2 On Learning When
Not to Refute Atheism

Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud for devotional readi‘ng! The idea is strange,
even weird. But our trio has at least one co‘n‘splcuou.s.ad\_rantage over
the anthors we more easily turn to for spiritual .edlﬁcat?op: Bec.:au:e
khey write in the language of psychology afnd sociology, 1tdls easier to
ee that they are talking about real people in the rea‘l world. h
But our trio has an even more conspicuous disadvantage. They
are atheists. Worse, they are militant atheists. Worse yet., they are among
the most influential and widely read atheists of our time. Few wnt?rs
can claim to have contributed as deeply anf:l deetstl‘vely to tl}'e ;ecu. ar
humanism that permeates the world we li?'e in. It”1s ou'f there” s ame
the way “they” think and act, and it is “in here shapn:tg tht; wcal\y k:v
think and act, even in our battles with secular humanism. And they
have contributed to the spread of this virus more than almlost anyone
else. How can we possibly come to think of t.hen'\. as God-glfref\ msstrt.l‘:-l
ments of our own cleansing and renewal as individual Christians an

as the church? How can we be enabled to recognize in the diatribes of

i the faith the painful truth about ourselves? N
fhese e;l;rer}]ilzxsreotfhe final answepr to this question is foum.:l i.n recognizing
the profound parallel between the critiqu.e . of re11glo.n in 1\];1'%?’
Nietzsche, and Freud and the critique of religion found in the 1b e.
Faith as fraud? Devotion as deception? These are strong charges, but
modern atheism is not the first to make them. Wl:uat about Amos,7whc})‘5£i
God cannot stand the music offered in his praise ({\mos 5:23)? ;N a
about Isaiah (Second or Third), for whom “all our righteous de;: s are
like a polluted garment” (Isa. 64:6)? And wh.at about Jesus, wh 0 I&ortlt-
siders the most pious people of his day “whitewashed tombs (Matt.

23:27) and the temple run by the chief priests a “den of robbers” (Mark
11:17)?
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We need only recall Jesus’ critique of the Pharisees, Paul’s cri-
tique of works righteousness, James's critique of cheap grace, and the
Old Testament prophetic critiques on which these are based to be re-
minded that biblical faith has built into it a powerful polemic against
certain kinds of religion, even if they are practiced in the name of the
one triue God. These biblical diatribes against false religion are ad-
dressed to the covenant people of God in their worship (as they think)
of the God of the covenant; indeed, in the case of James and Paul, these
sharp critiques are addressed to the Christian church.! They cannot be
neutralized by appeals either to metaphysical orthodoxy or to ritual
rectitude and zeal or to the combination of sound doctrine and proper
worship.

But perhaps the most frightening critique of instrumental reli-
gion in the Bible is the portrayal of Jesus’ own disciples in the Gospel
narratives. | am not referring here to the prayerlessness that made the
power over evil spirits that Jesus gave them useless (Mark 9:14-29), the
insensitivity with which they scolded parents who brought their chil-
dren to Jesus (10:13-16), the overconfidence with which Peter denied
that he would deny Jesus (14:27-31), the lethargy that made it possible
for Peter, James, and John to sleep through Jesus’ agony in Gethsemene
(14:32-42), the cowardice they showed when “they all forsook him and
fled” (14:50), or even the disloyalty with which Peter eventually denied
even knowing the one he had confessed as Messiah (14:66-72).

These are all signs of weakness, evidence that the faith of the
{disciples had the awkward habit of running out of gas at crucial mo-
iments. But there is also evidence that their faith had a venal quality to
it, that even when it was present it was corrupted by instrumental
interests. We see this on the three occasions when Jesus tried to tell
them of the suffering and death awaiting him in Jerusalem:

Mark 8:27-9:1 Immediately afteér Peter's dramatic confession,
“You are the Christ,” Jesus speaks of his suffering and death. Peter
rebukes him, but Jesus responds, “Get behind me, Satan! For you are
not on the side of God, but of men.” The subsequent episodes suggest
that it is not cowardice but ambition that speaks here. If Jesus is the
Messiah, Peter is in line for a top job in the new administration.

