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Chapter Two


Religion, Solidarity, and Class Struggle:

Marx, Durkheim, and Gramsci on the Religious Question


Marx wouldn’t know what to make of it. Catholic priests and deeply religious peasants are in the forefront of the struggle for national liberation and socialism, while secularized intellectuals and workers stand on the sidelines or even opt for an alliance with capital. (Berryman 1983, Monthly Review 1984). Indeed, in parts of Latin America, it is no longer unusual to find Christians in the ranks of revolutionary organizations of Marxist inspiration. In spite of this growing practical collaboration, however, and in spite of a prodigious Christian literature discussing the use of Marxist methods of social analysis (cf. Gottwald 1979, Belo 1981, as well as the better known Latin American liberation theologians, Guttierez 1973, Segundo 1974), there has been little effort to resolve the difficult sociological questions created for the Marxist theory of religion by the rise of a popular and revolutionary Christianity over the past two decades. While it is true that some organizations of Marxist inspiration, again mostly in Latin America (Ejercito Guerillero de los Pobres 1981, Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional 1983), have issued statements welcoming the collaboration of Christians in the struggle against imperialism and in the construction of socialism, none have explicitly criticized the classical Marxist theory of religion, and there have been no attempts on the part of Marxists to develop a new theory of religion more compatible with the political realities of the present period. The principal Christian attempt to retheorize the religious question, on the other hand (Maduro 1984), while offering a more balanced assessment of the role of religion in social life generally than classical Marxist theory, fails to examine critically the social basis of Marxist secularism, and thus simply enlarges and rectifies, rather than really breaking with, the classical Marxist problematic. 


There are, in fact, profound political reasons for this theoretical vacuum. Far from being an accidental accretion to the larger body of Marxist theory, the Marxist critique of religion is, in fact, deeply rooted in the classical Marxist understanding of the socialist transition. According to this view, the struggle for socialism is fundamentally an extension and radicalization of the whole process of capitalist modernization, which has subjected the natural world to rational human control, thereby emancipating humanity from the mysterious forces of nature, and setting in motion a process of secularization. This process of rationalization is, however, at the same time obstructed by certain characteristics of capitalist society itself --i.e. the unplanned, irrational character of economic life-- and can, therefore, be completed only after the means of production have been subordinated to collective control and rational administration, subordinating social as well as natural forces to an autonomous human reason, and thus undermining the material basis of religious consciousness. This understanding of the socialist transition, and the secularist outlook with which it is associated, have tended to subordinate the historic movement of the oppressed towards a classless and communal social order to the modernizing project of radical bourgeois technocratic elites. It is due largely to the dominance of these elites in the communist movement that a retheorization of the religious question has been so long coming. The advent of the theology of liberation marks the emergence of a genuine corps of organic intellectuals of the popular sectors, rooted in the historic tradition of the poor and oppressed, capable of leading a break with the radical bourgeois elites which have dominated the left, and catalyzing renewed progress towards the historical goal of the communist movement: creation of a classless and communal society. This corps of organic intellectuals, however, needs to be equipped with a more profound understanding of both the weaknesses of classical Marxism, and of the social basis and political valence of popular religion. This essay will explore the underlying concerns of the Marxist critique of religion, with an eye to the demonstrating the theses outlined above. Drawing on the work of Durkheim and Gramsci, it will outline an alternative theorization of the religious question and of the material and spiritual conditions for socialism, which locates the roots of the socialist project in the popular communal institutions and the popular democratic and religious traditions of the poor themselves.

I. What is At Stake in the Marxist Theory of Religion?

There are two principal elements to Marx’s theory of religion: a critique of the role of religion in social life, and an explanation of the social basis of religious consciousness. Both elements of the theory, we will see, are rooted in a fundamentally bourgeois ideological problematic: i.e. an ideological problematic which tends to reproduce, rather than to challenge capitalist relations of production. Marx’s critique of religion is in fact largely an appropriation and adaptation of the critique of religion developed by Feuerbach. In order to understand properly the Marxist critique, we need to examine briefly Feuerbach’s views on the question. As we will see, Marx appropriated a system of ideas deeply marked by the Enlightenment concern for personal autonomy and self-realization “The absolute to man,” writes Feuerbach, “is his own nature” (Feuerbach 1841/1957: 5). On the one hand Feuerbach locates the human “species being” or essential nature in the capacity for intersubjectivity.


Man is at once both I and Thou; he can put himself in the place of another, for this reason: that to him his species, his essential nature, and not merely his individuality, is an object of thought (Feuerbach 1841/1957: 2).

  On the other hand, Feuerbach regards this capacity for intersubjectivity as a capacity of the self-sufficient individual.


