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Preface


  This following little book constitutes an ambitious thought experiment that emerged from a casual blog post in the spring of 2014 in the international online publication Political Theology Today. The post concerning the need for a “new critical theology” caught the interest of editors at IVP Academic, and the development of this book project was the outcome. The idea of a “critical theology” of course was drawn from the familiar academic genre of “critical theory,” first put forth by neo-Marxists in the 1920s in Germany before it migrated to America prior to the Second World War on account of Hitler’s persecution of its main proponents. The article in Political Theology Today called attention to the rise of a new kind of critical theory represented by some of today’s most famous philosophers from Continental Europe and social theorists who, like Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels themselves in the mid-nineteenth century, believed that the historical antecedents to the modern secular, revolutionary impulse could be found in Christianity and its struggle against the “principalities and power” that enslaved human beings at both a social and spiritual level.


  The question that arose out of these peculiar ruminations was whether this preoccupation of the new interdisciplinary theorists with theological concerns could be considered a time for the emergence of a new “critical theology” from within the matrix of critical theory itself. A possible convergence of these “secular” interests, or what has previously been conceived in the theological mind—especially the evangelical Protestant one—as high-powered social and cultural critique, with the kind of “­deconstructive” faith-based analysis normally aimed at standard theological practices, institutions and modes of discourse, is a risky one. But in just a decade or so we have all been thrust into the maelstrom of a globalized world where the discussion of faith largely as a challenge for the individual believer in the declining Western world has become less and less compelling, or relevant. Every day in the headlines we encounter the specter of a new worldwide sociopolitical volatility and instability, demonstrating the fragility of the liberal world order that we have come to take for granted in many of our lifetimes. Month after month the instability grows and has violent repercussions in the supposedly “safe zones” that are the Western liberal democracies, as the accelerating pace of terrorist attacks indicates.


  The thesis of this project is complex, but also straightforward in many respects. It is that the new era of global crisis demands a whole new theological formulary that is unprecedented both in the content of the challenges it faces and in the conceptual resources or “intellectual capital” on which it must draw. These key resources are manifold, but they can be tallied for the most part as follows: a deeper “biblical” understanding of the meaning of divine incarnation, the ever-evolving legacy that has come to be known as “critical theory,” the insights of political thinking and political theology, an updated theory of religions and “the religious,” and finally the new, still somewhat amorphous body of suppositional literature that deals with what is loosely termed globalization.


  The response of the faithful to this new era of global of crisis as well as global theorizing and global theologizing must be an unbending and audacious one. Faith can no longer be “biblical” or confessional, as it has been historically on the evangelical right. Nor can it simply be “dialectical” or “socially and politically engaged,” as has been the case on the Protestant­—and also in large measure Catholic—left. It cannot serve as simply a brand marker for familiar ecclesiastical loyalties, or spiritualized varnish for what are hardscrabble ideological commitments immune to challenge or revision. A critical theology calls into question the very framework of conventional theological analysis and theory production. Furthermore, such a critical theology cannot merely remain “political” in the way that the endless procession of au courant civic theologies demand of us. It must make the “critical” turn in both a broad conceptual and practical fashion unlike what has been heretofore envisioned.


  At the same time, a certain caveat should be registered here. The following does not by any stretch of the imagination pretend to be some detailed prospectus for a new critical theology of the type that so many scholars in today’s cocooned and hothouse academic environment routinely look for. One cannot create a genre, or ignite a movement, by proclaiming either the urgency or the necessity of what we are self-­consciously terming an “agenda” for the new age of global crisis. The rush of historical and international events that fracture and fatefully alter operative academic assumptions is becoming more intense by the day. Therefore, any proffered critical theology does not purport to offer comfortable, temporal “solutions,” even with piecemeal applications, to the perceived permutations of the global crisis, but will have to develop organically from its own natural fibers and submerged root networks. But we can at least name these new tender shoots that may for the first time be pushing above the surface, and we can document and achieve some sort of inventory for the resources that might be required for such a large undertaking. The revival of “critical theory” in a broader sense than the term once connoted turns out to be one of the most significant events of the past decade, and it would be folly for the theologically minded (even if it is not the proper subject matter for self-established “theologians”) to sidestep its importance for their deliberations.


  The epoch in which we could spin out glib “theological” nostrums, whether we christen them “critical” or not, for whatever unsettles us came crashing down with the twin towers of the World Trade Center in September 2001. We can no longer just moralize, or intellectually dither, when confronted with the reality, including the frequent brutality, of what instantaneous digital communications bring constantly to our attention and often shock us with. As the philosopher Nietzsche wrote, we are “in the horizon of the infinite,” whereupon “we have left the land and have gone aboard ship! We have broken down the bridge behind us . . . the land behind us! Well, little ship! Look out. Beside thee is the ocean . . . if homesickness for the land should attack thee, as if there had been more freedom there,—and there is no ‘land’ any longer.”1 That is a profound characterization of the era into which are sailing, and it is time our theological compasses were so adjusted.
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Globalization and the Emergence of a New Critical Theory for the Age of Crisis


    What can oppose the decline of the west is not a resurrected culture but the utopia that is silently contained in the image of its decline.