Mark 9:30-41 Again Jesus tries to tell the disciples what lies
ahead, but they are unable to understand and afraid to ask about it.

1. See the fascinating suggestion by Juan Luis Segundo that James and Paul
can be harmonized on the basis of thejr complementary critiques of religion. Faith
and Ideologies, trans. John Drury (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1984), pp. 120-30.
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ik about in the episode that Mark and Luke
debate about which of them is the greatest.
Who will have the most prestigious positions in the kingdom? And to
keep the inner circle conveniently small, they try to silence a man who
is casting out demons in Jesus' name, “because he was not following

”

us.

What do they find to ta
record next? They have a

Mark 10:32-45 Jesus tries again. James and John respond by
coming forward with a painfully honest confession of what motivates
their discipleship: “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at
your left, in your glory.” The text does not say which of the two brothers
wanted to be Secretary of State and which one Secretary of Defense,
but it does tell us that the other ten disciples were very upset at this
attempt to get an inside track on the spoils of victory.

It is in these texts that Jesus’ profoundest teachings about the

{ meaning of discipleship occur. He speaks of self-denial, cross-bearing,

) servanthood, losing one’s life for the sake of the gospel, and giving

jone’s life for others. The contrast between his understanding of what

3‘ it means to be a'bearer of the kingdom and the disciples’ self-centered

* discipleship is as powerful a critique of instrumental religion as any-

\]l thing to be found in Freud, Marx, and Nietzsche.

' But because their critique of religion is so deeply biblical, in spite
of their own unbelief, Freud, Marx, and Nietzsche can help us to recover
the meaning of the biblical critique of religion if we will let them. The
Spirit that speaks to the church also blows where it will. Is it possible
that the Spirit would speak to the church through its worst enemies?

We can more clearly see the powerful parallel between Marx,
Nietzsche, and Freud, on the one hand, and Amos, Jeremiah, Jesus,
and Paul, on the other, if we become more precise about the

James, ¢ :
being recommended for our devotional medita-

nature of the atheism
tion. For it is not every form of modern atheism that I have in mind.

To focus on Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud requires a simultaneous
broadening and narrowing of the meaning of “atheism.”
« Atheism”_can. be_used. of religious ‘unbelief in_a broad and

inclusiv l,t_‘ttma,includes.,both‘.the_atheistpxo.per,.who(.claim,a;to

ﬁk.E‘,?_.w“LhaLﬁqgmdaes,,no,t,exist, and the agnostic, who, with a kind_of
not or cannot know whether

%ggaﬁic_i.gn_or,ance,_.claims.only.that wedo.
God exists. Further, atheism is no longer limited to the issue of God's
mere existence, but also includes major claims about the nature and
activity of God. Nor are its negations limited to the propositional con-
tent of the religious life. They extend from religious theory to religious
practice with the claim that the Bturgical, devotional, and ethical prac-
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tices of the religious life are rationally i i
ally im i
ranted, in either case irrational. y impermissible or at best unwar-
There is a narrowness, howeve
' r, that corresponds to this broad-
i.efsfz r(;fn ttx?:ge. :\}/llarx,thetzsche, and Freud represent a type of atheism
om the atheism that has dominated Euro i
fer . pean philosophy of
::;:tglon 1;1:0111 at least the time of Gaunilo through Hume l;:nd KaEt an
continues to this day to hold center stage i
. ' . . ge in Anglo-Ameri

lc)hscussmn. Ih_lzs,athel.sm,.wel.can,ca]].fiexzidentialatheism.i’.sIt isna:\fllf\i:arre}
; _fmtf-‘?-r sé?ﬁ@ﬂ;@¢thaninﬁerixand,Russellfs..acconntiof‘wwhat.-lrle(.ﬁbuld
;Vﬁﬂt?: © f.the two.were.ever to. meet. and if God were. .to..askmhix.n
vhy he had not been a believer; “I'd say, ‘Not.enough. evidence.God!
Not on ; e or.enougn. ey Lla0da!
By contrast, Marx, Nietzsche,.and. Freud have been called the