The inner life of man is the life which has relation to his general, as distinguished from his individual nature ... The brute can exercise no function which has relation to its species without another individual external to itself; but man can perform the functions of thought and speech, which strictly imply such a relation, apart from another individual (Feuerbach 1841/1957: 2).

Indeed, he believes that


every limitation of reason, or in general of man, rests on a delusion, an error ... every being is in and by itself infinite --has its God ... in itself (Feuerbach 1841/1957: 2).


Thus, on the one hand, the content of human nature is profoundly social; its form, on the other hand, is radically autonomistic --even solipsistic-- in character. We will see this paradox again in Marx. It is this concern for autonomy which motivates Feuerbach’s critique of religion. The values embodied in religious symbols, he argues, are above reproach. They are, in fact, symbolic representations of humanity’s highest powers. “In religion man contemplates his own latent nature” (Feuerbach 1841/1957: 33). The difficulty, rather, lies in the representation of these qualities as powers independent of, alien to, and above humanity, and thus as in some sense a limitation of human nature.


Religion is the disunity of man from himself; he sets God before himself as the antithesis of himself. God is not what man is and man is not what God is; God is the infinite, man the finite being; God the perfect, man the imperfect; God eternal, man temporal; God is the absolutely positive, the sum of all realities, man the absolutely negative, comprehending all negations (Feuerbach 1841/1957: 33).


Thus, while Feuerbach gives a far more “social” account of human nature than many bourgeois philosophers, the real motive of his philosophy remains the radical bourgeois project of liberation from all powers independent of individual human reason. Intersubjectivity has value only in so far as it is fully autonomous and in accord with the immanent pattern and dynamic of individual development. It is this same concern for personal autonomy, and not any vision of a classless and communal social order, which motivates the Marxist critique of religion. Unlike Feuerbach, however, Marx believed that full realization of personal autonomy presupposed transformation of the political and economic structure of the society as well as the elimination of religious alienation. Indeed, he came to regard economic exploitation as the social basis of both religious ideology and social alienation generally.


On the one hand, Marx argues, the productive process is fundamentally a social and cooperative process, and with the advent of capitalist industry and the social and technical division of labor it has become more so. On the other hand private property in the means of production means that the worker is separated or “alienated” from the product of his labor. The more he works the poorer he becomes, at least by comparison to the capitalist who exploits him and accumulates the products of his labor.


The alienation of the worker in his products means that his labor exists independently of him and alien to him and that it stands opposed to him as an alien power (Marx 1844/1978: 72).


This economic alienation, in turn, produces an analogous alienation in the political and ideological spheres. This ideological alienation is the basis of religious consciousness.


The worker is related to the product of his labor as to an alien object ... the more the worker expends himself in work, the more powerful becomes the world of objects which he creates in face of himself, and the poorer he becomes in inner life, and the less he belongs to himself.  It is just the same as in religion. The more man attributes to God, the less he has left in himself. (Marx and Engels 1844/1978: 72)

Marx has, in effect taken Feuerbach’s critique of religion as the model for his theory of economic alienation. The underlying problematic, therefore, remains the struggle against alienation understood not as estrangement and the loss of community, nor for that matter even as exploitation in the narrower sense, but as subjection to heteronomous powers which can and ought to be subject to rational human control. Communism therefore, has a dual character. On the one hand it is the realization of the “social individuality” of humanity: an end to economic exploitation and the creation of a social order in which “love can be exchanged for love and trust for trust” (1978: 105). On the other hand, communism is also the full realization of the bourgeois ideal of autonomy and the victory of human freedom over the forces of natural and social necessity.


Every one of your relations to nature and to man must be the expression according to the object of your will, of your real individual life. (Marx 1844/1978: 105)


The gradual dying out of religious ideology is to be an expression of, but at the same time is also the precondition for, this radical extension of the sphere of human autonomy. Clearly there was from the very beginning a tension within the Marxist tradition between the fundamentally bourgeois project of self realization and emancipation from nature and society and the popular and revolutionary struggle for a classless and communal social order. 


This tension becomes even more apparent when we turn to Marx’s explanation of the social basis of religious consciousness. This explanation is rooted in the larger materialist theory of history. According to this theory, first set forth by Marx in The German Ideology (Marx and Engels 1846/1978: 146-202), and later popularized by Engels in his Socialism: Utopian and Scientific (Engels 1880/1978: 683- 717) the motive force of history is technological development, or the development of the productive forces. At critical points in history the relations of production, the way of disposing of the social surplus product, have become an obstacle to the further development of the productive forces, fomenting first economic and then political crises, and ultimately social revolution. Revolutionary social transformation ushers in new relations of production which permit the technological progress of humanity to resume unhindered until these relations, too, became an obstacle to progress. The material basis for socialism, according to Marx, is the industrial system created by capitalism, which gave to the productive forces a uniquely social character. As Engels would later put the matter,


The bourgeoisie could not transform these puny means of production into mighty productive forces without transforming them at the same time into the social means of production worked by a collectivity of men (Engels: 1880/1978: 202).