    Theodor Adorno


    The New World Disorder


    We are living in a time of profound global crisis in the Western world—one that is all at once economic, institutional, cultural, political and most of all religious. The crisis is visible everywhere around us. The abject failure of the Arab Spring as a political movement has fueled the sudden emergence of radical and ruthless Islamist ideologies like the Islamic State, bent on conquest, expansion and the genocidal extermination of its many enemies whom it lumps together as kuffar, or “unbelievers,” which in turn have thrown the strategic assumptions of Western foreign policy into disarray. Within the Islamic world itself the “internationalization” of the long-standing Sunni-Shia antagonism and America’s ambivalent, if not pusillanimous, role in shaping the conflict, has certainly added to the chaos. New geopolitical battles, or complex nationalist conflicts such as we find in Eastern Europe, are springing up everywhere and throwing into question the meaning and mettle of the Western democracies. Meanwhile, the ever-deepening and toxifying chaos in countries like Syria and Libya, prompted initially by well-meaning, ineffective half-measures on the part of Western governments to stave off genocide, have spawned even worse nightmares that now threaten the very structures of stable and prosperous nations, as the European refugee influx and the accelerating threat of terrorist attacks from the so-called Islamic State attests.


    The prospects for a new global democratic order that seemed so promising in the 1990s now, as democracies wink out like decrepit stars from South America to Eurasia, seem at this point to have become something of a cruel joke. The lingering effects of the global financial crisis of 2008, which constantly threatens to break out again somewhere in the world in new and metastatic guises, cast an economic pall over what has become a deteriorating condition of the societies of the world everywhere we look. Between the moment this manuscript goes to press and its eventual publication we should not be at all surprised if some new and uncalculated dimension, if not dimensions, of the global crisis will have emerged. As the long-brewing “existential” threat to the European Union of Greece’s debt default during the summer of 2015 showed, seemingly minor dislocations in the social and economic order can have massive potential repercussions. What a quarter century ago after the collapse of the Soviet Union seemed unmistakably to be the promise of what then President George H. W. Bush called the “new world order” is now the new world disorder. Although the Soviet Union is long gone, Russia has flexed its muscles aggressively once more. Civil society is fraying at the edges. In the United States, long considered the global signal fire for social progress and the hope of humanity, a combination of economic decline, toxic partisan division, a mood of religious apathy and moral rudderlessness, growing ethnic divisions, and isolationism when it comes to global leadership have accentuated the feeling that things are coming unglued.


    It is not the first time in not-too-distant historical memory that the nations have teetered at the edge of unrivaled global crisis. During the late 1920s, as the world economy careened headlong toward economic disaster, a group of European thinkers and critics steeped in both German idealism and Marxist activism converged on Germany, at the University of Frankfurt, to provide identity and notoriety for the recently established Institute for Social Research. Within time, the assemblage of now famous philosophers and cultural theorists associated with the institute, such as Jürgen Habermas,1 Max Horkheimer,2 Walter Benjamin,3 Herbert Marcuse4 and Erich Fromm,5 came to be known as the Frankfurter Schule (Frankfurt school). The school, which in actuality was the epicenter of a worldwide intellectual movement that leveraged a broad, interdisciplinary method combining the humanities with the antipositivist social sciences and known as “critical theory,” had a slow but power­ful transformative impact on Western culture. Challenging every one of the dominant orthodoxies of its day, including fascism, Stalinist Marxism and corporate capitalism, critical theory was both directly and indirectly responsible for the various “cultural revolutions” of the 1960s that, in turn, profoundly reshaped the current Western academic and sociopolitical landscape.6


    Critical theory embodied the age-old desire to combine thought with action, theory with practice. The Frankfurt school insisted that if any theory was to be deemed “critical,” it had to insinuate a normative and potentially transfigurative constituency into its procedural apparatus. The Frankfurt school, in effect, traced its origins back to Kant’s declaration that all critiques of knowledge must lead to the affirmation of human freedom, echoing of course Rousseau’s celebrated manifesto for the age of revolution itself: “Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains.”7 Thus Max Horkheimer proclaimed that the purpose of critical theory is “to liberate human beings from all circumstances that enslave them.”8


    The young Marx had demanded that philosophy must move from interpreting the world to changing it, but the Frankfurt school recognized that interpretation and change could not be easily disentangled from each other. Critical theory enlarged the domain of world-transforming praxis from political economy to a penetrating critique of culture itself, encompassing everything from an exposure of hidden structures of domination perpetuated by popular ideologies, to the analysis of the forms of communication and prevailing sign systems. The assumption was that effective political movements were impossible without a radical overhaul of the cognitive and moral frameworks within which every social agent operated.


