its roots in Marxism. Toward the end of World War I, things seemed to be looking good for the Marxist revolution that many had hoped for. In February 1917, the czars in Russia were removed from power. And nine months later, the Bolshevik Revolution occurred. Perhaps the much-anticipated Marxist revolution, which would finally destroy capitalism, was on the verge of occurring. In 1918, Marxist initiatives in Germany gained ground, with the Communist Party (the KPD) eventually assuming control. Hungary soon became a kind of Soviet republic. Sympathies for Soviet Marxism seemed to increase in Italy and Austria. In short, things were moving in the right direction—if one was hoping to see the advance of Marxism and the eventual revolution.

      But within a few short years, these Marxist developments and initiatives seemed to fizzle out instead of flourish. The German Communist Party appeared ineffective. And the growth of Nazism and fascism from 1924 to 1933 (especially with Hitler in Germany) seemed to move against the much-hoped-for Marxist revolution. And finally, the signing of the German-Soviet Nonaggression Pact on August 23, 1939, appeared to symbolize the (at least temporary) frustration of the Marxist revolution.

      In short, the critical theorists were driven to try to understand why the revolution that had occurred in Russia had not occurred in Germany—or in other places of the world either. But something odd had happened. Living conditions, including average salaries among the working class, were generally improving in the first half of the twentieth century. And if things were improving, how could the working class (the “proletariat”) be inspired to engage in revolution? Why would they? As Marcuse saw it, advanced technological societies in the West produced various tools, possessions, products (the automobile, hi-fi stereos, nicer homes, impressive kitchen appliances, etc.) that in turn manifested a kind of control and domination over people. These various impressive technological advances created certain “needs” in people, which caused them to now become—in a sense—enslaved to these advanced technological realities. Thus, Marcuse wrote, “The very mechanism [i.e., these various technological advances] which ties the individual to his society has changed, and social control is anchored in the new needs which it has produced.”17 All that to say, average working-class people may have indeed seen their incomes increase, their quality of life improve, and their various measures of health advance, but these same people—living in the capitalist West (e.g., the US)—have actually been trapped in an oppressive system that shapes them, molds them, and, indeed, oppresses them. Marcuse thus also wrote, “Technological progress multiplied the needs and satisfactions, while its utilization made the needs as well as their satisfactions repressive; they themselves sustain submission and domination.”18 Or as Jeffries summarizes, the members of our society “do not know their true needs.”19

      Walter Benjamin, to whom I devote significant attention, is one of the most intriguing of the critical theorists. Benjamin would eventually end up in Paris, living there while working on his most ambitious book, The Arcades Project (unfinished at his death but published posthumously in German in 1982 and in English in 1999).20 In summarizing this work, Jeffries gives an apt synopsis of critical theory in general: “In writing The Arcades Project, . . . Benjamin had a grand political ambition: he was striving to recast Marxism for a new consumerist era in which we were in thrall to commodities in a way even Marx had not imagined.”21

      One could try to summarize the key themes of critical theory in a number of ways. The movement was (and is) by no means monolithic, and the debates within the movement are not insignificant. In this book, I suggest that the key themes of critical theory can in general be viewed through the lens of traditional Christian insights and themes. Said differently, what critical theory offers is—in its own way—a kind of alternative theology or religious vision of the world. The various themes of critical theory can be seen or understood as themes, convictions, insights, and hunches that all in various ways can be related to traditional Christian themes or doctrines. My contention is that when we read the critical theorists, we can see in their various convictions, arguments, and theories an echo of various Christian themes—even if in critical theory they are often distorted, twisted, and rejected. In short, critical theory is, in a sense, parasitic on Christianity.

      It has been said that Marxism is a kind of Christian heresy. I suspect that critical theory, in its own way, is likewise a kind of Christian heresy. But because critical theorists are nonetheless creatures living in God’s world and on God’s terms, their various themes and arguments can be rightly understood through the prism of key Christian themes and truths—even when the arguments, themes, and convictions of critical theory run radically counter to fundamental Christian truth claims. For organizational purposes, I group the various insights of critical theory into three broad categories:

      1. Creation and reality

      2. Sin and the human dilemma

      3. Redemption, history, and eschatology

      Before engaging critical theory in more detail, let us take a brief excursus and explore a bit about Marxism itself. This should help us grasp something of the logic of critical theory.
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