The advanced social division of labor means that realization of the value of products depends on exchange. At the same time, however, the appropriation of the surplus product has remained individual, i.e. capitalist appropriation.


The separation was made between the means of production concentrated in the hands of the capitalists, on the one hand, and the producers, possessing nothing on the other (Engels 1880/1978: 704).


The relative or absolute impoverishment of the working class leads ultimately to a permanent tendency towards underconsumption, fomenting first economic and then political crises, exacerbating the contradiction between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, and creating the material conditions for social revolution. According to this “theory of the productive forces” the socialization of the means of production is the precondition for the continued development of the productive forces. The resistance of the proletariat to material exploitation, and their aspirations for a classless and communal social order, are merely means to this end. Marx’s ideas concerning the political and ideological “superstructure” generally, and religion in particular, must be understood in the context of this theory of history. Religion, Marx believed, derived from our sense of helplessness in the face of the mysterious and opaque character of natural and social processes. The advent of science and technology which has accompanied industrialization under capitalism has created the preconditions for comprehensive ideological rationalization, setting in motion a process of secularization. Further, the social character of the productive forces under capitalism, Marx believed, would create in the working class a new socialist consciousness rooted in a profound appreciation of the material interdependence characteristic of industrial production. The factory, for Marx, is a kind of moral community in which the worker is transformed spiritually into a new social being. At the same time, just as the private character of appropriation ultimately becomes an obstacle to the development of the productive forces, so too the opaque character of exploitation under capitalism, veiled as it were by the apparent reciprocity of the wage relation, becomes an obstacle to the complete secularization of the social order. Marx writes in Capital:


The religious world is the reflex of the real world. The religious reflex can vanish only when the practical relations of everyday life offer to man none but perfectly intelligible and reasonable relations with regard to nature and his fellow man.  Material production does not strip off its mystical veil until it is treated as production by freely associated men, and is consciously regulated by them in accord with a conscious plan (Marx 1867/1977).


Subordination of economic as well as natural processes to rational control radically demystifies the world, and undermines the material basis of religious ideology, completing the process of secularization first set in motion by the bourgeoisie. 


Central to Marx’s critique of religion, therefore, and indeed to his whole understanding of the socialist transition, is the struggle to extend rational human control over all areas of social life, thus completing the process of rationalization first set in motion by capitalism. The specifically political valence of religious ideology, its role in the class struggle, seems to figure very little in the Marxist critique of religion, though Marx undoubtedly believed, and not without some reason, that religious ideas, rooted as they were in a sense of awe before the mysterious and uncontrolled forces of nature and history, might have a tendency to promote political passivity. At the same time, Marx and Engels both were aware that religious ideas have at times played an important role in catalyzing the struggles of the poor and oppressed, and this seems to have affected very little their overall judgment on religion. We can only conclude that for the “scientific” socialism of Marx and Engels, unlike the utopian and populist socialisms also current in that period, it is the development of the productive forces and the attendant rationalization of human social life, and not the establishment of a classless and communal social order, which is the real telos of human history. The struggles of the poor and oppressed are merely a means, albeit a necessary means, to this end.


It should now be apparent just how and in what sense the Marxist critique of religion is rooted in a “bourgeois” ideological problematic. It is not difficult to recognize in the materialist theory of history of which the Marxist critique of religion is an integral part the roots of the kind of political practice which has led to the degeneration of socialism in the Soviet bloc into a sort of “state capitalism” or “statist mode of production.” (Cf., for various accounts, Bettelheim 1976,1978; Amin 1980,1982; Sweezey 1978). Political practice rooted in the materialist theory of history will tend, first of all, to give development of the productive forces priority over the establishment of economic equality and communal property forms. It will, second, tend to place power not in the hands of the poor and oppressed themselves, but rather in the hands of technocratic elites responsible for economic planning. Finally, such a political practice will tend to value “bourgeois” culture (individualism and instrumental rationality) more highly than popular culture, and especially popular religious traditions centered on values of equality and community, solidarity and self-sacrifice. As a result, it will tend to create not a classless and communal social order, but rather a bourgeois modernizing state characterized by rapid industrialization, bureaucratic practice and a secular culture, and distinguished from capitalism largely by the greater degree of concentration and centralization of capital, and by the displacement of the corporate by the state bourgeoisie.