    The Frankfurt school became famous for its understanding of how communications media enslaves as well as emancipates. But with the exception of the ad hoc radical activism of students in the sixties with their tacit connections to its major theorists, it tended to avoid any deep-penetrating analysis of the role of educational institutions. Perhaps the oversight can be attributed simply to the relatively marginal role higher education in particular played as late as the 1950s in the formation of broader ideological commitments. But in the 2010s, when the Western economies were totally dependent on well-educated “cognitive workers,” especially in the United States, with their astronomical amounts of student-loan debt threatening the sustainability of the entire system, a new burst of critical theory zeroed in on the increasingly dysfunctional interplay between the production of knowledge and the global hegemonies of the new corporate elites, while the importance of higher learning in such an equation at last seemed to be on everyone’s radar. Various seminars and publications on what is coming to be known as the “new critical theory”9 have sprung up, not to mention new forms of inter­disciplinary curricula at colleges and universities.10


    These emergent instances of both high-level theory and committed praxis resemble to a certain degree what the influential contemporary French philosopher Alain Badiou has termed the “event.” The “event,” for Badiou, signifies a powerful disruption in the business-as-usual procedures within the corporate production of knowledge by the state-­controlled educational apparatus. The event pushes open a horizon for something wholly unanticipated and fraught with creative possibility that for the first time generates genuine “subjects,” as Badiou says in his Logics of Worlds, who are fired with a sense of “destination,” a vision of truth.11 L’ événtement is a singularity disclosing the threshold of powerful and irresistible historical forces, like the Arab Spring itself (on which Badiou has written)12 that are ready to break forth and transmogrify—perhaps almost overnight—a vast terrain. But before we venture into more detail about the new critical theory and its possibilities for engendering a new “critical theology” that might speak to the turmoil of our times, we might reflect on the historical circumstances the spawned the first iteration of such a critical theory as well as what might well count as the historical antecedents to the theological task, what was once known as “crisis theology.”


    World War I and Its Consequences


    A little over a century ago in the summer of 1914, the murder of an Austrian archduke and his pregnant wife, by a teenage Serbian assassin, in the streets of Sarajevo in what was then the dual provinces of Bosnia and Herzegovina, set off an unexpected chain of events that led to the greatest social, military and political catastrophe the Western world had ever previously experienced. What we remember today as World War I was actually referred to at the time by many in Europe and America as “Armageddon,” the long-prophesied climactic battle between God and the forces of darkness. It was the first truly global war, and in its deadly aftermath, there arose, for the first time in history, an awareness that a historical threshold had been crossed, that we had entered an epoch in which the efforts to identify and include vastly different peoples within a dawning planetary ethos amounted to something entirely new, something we now term globalization.


    Historians are now slowly coming to realize that the magnitude and brutality of the four-year conflict, in which 17 million people perished, resulted not only from a sustained military gridlock manifested in the horrors of trench warfare but also from the crusading passions of both soldiers on the field and the civilian populations that waved flags in support while enthusiastically sending their youth to die en masse on distant battlefields. A violent clash of parochial and particularized passions generated an unprecedented debacle that left many questioning the old, familiar ways of knowledge and gave impetus to a profound sense of overarching crisis that Europe, and the rest of the world, had not experienced before. The lubricant for these lethal passions was by and large religious convictions that could not be disentangled from nationalist impulses.


    The vast, mobilized militaries of Germany, England, France, Austria, Italy, America and Turkey all marched off into battle with an unassailable conviction that God was on their side and wanted them to emerge victorious in a war that, in the end, nobody really won. As Philip Jenkins writes, “Enthusiasm for the war was much greater than we might imagine,” because the vast majority of combatants in each of the myriad armies that fought each other were all convinced that they “engaged in a war for righteousness’ sake.” Jenkins adds, “Contrary to secular legend, religious and supernatural themes pervaded the rhetoric surrounding the war. . . . If the war represented the historic triumph of modernity, the rise of countries ‘ruled by scientific principles,’ then that modernity included copious lashings of the religious, mystical, millenarian, and even magical.”13


    Once the war was finally concluded with an armistice in November 1918, however, the earlier “holy war” mentality gave way, both in Europe and America, to a profound disillusionment and cynicism. A year earlier the legions of peasant soldiers in the Russian army, who had sworn allegiance to “faith, Tsar and Fatherland,” had been decimated on the Eastern front, only to return home to a revolution in the streets of Moscow. There they encountered a surprise seizure of power by a disciplined cadre of atheist, materialist “Bolsheviks,” who declared the end of all nation-states and called for a worldwide uprising of the working classes as Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels had envisioned in The Communist Manifesto of 1848.


    Vanquished, Germany itself almost went “red” following the armistice in the Spartacus Uprising of the winter of 1919, which was quickly crushed by government troops. The trauma of military defeat, combined with an overwhelming sense of humiliation on the part of much of the German population, by the terms of the war’s settlement in the Versailles Treaty, led to the congenital dysfunctions of the Weimar Republic, its eventual breakdown and the ascendancy of Hitler and the Nazis in the early 1930s. Even in the victorious United States, which had not suffered nearly as many casualties as the European powers, the national mood was sullen, incredulous and rebellious. The now romanticized “Flapper Era,” or the “Roaring Twenties,” took to flaunting attitudes, values and behavior that hitherto had been considered Bohemian and antisocial due to the feelings of outrage and devastation that affected the psyche of so many Americans, especially the youth of that generation.