?_a?ggs of the school of suspicion. What unites them in spite of iﬁ;iﬁor
‘a._rl/_ims.s- . » l- - - - . .
herm::e P 1b];ux.rgconmlablgumﬁerencea,lamthﬂll]g!ﬂt._l?ulla.gtice of the
e fﬂicghsuwzcronthe deliberate attempt to expose the self-deceptions

olved in hiding our actual operative motives from ourselves, individu

nvolved in hiding our actual operative motives from ourselves, individuall

or collectively, in order. not.to notice how and how much our. béﬁ:ii};é}i&' 5#3;

Fi@.‘ﬁﬂlﬁﬁhﬂpcd by values we profess to disown. While our trio develops

and applies the hermeneutics of sus icion wi i i

_respectively, in the spheres of poli'ticzﬁ economt;,1 Ein;gisezg?;i&
.and-psycho-sexua] development, they also each subject the religi YE
.Chnste;\;om to the critique of suspicion. son e

- ' s suspicion is to be distinguished ici i
gives rise to evidential atheism., Skentgigi;r;_i: %@:ﬁ%ﬁ%ﬁﬁ?
‘ : - SR -
;ilfvsg;i:mﬁ‘ gi Sthn:;gas . Smmk ilesuspicion js directed toward the evasiveness
o 18NesS. epticism seeks to overcome the opacity? of facts,
e dl e suspicion s'eeks to uncover the duplicity of persons. Skepticism
?herzeissszi f1ff:ise:]f dlref:tly to the propositions believed and asks whether
fhere o ouf pc;:;g ::;il;gclfe;? makedbeli;ef rational. Suspicion addresses
eve and only indi iti
believed. It seeks to discredit the belieﬁzglzggle‘f)g};:iiilm;ﬁ?

2. Quoted by Alvin Plantinga in Faith and Rationali .
Goed. Al plantiy ! and Rationality: Reason and Belief in
Do Fresy 198800 gala;t.i;isl.\hcholas Wolterstorff (Notre Dame: University of Notre

3. Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: A i

: and P y: An Essay on Interpretation, trans. i
i::tags O(Ilii“é :;;;nc; Y;le Umver:q?y Press, 1970), p.y 32. Thig;s withoutac?c?ul?te:lhlz
pest book in Erlish n dre}:.td, but it is heavy going since it presupposes considerable
Knowles ig e ud an the philosophical tradition. Perhaps the best general intro-

p Rieff’s. See below, p. 34 n. 5. & e
4, Cf. Ricoeur, p. 33.
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lead people tQ_beﬁefmm_mhg,t,fuﬂgtiomutheinbgli_eﬁs_Elayf,lgglsllng_tor
recisel tbg_ggmmgtixes”and‘,iunctions,_,that,lgve darkness rather than
light and therefore hide themselves. Where Hume and Kant challenge

the soundness of the arguments for the existence of God, Marx,
Nietzsche, and Freud seek to show how theistic belief functions both
to mask and to fulfill forms of self-interest that cannot be acknowl!-

edged.

While skepticism {along with evidential atheism) has its origins
in Platonic-Cartesian doubt, suspicion arises from Francis Bacon’s cri-
tique of the Idols of the Tribe and Cave. “The human understanding is
no dry light,” writes Bacon, “but receives an infusion from the will and
affections; whence proceed sciences which may be called 'sciences as one
would.” For what a man had rather were true he more readily believes.” With
reference to impatience, hope, superstition, arrogance, and pride, Bacon
comments, “Numberless in short are the ways, and sometimes imper-
ceptible, in which the affections colour and infect the understanding.”
This leads to the advice that every seeker of truth adopt the rule “that
whatever his mind seizes and dwells upon with peculiar satisfaction is to be

held in suspicion. . . "3 -
The style is different, to be sure, but Schopenhauer clearly makes

the same point when he says that by will he does not mean a power
| guided by knowledge and under the direction of reason. Instead, he
| says, we should think of the will by analogy with blind instinct, which
uses reason as its instrument. Reason gives fictitious accounts of our
behavior for the sake of moral appearances, of even better, under the
guidance of the will becomes entirely unable to notice unwelcome facts
';\about the self. In short, the will is substance and master, the intellect
A

ionly accident and servant 5
In his masterful book on Freud, Paul Ricoeur makes the point