The materialist conception of history, and the theory of religion associated with it, moreover, in addition to being politically problematic, have also very largely been proven incorrect. Marx’s hope that ideological rationalization and secularization would be accompanied by the emergence of a new socialist consciousness among the working classes, a new sense of solidarity rooted in a profound grasp of the material interdependence characteristic of industrial production, has clearly been disappointed. Everywhere the productive forces are most developed, the working classes are most individualistic and most resistant to socialist ideas. Socialism, indeed, has struck deep roots mostly in regions where the penetration of capitalist relations of production is not yet complete, and where traditional communal institutions, and popular religious traditions, are still very much alive. We will consider the reasons for this apparently intimate relation between secularization and the triumph of individualistic, pro-capitalist ideologies shortly. For now it should suffice to say that by promoting secularization socialists may indeed have been unwittingly undermining their own cause.


All this suggests that we need to rethink the relationship between religion and socialism, and that any new approach to the religious question must at the same time rethink the material and spiritual conditions for socialism itself. The work of Emile Durkheim turns out to be especially helpful in this regard.

II. Religion, Solidarity, and the Struggle for Socialism

Most contemporary interpretations of Durkheim regard him as a kind of precursor to North American structural functionalism (cf. Talcott Parsons 1964). Nothing in fact could be further from the truth. Durkheim was a man of the radical and republican left, and while he personally avoided partisan politics, he had close ties to many leaders of the socialist movement in France, and many of his students and collaborators were committed Socialists. He was searching for a new moral order which would save modern society from the egoism and anomie which he believed was destroying it. Disillusioned with the prevailing formalist and utilitarian schools of moral philosophy, he decided to undertake a scientific study of the social basis of moral order (cf Therborn 1976, Lukes 1980).


In the process Durkheim became convinced that there were two principal forms of solidarity which held human societies together. One, which he called mechanical solidarity, was rooted in shared beliefs and values. The other, which he called organic solidarity, was rooted in the real relations of interdependence, which made society a material necessity. While all societies to some extent depend on both forms of solidarity, the tremendous advance in the division of labor characteristic of modern societies both undermined the shared beliefs and values which form the basis of the traditional mechanical solidarities, while at the same time deepening and extending the relations of material interdependence on the basis of which a new organic solidarity could develop. While he believed that the decline of the old forms of social integration was responsible for the moral chaos of his time, Durkheim, like Marx, looked forward to the development of a new social order rooted in a rational recognition of the real relationships of interdependence created by the advanced division of labor.


Durkheim regarded religious forms as “collective representations” of the structure of human society. Such representations, he believed, were most likely to arise where the community itself was rooted in mechanical solidarity, and therefore, in some sense, transcended the material relations of real interdependence. As society developed, and organic replaced mechanical solidarities as the principal form of social cohesion, religious representations and the moralities associated with them would gradually give way to “more human, less transcendent” ethical norms, based in an appreciation of the real material interdependence of all human beings (Durkheim 1964: passim). The similarity with some of Marx’s ideas is striking (Therborn 1976).


As Durkheim continued his study of contemporary European society, however, he became increasingly pessimistic about the future. Already in the Division of Labor (1964), published in 1893, Durkheim recognized the existence of serious contradictions in the social system: what he called the “anomic” and “coercive” forms of the division of labor. Anomie refers to the lack of social regulation, and results in a loss of meaning. “Coercive” or forced division of labor derives from inequalities between contracting parties and results in exploitation. Publication of his study Suicide (1951) in 1897, however, constituted something of a turning point in his thinking, as he came to realize that the egoistic and anomic character of modern society was leading to profoundly morbid tendencies. Capitalism was, quite literally, killing people.


Durkheim saw at least a partial solution to these contradiction in his project for workers’ associations or “corporations” --a kind of guild socialism adapted to the conditions of modern industrial society. He also elaborated a proposal for secular moral education which would promote values of solidarity and discipline while safeguarding the rational autonomy which had been won by the Enlightenment and the Revolution at such great cost. At the same time, he took an increasing interest in the religious question, and devoted the later years of his life to the study of the religious life of archaic social formations, as though seeking to immerse himself in the tremendous solidarities they embodied.


We have already noted that Durkheim regarded religious symbols as collective representations of the social order. Indeed, religion is the community, in transcendent form, binding the individuals together into a social being greater than themselves, to which their ties are stronger than any tie of self interest, and which has the moral authority, but also the compelling beauty, to command self-sacrifice. Atheism, by extension, might be defined as the denial that such a social being exists independent of the individuals which compose it ‑‑and thus the claim that individuality and not community is the ultimate social reality. 


Durkheim’s study of primitive belief and ritual opened up for him a new understanding of the hidden sources of social renewal, and led to the development of a theory of change quite different from the evolutionism of his early years. In the ritual gatherings of the tribes which he studied, he found a “collective effervescence” which catalyzes the formation of a sense of unity and oneness which transcends the existing, empirical forms of social order, and which opens up the possibility for the emergence of radically new forms which later on become embodied in new economic and social institutions. 