    All things considered, the decades following World War I were characterized by a permanent sense of spiritual, moral and civilizational crisis. The apparent success of the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 both terrified the middle classes, triggering waves of reactionary political movements such as the revived Ku Klux Klan in America and Mussolini’s fascist blackshirts in Italy, and inspired the working classes, together with their ideological spokesmen and hangers-on, to a whole new level of militancy and insurrectionary fervor. When the Great Depression struck the developed world with unparalleled fury, the stresses of the immediate postwar period boiled over, resulting in seismic political upheavals from East Asia to the US Eastern Seaboard and eventuating in the Second World War. This thirty-year period of crisis and what came to be known as “total war” permanently and dramatically altered the cultural landscape of the West. But it also produced a heroism of radical new thinking that has left its lasting mark on thought and letters as well.


    Neo-Kantianism and Its Discontents


    Though Germany and Central Europe were in thorough political and social disarray during the decade after the Great War, it was also the occasion for some of the most creative intellectual ferment since the Napoleonic era, particularly in philosophy and theology. In the sleepy university town of Marburg, Germany, two giants of twentieth-century thought, the philosopher Martin Heidegger and his theological colleague Rudolf Bultmann, took on the hundred-year legacy of “neo-Kantianism.” Neo-Kantianism was the dominant strand of German liberal thought throughout the nineteenth century, codifying and popularizing the complex philosophy of Immanuel Kant, the so-called sage of Königsberg, who wrote at the end of the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century.


    German neo-Kantianism can be summarized broadly as an effort to rid philosophy of its “psychologist” or “subjectivist” tendencies, and to reconstitute it as a kind of science of sciences. Such an Olympian “science” (German = Wissenschaft) was far less concerned with empirical knowledge and more interested in what Kant himself had called the “pure understanding,” best exemplified in logic, mathematics and the more formal disciplines of inquiry. But neo-Kantianism, particularly among those who followed Wilhelm Dilthey, and as embodied, for example, during the late nineteenth century in the “science of religions” movement, also had a strong interest in culture, moral values and the varieties of what the philosopher Ernst Cassirer referred to as “symbolic forms.”14


    Before Heidegger and Bultmann arrived on the scene, Marburg had been the fortified redoubt of neo-Kantian thought. Heidegger blasted neo-Kantianism for its facile scientism, which he claimed—famously—totally confused human theoretical constructs with the intimacy of human experience of what really is, or “beings” with “Being” itself. Similarly, Bultmann—often citing his colleague Heidegger—attacked the theological establishment for its glib identification of God as the presumed object of theology with the symbolic imagination and the various intellectual constructs that the “science of religions” had cobbled together to explain something called “religious experience.” In the wake of the general postwar disorientation and malaise, both Heidegger and Bultmann chose a radically different starting point for their line of argument, which may be regarded as the broader touchstone for a contemporary “critical” approach to theological thinking. They set their compass by what they termed Existenz, or subjective existence, as Kierkegaard initially formulated it, the “facticity” of our simply “being there” in the world.


    The new standpoint was not in any way the kind of “subjectivism” that earlier neo-Kantian objectivists had both caricatured and lambasted. It was the standpoint that gradually served as the rallying platform for the later “existentialist” movement as a whole—an intensive emphasis on the bare contingency of “being in the world,” as Heidegger denominated it, on radical human freedom and on the necessity of personal decision. For Heidegger, the call to decision was a summons to “resolution” in the face of our eventual annihilation and amounted to a confrontation with the philosophy of the “meaning of being,” which could only be apprehended in light of the possibility of total nonbeing, what he termed “being towards death.”


    For Bultmann, it was a call to respond to the overwhelming and incalculable reality of what the “word of God” presented to us in our contingent state, through the radical and existential decision of faith, a faith not buttressed at all by any guiding set of Christian doctrines or convictions, but by the reality of the gospel itself in its immediate demands on our whole being. In our subjective decision making, we are inevitably confronted with a crisis—not merely the crisis of belief, but the crisis of the possibility of our own nonbeing.15 The trauma of widespread experience of trench warfare loomed large, one might speculate, in devising the controlling metaphors of the Heidegger-Bultmann venture.


    That is not to imply Heidegger and Bultmann were not in any way at odds with each other. They were indeed, and what separated them was the tenacity with which each one clung to the primacy of his own field of ­inquiry—philosophy and theology. Both Bultmann and Heidegger departed from neo-Kantianism (although they both had been shaped and informed by it prior to the 1920s) because of what might be described as its comfortable and cozy identification of ultimate truth with scientific objectivity. But Bultmann and Heidegger diverged significantly from each other in regard to where they steered that critique. For Heidegger, the current crisis made it plain that the foundational question of all philosophy—Aristotle’s­ quest in his Metaphysics for the meaning of “Being qua Being”—had been “forgotten,” and it was now the urgent task of thinkers to “overcome” this profound and pervasive “amnesia” within the tradition. Theology, mired in its Christian dogmatic heritage, was incapable of acceding to the challenge. It was instead a question purely of “ontology,” the thought of Being, a question only philosophy might address.