‘with similar generality. Suspicion is necessary to keep before us “the
nonautonomy of knowledge, its rootedness in existence, the latter being
understood as desire and effort,” that is, as the will and affections of
which Bacon and Schopenhauer speak. “Thereby is discovered not only
the unsurpassable nature of life, but the interference of desire with
intentionality, upon which desire inflicts an invincible obscurity, an

ineluctable partiality.”?

5. Francis Bacon, Novum Organum, XLIX, LV, emphasis added.
6. Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, trans. E.E]
New York: Dover, 1966), 1, 113, 114, 292, 368-69; 11, 126-28.

Payne (
7. This corruptibility of knowledge means that “representation obeys not
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As we shall see in more detai

: ail, Freud sees dreams and neuroti
:zmlzt(;ms as th? SingUISEd fulfillment of repressed wishes. He ifut:r(\:
hm:t;mmhg;mab?hi{samhkegzeamsand religious_practices

_ ymptoms. In both cases th im is that we can neith

. e claim is that we can neith
E:i;ﬂ:rt:rﬁ nor pr?]pegly evaluate the belief or behavior in questi(fr:

scover the hidden drives and moti
that shape th

other words, suspicion easi ts entique D to prac
other , SUSP easily transfers its critique from beliefs to prac-
The resulting evaluation of the religious life is as a whole dev-

&%ml_rggn_gg of. various self-serving motives in.our. piety,-.or.at-least.in
tha Sgeﬁlfndtheecxesp,.ls.tioiu;to?;leaiyf,inl;;gg_twigg. Who can fail, for exainple, to see
. - n the Afrikaner attempt to portr i
divine mandate or in the “whi e siioat desting
white man’s burden,” “manifes i
e ma in : . t destiny,”
iaI:;c:. anti Sommumst tl.teologles that have shaped the colonial do:rn-
Cenlti-):l .e\ar:1 . ;vertlhezternunation of indigenous populations in North
. ou merica? Or who can fail to notice the i ’
. wh e instrumental
c}I:aracter of the piety of the politicians, especially at election time? Da
they serve God for nought (Job 1:9)? o
Second, by its nature suspici i
o , ' picion discredits the believer and th
::llée\tw;lng comm}mlty. even if their beliefs should turn out to be trutee
e eir p;achces in themselves good. Even orthodoxy becomes
olatrous when belief in the triune God serv i
. : to sanctify the flaunti
of his purposes in the world P it
. The God of the Bible r i
. . epudiat
Er;o;i];l;gs;ca;complllments, however orthodox, ritual tributes, Eowevz:
, and moral rectitude, however rigor h
the context of instrumental religi A A
fhe co al religion, offered to a god we hope to domes-
Vare I?Jol ;:ZI:CEOt su:lp;ising that almost invariably our first reaction to
, e, and Freud is to seek to refute or discredi i
comforting to think (though at thi wiergyiiebe
os is reference to comfortable thc
suspicion begins to get suspici rmed fothe
: picious) that Marx can be bl
Soviets, that Nietzsche canb B o
, e blamed for the Nazis, and th i
2 ] ’ at
(scientific) psychology treats Freud as beyond the pale American

only a law of intentionalit i i |
v, which makes it the ex i j
° _ _ pression of som
nother law, which makes it the manifestation of . . . desire. It i: %];f:ltl’s:lgfatlﬁg

“inter i i
ference of the latter expressive function that representation can be distorted.”