In such moments of collective ferment are born the great ideals upon which civilizations rest. These periods of creation or renewal occur when men for various reasons are led into a closer relationship with each other, when reunions and assemblies are most frequent, relationship better maintained, and the exchange of ideas most active. Such was the great crisis of Christendom ... in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Such were the Reformation and the Renaissance, the revolutionary epoch and the socialist upheavals of the nineteenth century. At such moments this higher form of life is lived with such intensity and exclusiveness that it monopolizes all minds to the more or less complete exclusion of egoism and the commonplace. At such times the ideal tends to become one with the real, and men have the impression that the time is close when the ideal will in fact be realized and the Kingdom of God established on earth (Durkheim in Bellah 1973: l). 

Durkheim hoped fervently for the renewal of such collective effervescence in his own time, and had little doubt concerning its probable source.


Who does not feel ... that in the depths of society an intense life is developing ... We aspire to a higher justice which no existing formulas express ... One may even go further and say with some precision in what region of society these new forces are forming: it is in the popular classes (Durkheim in Bellah 1975: xlviii).
The Abbruzzese novelist Silone expressed the same idea when he wrote that “the unity of the poor creates, in certain times and places, an eschatological power” (Silone 1968: 31).


The popular communal institutions of the poor, institutions such as the peasant community and the workers’ association, adapted to the new conditions presented by the development of industrial forces of production, and the religious traditions which those institutions have carried down through the ages, form the basis for the emergence of a new social order --an order which, Durkheim believed, was beginning to erupt in the great popular movements of his time.


Durkheim’s theory of religion goes a long way towards accounting for the critical role of religious traditions in the popular struggles of our time. It is, in fact, out of the peasant communities of the Third World, and on the basis of the popular religious traditions which have nourished these communities through centuries of oppression, and not out of the factories and universities of the developed countries, that the popular movement towards communism is emerging in our time.


Durkheim’s account also, however, helps us to understand the specific function and political valence of atheistic and secular ideologies in the popular movements. Secular moralities, Durkheim points out, are rooted in a rational appreciation of the material interdependence which characterizes all, but especially modern societies, marked as they are by an advanced division of labor. But a morality rooted in a rational awareness of material interdependence amounts to little more than a form of self-interest properly understood. Solidarity and collective discipline are values first and foremost because without them the structures on which we all depend would break down, and all would suffer. Secular moralities rooted in organic solidarity (what Marx would have called the “social character of the productive forces”), do not, however, regard the community as a value in itself. There is thus an irreducible element of individualism in any secular morality, even the most socialistic, to which values of solidarity and self-sacrifice are ultimately subordinated.


The domination of the popular movements by secular moralities has a definite political valence. The solidarity of the popular classes, and the new socialist order for which the popular classes struggle, becomes from the secular viewpoint simply a mechanism by which material interdependence may be more adequately regulated, increasing productivity --and advancing the privileges, power, and prestige of the radical bourgeois, technocratic elites who have the knowledge and ability to spearhead the “development of the productive forces.” Secularization is thus integral to the political project of the radical bourgeois elites which have come to dominate the communist movement.


A fundamental rupture with bourgeois thought and practice presupposes recognition of the community as a reality and a value sui generis, independent of any individual or of all taken together in aggregate. But such a sense of community is, in virtue of its “transcendent” character --the fact that it transcends material interdependence-- fundamentally religious in nature. Creation of a classless and communal society, in which concern for self-interest, and thus all self-interested behavior, has been displaced by an unqualified devotion to serving others, is therefore, in a very real sense a religious project. Atheism, on the other hand, obstructs the development of a radically collectivist ethic, and deforms the process of socialist construction in a radical bourgeois, technocratic direction. Atheism is, in effect, a form of bourgeois ideology, and a means by which radical bourgeois, technocratic elites have extended their hegemony over the process of socialist construction.


There are, to be sure, certain limitations to such a neo-Durkheimian account of the role of religion in the socialist transition. Religious traditions have, after all, often been mobilized by the ruling classes as a means of extending hegemony over the popular sectors, and a blind adulation of popular religious traditions will certainly serve the cause of socialism no better than a blind adulation of the productive forces. We must not replace productivist with populist errors.


One thinker stands out for his effort to reconcile the populist and Marxist traditions, and to develop a theory of social change which drew on the best of Marxism (chiefly the political economy) while breaking new ground in those areas where Marx’s own contributions (as we have seen) leave something to be desired. I am thinking of Antonio Gramsci.