    For Bultmann, on the other hand, only “theology” could take into serious account what had induced the crisis in the first place. Only theology could wrest meaning from the experience of the great trauma that the Western world had unexpectedly suffered. In his Pentecost sermon of 1917, Bultmann sketched the context for making this new kind of theological turn. He recalled his childhood celebration of Pentecost, the “birthday” of the Christian church itself in heritage and liturgy, as a “festival of joy.” But he also invoked his recollections of Pentecost a year earlier when “I stood in a military hospital in the midst of the wounded and could hardly bring myself to say that Pentecost should be a festival of joy. Pain and misery stared at me out of large, questioning eyes, and the spirits of strife and alarm, of blood and terror, hovered oppressively throughout the room.”16 The lesson from that episode, Bultmann maintained, is that “if we want to see God, then the first thing we should say to ourselves is that we may not see him as we have conceived him. We must remind ourselves that he may appear wholly other than the picture we have made of him.”17


    The notion of God as “wholly other” had already been made famous as a category in the phenomenology of religion by the elder neo-Kantian Marburg scholar Rudolf Otto, even though it can be considered a general “eschatological” word that can be easily found in other Christian writers. Bultmann, however, took it not as a descriptive rubric but as an out-of-the-blue existential reality that throws into disarray any coherent cognitive system that we may have at our disposal to make our experiences intelligible to ourselves and to others. Our brute and bare finitude, our Existenz, is both contested and laid bare by such an encounter with the wholly other. Bultmann’s later theology of the New Testament was built around the premise that biblical exegetes are always trying to commandeer the text with their own preconceptions about what it says, but that a genuine “existential” hermeneutic of Scripture allows the Word of God to confront us and drive deeply into our very flesh and bones, forcing us to respond in some dramatic fashion. His analysis was similar to John Calvin’s “double knowledge of God,” which he had laid out during the sixteenth century in his Institutes of the Christian Religion. According to Calvin, the more we understand the supreme and infinite majesty of God through reading Scripture, the more we are convicted of our own limitations, pridefulness and sinfulness. And the more we perceive our own “depravity,” as Calvin put it, the more we acknowledge the glory of God.


    Bultmann’s “existential theology,” his answer to Heidegger’s Existenz philosophy,18 can be construed as a partial precursor of what today we are beginning to understand as “critical theology.” Bultmann’s own “critical” approach lay in his uncompromising refusal to grant culturally conditioned conceptual constructs, which always find their way into the interpretive schemes we employ both to understand the Bible and to communicate the nature of Christian faith, to take precedence over the impinging presence and inestimable nature of the divine, what he himself in the Pentecost message termed the “force” of God. Bultmann’s other well-known, but badly misconstrued, project of “demythologizing” the gospel had this controlling motive in mind. God’s self-revelation to humankind in the Bible comes to be encrusted and weighed down, according to Bultmann, with a “world-picture” (my translation of the German word Weltbild, which he frequently uses) that needs to be discarded two millennia after the fact. The older world-picture needs to be stripped of its mythical and outmoded characteristics so that the genuine “message” or kerygma (Greek for “proclamation”) of Scripture—the divine bidding to act obediently in faith—can be experienced on its own terms, in our own day.


    But so much of Bultmann’s approach, then as well as now, has been muddied by the ongoing controversy over the issue of world-picture, which he made a central theme in his project of “demythologizing.” Moreover, Bultmann’s thought remained within the mold of Lutheran pietism, focusing like the philosopher Søren Kierkegaard before him, and other religious “existentialists” who came afterward, on the stance of the lone believer before the inscrutable divine presence. What if the “crisis” out of which we are now charting a critical theology for our own day is one not so much of personal but of social and cultural existence? What if the “Word of God” stood over against not the varieties of personal idolatry and half-hearted belief but against the arrogance and ­pretensions of collective humanity itself?


    Again, the devastating and world-destroying impact of the Great War, especially in Germany, had an even more powerful impression on a young Swiss theologian teaching in Germany. His name was Karl Barth. As a citizen of a country that remained neutral in both world wars, Barth was absolutely appalled at the way in which his teachers and colleagues rallied enthusiastically and without reservation around the war cause of the German Reich immediately following the mobilization in the summer of 1914. By the following year Barth had recognized the hidden dangers of the liberal theological framework within which so much theological thinking up until that time was conducted.


    Germany’s unvarnished and unapologetic cultural nationalism was disclosed when so many prominent German intellectuals publicly endorsed the war aims as a marvelous crusade to preserve the unique “spiritual” heritage of their country against the barbarous Anglo-Saxon onslaught. Even before the war reached its tragic denouement, therefore, ending in German defeat, Barth had launched a one-man revolt against what was, in effect, the entirety of nineteenth-century Continental religious thought. His revolt, which initially drew on what he considered the profound “dialectical” power of the apostle Paul’s arguments in the book of Romans, came to be known as “crisis theology.” The historical crisis itself was but a clear and obvious demonstration, to all concerned, that God had executed judgment (Greek = krisis) on the world and that the biblically prophesied kingdom of God was breaking in. As Barth would write, “The affirmation of God, man, and the world given in the New Testament is based exclusively upon the possibility of a new order absolutely beyond human thought; and therefore, as prerequisite to that order, there must come a crisis that denies all human thought.”19