This interference and this di i
1 istortion are what-call for the h i
: I tion ermene ici
an exegesis of the desires that lie hidden in that intentionality.” Rl'uct(;ec:.n(',fl:)ss 5251;1(5“81'
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While this temptation is largely defensive reaction to the exposé
suspicion is likely to generate, it gains the appearance of legitimacy from
a failure to distinguish the two kinds of atheism. No doubt the proper

response of Christian thinkers to evidential atheism is to seek fo refute it.
}This can be done by trying to show that thereis, in fact, sufficient evidence
Ito warrant religious beliefs and prac ices rationally. Or it can be done by
challenging the way in which the evidentialist demands evidence.
I shall not discuss the relative merits of these strategies here®
My thesis here is that an entirely different response is called for by the
atheism of suspicion. The first task of Christian thinkers as they face
the likes of Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud is not to refute or discredit
them. It is to acknowledge? that their cxit ue is.all too true all too nich
of the time and to seek to. discover just. ,_where.the-.shoa-ﬁts,mot,!f.themf

but ourselves..
In short, I am calling on the philosophers, theologians, and above

all the pastors and lay teachers of the Christian community (1) to be
the prophetic voices that challenge the church to take seriously the
critique of religion generated by suspicion and (2} to lead the way in
using it as an aid to personal and corperate self-examination. The
emphasis of Christian spirituality on personal self-examination and the
emphasis of Hebrew prophecy on corporate self-examination make it
possible to speak of the religious uses of modern atheism when we speak
of the atheism of suspicion.

8.1 am willing to predict, however, that the recent challenge of “Reformed”
epistemology to evidentialism as such is likely to be as central to the discussion of
evidential atheism for the foreseeable future as discussion of invisible gardeners
was a few decades ago. A clear and powerful version of this challenge is to be found
in Plantinga and Wolterstorff, Faith and Rationality. On the problems posed for
“Reformed” epistemology by the hermeneutics of suspicion, see my essay “Sin as
an Epistemological Category,” in Christian Philosophy, €d. Thomas P. Flint (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), pp. 200-226.

9. Since the hermeneutics of suspicion is concerned with the processes by
which we manage not to notice things of which we are by no means unaware,
questions of knowledge can never be separated from questions of acknowledgment.
Thus Mike Martin defines self-deception as “the purposeful or intentional [but not
deliberate] evasion of fully acknowledging something to oneself.” Self-Deception and
Morality (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 1986), p. 6. CE. p. 13, where
Martin links acknowledging with admitting or confessing. With similar voluntarist
overtones, Karl Barth relates faith not as opinion in relation to knowledge
(episteme/Wissenschaft) but as acknowledgment in relation to knowledge. Because
revelation comes to us from without and beyond our capacities, “Knowledge in this
case means acknowledgment. And the utterance Ot expression of this knowledge is
termed confession.” Church Dogmatics 1/2, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance
(Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1956), pp. 172-73.
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When we have eliminated the 1
- ogs of self-deception fro
;l;zzrkjg arf1d practice of our own piety, then we can seelfto rc‘orrelélt :}ltz
of error in the theories of Marx, Nietzs
pecks , che, and Freud (Matt.
7:1-5).10 Perhaps, we may hope, there will no longer be the need(toadfj

r g

10. Our tendency to admit that we are not without fault while insisting that

their errors are surel
_ y greater and more dangerou i ifi
the hypocrites to whom Jesus addresses theseg wr:)r:sisﬂrlarl our own identifies us 2
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the concepts of rights and justice but a broad spectrum of our moral
concepts that can be labeled moral fictions. Although MacIntyre does
not use the concept of irony in this connection, we will best understand
him if we think of moral fictions as concepts whose use is jronical but
is not known to be so by those who use them. Irony in its simplest form
involves a discrepancy between the purported (official, manifest) mean-
ing and the actual (operative, latent) use of discourse. The refrain from
Mark Antony’s funeral oration ‘s a familiar example: “Brutus is an
honorable man.”8 In its “official” meaning the statement praises Brutus, .
but it actually functions to raise doubts and eventually to accuse.