III. Gramsci and the Religious Question.

By the end of the second decade of this century the classical Marxist theory of history, and the political practice based on it, were beginning to run into some serious difficulties. For one thing the theory of the productive forces seemed a poor guide to just where and when revolutionary socialist movements would develop. Agrarian Russia had already experienced the world’s first socialist revolution, and socialists had sunk deep roots in the countrysides of southern and eastern Europe, while the workers of the advanced industrial countries showed little sign of interest in revolutionary socialism. Indeed, in Italy and Germany, the working class showed a marked proclivity for the nascent fascist movement. Further, particularly after 1928, in the wake of Stalin’s anti-popular campaign against the peasantry, it became increasingly clear that socialist construction guided by Marxist productivism, far from creating the basis for a classless and communal social order, seemed destined to reproduce in the name of the proletariat the outrages against humanity first perpetrated by the bourgeoisie in the name of primitive accumulation and industrialization.


Antonio Gramsci was among the founders of the Italian Communist Party, and as such, was particularly concerned with the problem of fascism, which had consolidated widespread support among the Italian working class and petty bourgeoisie. He was also among the small number of communists in his time, most of whom were grouped in the anti-Stalinist “right opposition,” who were beginning to question the “theory of the productive forces” and to give more thought to the cultural conditions for the creation of a classless and communal society, and in particular to the role of religion in the class struggle.


Gramsci’s most important contribution was his recognition of the relative autonomy and leading role of politics and ideology in the class struggle. Far from being mere reflections of economic relationships, political and ideological forms are instruments in the class struggle which can be used in diverse ways by diverse classes and class alliances. Unlike Marx, who believed that ideology corresponded closely with class situation, Gramsci recognized that ideologies which develop as the organic expression of the life situation and aspirations of one social class can be taken over by other social classes as means of extending their rule over society as a whole. In much the same vein he distinguished between “organic intellectuals” who arise directly from the life conditions of a fundamental social class, and articulate its aspirations, and “traditional intellectuals” attached to institutions which had grown up under past social formations, and which have become linked to a new ruling class as subordinate elements in their systems of class rule (Gramsci 1949c: passim). Thus engineers, managers, marketing and advertising specialists and the like are organic intellectuals of the bourgeoisie, and the cadre of the communist movement the organic intellectuals of the working class. Teachers and clergy, on the other hand, are “traditional” intellectuals attached to feudal or early bourgeois institutions --the church and the academy-- which now play only a subordinate role in the hegemonic system of the ruling class.


Further, Gramsci broke decisively with the old Marxist theory of the state, which held that the ruling class rules largely through force and illusion, and developed a more complex and nuanced theory of the elements, institutions, and strategies of class rule. Both force and consent, he argued, play a critical role in maintaining the power of the ruling classes. The coercive power of the ruling class is exercised through the institutions of political society --essentially the repressive state apparatus (the military, the police, the courts, etc.). If a ruling class rules primarily by coercive means, then it may be called a dictatorship. Dictatorship is an unstable form of class rule, and simple dictatorship, while it may be necessary under certain circumstances, is hardly a goal for a genuine revolutionary class such as the proletariat.


A stable ruling class, on the other hand, is able to exercise what Gramsci called “hegemony” over the other classes of society through the ideological institutions of civil society: the family, the school, the church, the media, political parties, legislatures, etc. Civil and political society together make up the state, the “private” juridical character of certain cultural institutions in capitalist society being in fact an integral element of the ideology surrounding capitalist rule through bourgeois democracy.


There are two dimensions to the construction of a system of cultural hegemony. First, the organic intellectuals of the ruling class must cast their own ideology in terms of the popular traditions of the nation as a whole: i.e. in terms of the national and religious traditions of the popular sectors. This establishes the ruling class as a “national-popular class” and wins it recognition as the representative of the beliefs and values of the whole nation. Second, the organic intellectuals of the ruling class must use their control of the ideological state apparatus --family, school, media, and church-- to actively reshape the national-popular traditions in such a way as to make them compatible with the new relations of production. This is the task of “moral and intellectual reform” and it is only when the tasks of moral and intellectual reform have been completed, so that national popular democratic and religious traditions become a vehicle for ruling class values, that the construction of a system of hegemony is really complete.


Revolutionary classes, which are, after all, simply prospective ruling classes, face essentially these same tasks except, of course, that they must struggle to gain control of the both the political and the ideological institutions of the society in question. The revolutionary party must, therefore, establish itself as a national-popular party, a party rooted in the national, democratic, popular and religious traditions of the people as a whole. It must, second, engage in a war of position to gain control of the institutions of civil and political society. Finally, it must carry out a systematic “moral and intellectual reform” to displace the old values of the ruling class with the values which are to guide the new society --always, however, casting these new values in terms of the national-popular traditions. (Laclau 1977:132ff, Portelli 1975).