    As Gary Dorrien observes, such a “sentiment was appealing to many pastors and academics in the aftermath of the war. They were finished with Christian arguments for the support or renewal of German society, at least for the time being. Like Barth, some were repulsed by the spectacle of war experience theology [and] . . . were chastened enough by this spectacle to question the entire trend of the past generation toward an increasingly politicized culture-religion.”20 Crisis theology was ruthlessly critical of any theological attempt to correlate Christian claims and cultural experience. Even Bultmann’s more radical type of correlationism Barth came to dismiss as covertly captive to the finite dimensions of human knowledge mapped by philosophical inquiry. “Existence,” even though it purported to call into question all human constructs, was still exactly that—a construct! The only genuine, noncorrelative reality by which theologians might set their course was the “Word of God,” an expression Barth employed tirelessly not so much in the sense of its Reformed connotation as scriptural revelation, but as God’s absolute self-disclosure of his own sovereign prerogative. For Barth, even those staple elements of Catholic doctrine that Protestants considered as derivative from Scripture, such as the Trinity, the Chalcedonian unity of God and man in the person of Christ, and so on, could be regarded as “revelation” in the direct sense of the term.


    Barth’s take-no-prisoners approach to theological issues was upsetting to his contemporaries, to say the least. Bultmann and Barth eventually parted ways, even though both of them, as Christophe Chalamet convincingly shows, were faithful in their own way to the method of “dialectical theology” (the insistence that revelation includes both a “yes” of affirmation regarding God’s saving Word and a “no” when it comes to the pretensions of human thought, including theology).21 It appears Bultmann by 1930 had simply become tired of Barth’s bombast, even though the constraints of thinking and writing during the thirties and forties may have had a lot do with it. However, from a historical standpoint the theological nuances of the controversies and contentions of the 1920s and 1930s were eclipsed on the world’s historical stage, especially by what had been going on since World War I in social thought as a whole. Interestingly, up until Germany’s humiliation in 1919 many of its well-known theological luminaries had been moderate socialists, with a typical commitment to what today we would call “liberal politics,” in its preoccupation with the welfare of the working class and a penchant for limited state intervention when it amounted to promoting the common good. The theological disengagement from progressive politics after 1919 was the outgrowth of the utter disillusionment across Europe with “social democracy,” parliamentarianism and the various forms of political meliorism. The road to hell was now seen as paved with good intentions, and even the most exemplary strategies of progressivism were perceived as profoundly tainted by human corruption and self-seeking.


    Meanwhile, the unexpected outcome and aftermath of the Russian Revolution was just as telling in the shaping of attitudes among the postwar generation. The events of October 1917—what American journalist and Communist sympathizer John Reed termed the “ten days that shook the world”—were perceived at first with ambivalence by onlookers in the West. Social radicals, like Reed, who later snuck into Russia to become the Revolution’s key external spokesman, hailed the Bolshevik coup as the apocalyptic realization of a decades-long longing for an insurrectionary blow against global capitalism. Garden-variety Democrats as a whole were at best dubious and at worst aghast. Political conservatives, of course, were incensed. By the end of the 1920s, however, the widespread suffering of the people in Russia, due to the ongoing upheavals and the reported brutalities of the emerging Stalinist regime, had a sobering impact on all but the most diehard Communist ideologues, who nevertheless remained quite numerous. The abiding hope among Western intellectuals that the social injustices of the capitalist system might be turned around through collective activism and the impact of real historical events did not die easily. As the idealism of the postwar “red” sympathizers slowly waned, the elements of a new secular method of both cultural critique and social action began to absorb the energies of those yearning for a transformation of things.


    The Coming of the Frankfurt School


    The catastrophic economic collapse of the 1930s was the main catalyst for this shift. No matter one’s own religion or politics, it became impossible to avoid any longer what was called the “social question.” The “theology of crisis,” as it had been laid out after the war, as well as the Bultmannian-Heideggerian hermeneutics of Existenz, now seemed painfully abstract and arcane in many respects. What had increasingly garnered attention throughout the 1920s was an alternative to both theology and orthodox Marxism that came to be known as “critical theory.” The earlier critical theorists were, by and large, German-Jewish intellectuals who had lost their standing among Marxist revolutionaries after the failure of the Spartacus Rebellion in 1918 and after fading in the face of the new glamour accorded to the nascent Soviet experiment. Marxist theory had predicted the inevitability of a successful revolution in Germany rather than in backward feudal lands such as Russia. But the precise opposite had indeed transpired. Thus the academically entrenched German socialist intelligentsia, having been forced to accept the “bourgeois compromise” of the Weimar Republic as well as have it cast aside as inconsequential by actual, on-the-ground revolutionaries in other parts of the world, found themselves having to rethink Marxism almost in its entirety. This radical revisioning of Marxist dialectics in accord with the postwar situation in Europe, especially with the grim menace of fascism ever on the rise, was the task of what today we would call a “think tank,” known as the Institute for Social Research, founded in 1923 at the University of Frankfurt.


    Throughout the 1920s and until the mid-1930s, when the institute was disbanded by the Nazis and its principals driven into exile in the United States, the Frankfurt school (a name associated with the body of writings by thinkers connected to the institute) sought to recover the “humanist” dimension of revolutionary socialism by delving into the newly discovered Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of the young Marx. The Frankfurt school thus at the same time succeeded in relocating Marxist social analysis, in the rich philosophical tradition of German idealism, starting with Kant and culminating in Hegel. Like the crisis theologians, who were their immediate contemporaries, the early critical theorists developed a form of dialectical thinking that constantly called into question the assumptions and ideological pretensions of their academic contemporaries.