In order to fully understand the concrete significance of Gramsci’s theoretical framework, we need to consider his views on the religious question, and, in particular, his understanding of the history of the Christian tradition. Like most of the Marxist tradition, Gramsci recognized that Primitive Christianity was first and foremost an expression of the suffering of the subaltern classes of the Roman Empire, and of their aspiration for a classless and communal social order (Portelli 1974:57-9). Unlike Engels and Kautsky, however, who believed that the Christian project was doomed to fail because the low level of development of the productive forces made communism impossible, Gramsci believed that the failure of Christianity was due first and foremost to the success of the ruling classes of the feudal period in drawing on the Christian tradition as a source of legitimation, and in ultimately conforming Christian doctrine to the needs of the feudal social formation. 


This was a gradual process and Gramsci argues that the popular character of the Christian Church endured well past the apostolic period. After the Edict of Milan, which granted toleration to Christianity (311 A.D.), the Church entered into an objective alliance with the state apparatus of the Empire, without, however, compromising the revolutionary character of Christianity as an ideology (Portelli 1974:61) --something indicated by the well known patristic condemnations of private property (Saudino n.d.). It was only with the rise of feudalism, as the clergy became more and more integrated into the landed elite, that Christian theology became increasingly a means of legitimation for the feudal classes (Portelli 1974:69ff). Thus the origin of the reactionary “Catholic-feudal bloc” which confronted the rising bourgeoisie, peasantry, and working class of the early modern period.


Further, this Catholic feudal‑bloc did not go uncontested. On the contrary, the popular classes of town and country gave birth to a long series of movements which sought to restore the original popular character of the Christian tradition: the Valdese, the Joachites, the Franciscans, and the mendicant orders generally all sought in their own ways both to break the alliance between altar and sword which kept the peoples of Europe in thrall, and to purify Christian theology of feudal accretions. These movements were defeated, Gramsci implies, not because the material conditions for communism were not yet present, but because they all failed to develop an effective strategy for cultural hegemony --to unite all of the popular classes of the city and the countryside, bourgeois, peasant and proletarian, into a single revolutionary Christian bloc to break the feudal stranglehold and open up the road to democracy and ultimately to a classless and communal social order. Some, like the Valdese and the Franciscan Spirituals erred to the “left,” becoming isolated revolutionary sects. Others, such as the main body of the Franciscan order and the mendicant tradition generally, erred to the “right,” becoming reabsorbed into the Church and the general cultural milieu of the times.


It was only with the Protestant Reformation that the Catholic feudal bloc was finally ruptured. Unlike their predecessors, the Reformers were able to forge a new counter hegemonic bloc which united bourgeois, peasant, and proletarian. The Reformers, to be sure, did not succeed in restoring the original revolutionary communitarian character of the Christian tradition. On the contrary, the new Protestant Christianity joined the popular religion of the peasant masses to essentially bourgeois tasks: the creation of unified national states and the development of industrial forces of production. The Lutheran tradition, with its insistence on independent national churches, bound the German masses to the task of building a German nation, which they came to see as the embodiment of their fundamentally Christian ideals. Calvinism, similarly, bound the English masses to the tremendous project of the industrial revolution, by endowing work and economic growth with a new religious meaning (Portelli 1974: 106ff). The Protestant Reformation liberated Christianity from its feudal deformations only to recast it in a way that conformed to the needs of the rising capitalist relations of production.


Gramsci extended this analysis to the French Revolution, which he regarded as integral to the protracted struggle of the Reformation. The Jacobins succeeded, he reasoned, because they were able to present the Revolution as the defense, in fact the ultimate realization, of the ideals of liberty, equality and fraternity, ideals with deep roots in the Christian tradition.


Otherwise adherence to the new ideals and revolutionary politics of the Jacobins against the clergy by a population which was almost certainly still profoundly Catholic and religious would be inexplicable (Gramsci 1950: 48).

The Revolution was, therefore, far from being fundamentally anti-religious, or opposed to the beliefs and values of the Christian tradition, essentially an attempt to return to its primitive ideals. Gramsci, in fact, calls it the Liberal Democratic Reformation (Gramsci 1949b: 268).


The Church as a community of the faithful conserves and develops political and moral principles which are in direct opposition to the Church as a clerical organization. . . the principles of the French revolution are those of the community of the faithful as against those of the clergy, a feudal order allied with the king and the nobility (Gramsci 1949b: 294).


The entire modern revolutionary process is, therefore, nothing but the realization of the popular ideals of the Christian masses, through a protracted process of moral and intellectual reform which liberates those ideals from the ruling class political projects to which they have become attached. Marxism itself, or the philosophy of praxis as Gramsci called it, is simply the most advanced, and in fact the definitive, product of the prolonged Reformation. Indeed, Gramsci has even adapted the old theory of the “three sources and three component parts” (Lenin 1913/1971: 20-23) of Marxism to account for the roots of Marxism in the Reformation tradition. German idealism, he argues, was the final theoretical product of the Lutheran Reformation, summing up its aspirations for personal and political autonomy and the strong sense of German national identity which originally moved the Lutheran struggle. English political economy, similarly, is the heir of Calvinism, which first gave a religious meaning to economic rationality. French socialism is the heir to the French revolution. The “philosophy of praxis” contains within itself the contributions of each of these earlier stages of the prolonged process of the reformation, but goes further in that it promises to make the historic ideal of the Christian tradition, the aspiration for a classless and communal society, into a concrete social reality.


What Gramsci has done here is to break not only with the Marxist theory of religion, but with the whole classical Marxist understanding of the material and spiritual conditions for communism. It is not the development of the productive forces, with its attendant increase in the division of labor and thus in the level of real material interdependence, but rather the traditional communal institutions and popular religious traditions of the masses themselves, which are the fundamental condition for the emergence of mass socialist movements. Communism itself is fundamentally Christian in character, even if many Marxists, under the influence of the prevailing secular bourgeois milieu, have been unable to see this.
Conclusions

It should be apparent at this point that resolution of the religious question presupposes simultaneous resolution of a whole complex of questions which, taken together, determine the political character of the socialist project. The socialist movement historically has embraced both the struggle of the poor and oppressed for a classless and communal social order, and the radical bourgeois technocratic project of rationalization (industrialization, bureaucratization, secularization). The popular and revolutionary struggle for a classless society is rooted not, as Marx believed, in the development of the productive forces, but rather in the traditional communal institutions, and the popular democratic and religious traditions of the poor themselves, institutions and traditions which have nourished their resistance to oppression down through the ages, and which have given them a vision of a new society without exploitation, founded on values of solidarity and self-sacrifice. 


At the same time, these traditional communal institutions and popular democratic and religious traditions have, in various times and places themselves become means by which the ruling classes have extended their hegemony over the popular sectors, an hegemony which ultimately leads, as Gramsci’s discussion of the history of Christianity demonstrates, to severe deformation of the tradition itself. Because of this, popular struggle in the cultural sphere takes the form of “moral and intellectual reform” directed towards the disengagement of the popular traditions from the ruling class political projects to which they have become linked, and towards the adaptation of the tradition to the new conditions of struggle created by changing forces and relations of production.


This general perspective suggests some important new directions for both the interpretation of Christianity and the political practice of the popular movements. First, it suggests a general theoretical framework for a social history of Christianity, which would search out the roots of the tradition in the solidarity and resistance of the popular classes, and document both the process by which the tradition was hegemonized by the ruling classes through history, and the process of moral and intellectual reform which has sought to release it from this hegemony, restore its popular character, and adapt it to the new conditions of struggle which have confronted the popular movements down through history. The “biblical sociology” of Norman Gottwald and Norman Chaney (Gottwald 1979, Chaney n.d.) has laid an important groundwork for such a social history. Their work needs to be continued by social historians of the New Testament and of Christianity generally. Such a social history of the Christian tradition would provide important historical resources for the current effort at moral and intellectual reform being carried out by the liberation theologians.


Second, our analysis suggests that while Marxism itself ought to be regarded as the product of such a process of moral and intellectual reform (Gramsci’s position), it is in no sense the final product of this reformation. On the contrary, Marxism, as much as the larger Christian tradition from which it derives, can be mobilized by various elite strata and ruling classes as a means of hegemony over the popular sectors, and bears the marks of bourgeois deformation. Specifically, the association of Marxism with an atheistic and secular ideology is the mark of persistent bourgeois hegemony within the communist movement. The classical Marxist critique of religion, we have demonstrated, is rooted in a concern not for the ideological requirements of the construction of a classless and communal society, but rather for individual autonomy and the development of the productive forces. Atheism, in so far as it amounts to a denial of community as end and a reality in itself, obstructs the development of the ethic of solidarity and self-sacrifice which is the spiritual condition for communism, and thus extends the cultural hegemony of the bourgeoisie.


In this light the emergence of a revolutionary Christianity must be regarded as a development of the most profound significance for the popular movements. It represents not only a return of the church to its primitive radicalism, but also the beginning of a process of rectification within the communist movement itself ‑‑a break with the atheism and secularism which has been the principal means of bourgeois hegemony within the movement and the principal obstacle to the construction of a classless and communal social order. Just how far this process of rectification will be permitted to go is unclear. Rome and Moscow alike stand poised to obstruct the development of a Christianity which is militantly devoted to the cause of the poor, and intolerant of privilege in any form. The theologians of liberation have thus far been rather defensive and apologetic towards Rome, and hesitant to develop a rigorous critique of Soviet practice. Perhaps, however, in Revolutionary Christianity the poor of the earth have at long last found their voice, and will see the fulfillment of the promise made to them ages ago that “the meek shall inherit the earth” (Ps 37:11, Matt 5:5).