    Crisis theology and critical theory from their inception had one very important thing in common: a resistance to glib theoretical justifications of the existing order and grand metaphysical explanations of the why and wherefore of things, even those of the “historical materialist” variety championed by orthodox Marxists. Crisis theology wanted to liberate the cultural mind from pseudostrategies of collective redemption so that God could be “free,” as Luther put it, “to be God” in dealing with the human condition. Critical theory aimed to clear away once and for all the rubbish of all-encompassing materialist, mechanistic, scientistic and idealistic accounts—what the French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard once named “grand narratives”—so that the goal of both secular utopians and religious prophets through the ages could at least be proximately achieved—that is, a new birth of freedom and the end of servitude and alienation, as Horkheimer envisioned.22


    Once it had been uprooted from Europe and set up residence at Columbia University in New York in the second half of the 1930s, critical theory, as now conceived, began to take clear shape. The dominant influence on the new project of critical theory during this period, in contrast with earlier efforts to reinterpret Marxism from a more humanistic perspective, was Herbert Marcuse. Marcuse joined the institute in 1932, a year before it was shut down by the Nazis. He would later become famous in America during the social turmoil of the 1960s and early 1970s as the reputed “father of the New Left,” not only because of the popularity of his writings with the radical activists of that era, but also on account of his involvement in major public protests and his willingness to speak out in favor of certain kinds of “revolutionary” social action. He was even accused regularly of advocating violence, although the evidence to back that claim is muddied, to say the least. What Marcuse offered, however, was a fusion of European Hegelianism and academic Marxism, on the one hand, with the Frankfurt school’s central preoccupation after the move to America, namely popular culture, on the other hand. When additional expertise in psychoanalysis was provided by Erich Fromm, another Jewish refugee from Hitler’s Germany, at about the same time, the stage was set for the Frankfurt school to erect the scaffolding for what would become so much of interdisciplinary “theory” in the arts and humanities in America from the seventies onward. What exactly is, or was, critical theory in this context? Marcuse, who largely was responsible for coining the expression, characterized it as something quite different from “social theory,” in which orthodox Marxism was anchored, as well as from philosophy in its historic sense. The critical function of critical theory, according to Marcuse, is played by the omni-operational force of “reason,” a notion he derives straightaway from Hegel.


    For Hegel, the dialectical movement of rationality in human thought, and in concrete historical life, is propelled by what Hegel termed the “power of the negative.” In what were very well-researched and masterfully argued writings on the political relevance of Hegelian dialectic, especially his 1941 tome Reason and Revolution, Marcuse insisted that “negativity is manifest in the very process of reality, so that nothing that exists is true in its given form.”23 The upshot, of course, is that critical theory maintains the thrust of the “negative” from an immanent, theoretical position, in much the same way that Barth’s divine Nein served as the engine of dialectical, or crisis, theology. However, even though Marcuse developed his idea of critical theory from a close reading of Hegel’s Logic, the “revolutionary” impetus of historical reason emanates not from the momentum of self-negating concepts in the process of transmutation but from the character of social and economic reality itself.


    For Marcuse, therefore, there could be no distinction between “dialectical materialism”24 and a hypothesized dialectical idealism, insofar as they are, from the sociohistorical vantage point, one and the same. It is this lack of distinction, when it comes to dialectics, that separated critical theory from both the party-controlled Communist orthodoxy of Soviet times and the armchair academic and cultural Marxism that prevails nowadays. Critical theory has a key social and operational dimension to it, which the other forms supposedly lacked as well, in what we might dub an “ethical dimension,” drawing on the universalism of Kant’s categorical imperative,25 which was central to the idea of “pure practical reason” at the heart of the latter’s own “critical philosophy.”26 Indeed, critical theory is a kind of critical philosophy in a much broader sense, according to Marcuse, if not to the whole of philosophy itself. “The interest of philosophy,” Marcuse later wrote, “found its new form in the interest of critical social theory. There is no philosophy alongside and outside this theory. For the philosophical construction of reason is replaced by the creation of a rational society.”27


    The vision was close to Plato’s ideal of a republic, where philosophers ruled, with the exception that in Marcuse’s utopia philosophers would be kings only because they had raised the self-consciousness of society to the point that revolutionary transformation would come from the masses’ own immanent “critical” reasoning and desire for a new order of things. Marcuse’s Hegelian take on the anatomy of revolution became the hidden catalyst for the uprisings of the sixties, which were almost always seeded within the systems of mass higher education and anticipated in rhapsodies of the coming of the new “knowledge society” that were not on anyone’s radar prior to the Second World War.


    Critical Theory Comes of Age


    Marcuse’s star faded with the end of the political turmoil of the Vietnam era, and the reputation of a younger associate of the Frankfurt school by the name of Habermas, who quickly rose in the firmament. Unlike earlier spokespersons for critical theory, Habermas was from a traditional German Protestant family whose patriarch was reportedly a Nazi sympathizer. Moreover, Habermas was born in 1929 and was merely a young boy throughout the Nazi era. He never was compelled to go into exile, and completed his graduate education in the de-Nazified, liberal democratic environment of West Germany during the 1950s, even though his mind was extensively shaped by the thought of Adorno and Horkheimer, his teachers at the now revived Institute for Social Research at the University of Frankfurt. The entirely different social and institutional context in which Habermas elaborated his own version of “critical theory” should not be underestimated. In comparison with his elders who had experienced the sudden descent of democracy into malignant and militarized fascism, Habermas came to believe in the future of a new post-Nazi and self-consciously cosmopolitan Europe. Thus, while riding all the postwar intellectual and philosophical currents of his time, Habermas’s thought, over time, became a force maieur for legitimizing Western democracy. As Agnes Heller puts it, Habermas’s “Marxism” was from the outset an “institutionalised one” with its standard academic gestures in the direction of “historical materialism.”28


    What was also missing in Habermas’s take on critical theory, according to Heller, was any interest in the emancipatory potential of the proletariat, which he, like many so-called cultural Marxists who would later come to the forefront in the sixties through the influence of Marcuse, was convinced had now lost their revolutionary fire and turned socially conservative. The regime of capital cannot be overthrown through any kind of mobilized collective wrench thrown into its whirring wheelworks. Instead it has to do it through a “gradual” process of self-education and what in the 1960s came to be known simply as “consciousness-raising.” Such consciousness-raising, offered as the premise of any manner of liberating praxis, depends not on any forced indoctrination of the masses, as had become the general rule in the totalitarian societies of orthodox Marxism that had sprung up from 1948 onward from China to Cuba (and of course in the Soviet Union). Instead it must rely on self-education, what South American educational theorist Paolo Freire would label the “pedagogy of the oppressed.” It would be the consequence of a critically transformed method of social transactivity in which collective action cannot be distinguished from intersubjective communication. Habermas would name this new methodology a “theory of communicative action.” Not only would the theory of communicative action gradually in Habermas’s oeuvre replace the doctrine of historical materialism as the key to emancipatory praxis, but it would also reverse the conventional Marxist, together with fascist and to a less extent social democratic, suspicions of the capacity of political democracy. “The idea of a domination-free communication,” Heller writes, “related to the emancipatory interest of everyone can be properly described as ‘radical democracy.’”29


    What exactly was “critical” in Habermas’s account of critical theory? To answer that question, we have to go back to Horkheimer’s distinction between “traditional” and “critical” theory. In a key essay composed in the late 1930s he observed that the “goal of all theory” ultimately is “a universal systematic science, not limited to any particular subject matter but embracing all possible objects.”30 Horkheimer subsequently makes the point that such systemization since the advent of the modern epoch has been consigned to the mathematical sciences, following Descartes’s vision of a complete epistemology applicable to all observed phenomena in the form of a mathesis universalis, or a “universal mathematical formalization.” He also salutes the prestige of this “traditional” theoretical position by citing the rush of the nineteenth-century social sciences to ape the Cartesian model when it comes to human behavior, a protocol that even Marx in part was conscientious about obeying.


    In German philosophy, such a program of formalization, however, was dependent less on conjuring effective sets of algebraic markers or notional symbols than on establishing, from the standpoint of what Kant had called a “transcendental logic,” the absolutely certain grounds of knowledge, from which the “objective” attributes of empirical phenomena could be deduced. So much of Kant’s famous Critique of Pure Reason is dedicated to sketching the conditions of knowledge under which these attributes can be both investigated and warranted. In other words, Kant carried forward Descartes’s attempt to identify the very principles by which “science” as a framework of “clear and distinct ideas” might possibly be authorized, although he did so in a much more deliberate, detailed, nuanced and scholastic style of writing and argumentation. What the later German philosopher Edmund Husserl, inventor of the method known as “phenomenology,” would call the “transcendental” standpoint, as opposed to the “natural attitude” of everyday consciousness, became the starting point for the whole of traditional “theory” with its various connotations and ramifications, which the Frankfurt school had inherited.


    At the same time Kant’s well-known “transcendental reduction,” which so much of German philosophy took for granted, had been upended by Hegel’s “dialectical” model, on which Marxism as a form of revolutionary theory and praxis intimately depended. Much of German idealism, which includes the writings of Husserl, has in effect—as the latter made us aware in his Cartesian Meditations—sought to solve the classical philosophical problem of the subject-object distinction in much the same fashion as Descartes himself attempted by laying out the conditions under which subjective certitude can be established. Hegel, on the other hand, realized that the subject-object distinction is not really a distinction at all, insofar as the conditions of subjective certitude are inherently tied up with the interplay between self-consciousness and what is present to consciousness itself as external, or ulterior. Hence self and not-self are part of an inseverable bond and constitute an irresolvable tension within consciousness. Our awareness of ourselves and our awareness of objects are merely dependent on which temporal moment we find ourselves in when we try to overcome this tension. Hegel called this “movement” of consciousness, from self-awareness to recognition of what is “other than” consciousness, and back to a final realization that self and other form an unbreakable dyad, the “dialectic,” borrowing a well-worn term from the history of philosophy and giving it a radically new meaning.
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