Similarly, according to Maclntyre, key concepts in contemporary
moral discourse often claim to offer objective and impersonal criteria
while their actual use is that of thetorical manipulation in the service
of unavowed interests. In the modern world, moral causes typically
“offer a rhetoric that serves to conceal behind the masks of morality
what are in fact the preferences of arbitrary will and desire. . . ."? Thus
the rhetoric of revolution is often the venting of hatred and resentment,
the thetoric of property rights is often a thinly veiled defense of
economic privilege, and the rhetoric of family is often an ironic expres-
sion of racism or homophobia. '

The difference between this irony and that of Mark Antony is
that Antony’'s is fully conscious and intentional, while the former con-
ceals the truth from those who speak jronically (and possibly from no
one else, as in the case of Mabel and Frederic). MacIntyre thus comes
down clearly on the “un-” side of Dworkin’s “consciously or uncon-
sciously” and the “or not” side of Dworkin’s “whether they recognize
it or not.” Moral fictions are, to repeat, concepts whose use is fronical but is
ot known fo be so by those who use them.

8. William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, act TI, scene ii.

9. Alasdair Macintyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1981), p. 69. See chapters 6 and 9 for the full discussion. Macintyre's thesis
“that all rational vindications of morality manifestly fail and that therefore belief in
the tenets of morality needs to be explained in terms of a set of rationalisations”
(p-11L, emphasis added) suggests that suspicion comes to the fore and moral fictions
ily unmasked where confidence in demonstrable objective truth is in
decline, But if, as sometimes seems the case, he also wants to suggest that periods
of skepticism and epistemological selativism are what give rise to the false con-
sciousness that suspicion seeks to expose, this is doubtful. Belief in truth that is at
once objective and discoverable provides fertile soil for rationalization. See my essay
“Orthodoxy and Inattention,” Reformed Journal 30/1 (January 1980), pp. 13-15.

4 Religious Fictions Too?

iTsht; ;(:Sjl(:: Ht:)ata1 Iyzabel’s sistlers and moral philosophy seek to teach us
rality can easily do less to expose our faul i
us to them. But our theme is religi B A o
to religion rather than i
religious fictions as well as moral ficti Baber et whon
ral fictions? Is Martin B i
e e, i 2ot v ? artin Buber right when
. ith Luther and Barth, that j ”
nothing that can so hide the f. i 36 moality cane
5 that ace of our fellow-man as morali o
SO alsoT;elzgtl}?n can hide from us as nothing else can the face of go‘jf}?l
Nietzschea andelifrear:l iluch religious fictions is precisely what Mar;c
’ ud claim. They are not the first, h irect
the critique of suspicion t igi it to fame in the
oward religion. Their claim to f i
' ward | . ame in th
Iplze‘:’s;ent' \f:ntf)(t }113 not. the originality of their ideas but the impact thee
pmjec%lwi?] ]())r(t) V(i);e it}:l\ea;. A1 brief look at an earlier version of thei}:
oje ¢ the final preparati i
religious uses of their modern apthgism. on for our exploratl?n of the
his e Ez;nic:l }:;15111; hiisl(l))est 11:1101»:11 for his philosophical skepticism, and
‘ sophy of religion as well. In his Dial ’
I - - ) O -
lc::;ngf Nat;{}'a; Religion and in sections X and XI of An Enquiryggzs;tccf:;:
man Understanding he asks the famili i ‘
) . Lir G : iar questions about whet
here is sufficient evidence to provide rational support for belief ineG}(l)e;

and miracles. His skeptical answers to these questions, along with

Kant’ N :

“ ;{t) :hrrtiﬁze c;:;;:tlprehi:?nmve but s:milar project, shook the foundations

of both the deis ;, tv}:f o wanted to find a religion within the limits of

el t1’1 ‘ e orthodox, who wanted to establish as much as
on the basis of general revelation, understood as rational proof,

and leave as little as i : :
revelation. possible dependent upon faith in biblical special

1. i
Martin Buber, Between Man and Man (New York: Macmillan, 1965), p. 18

25
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But in his lesser-known The Natural History of Religion Hume

icism to suspicion. :
B ol Edation in reason” from those “concerning

"2 He gives skeptical answers to the ques-

“concerning [religion’s] fou
its origin in human nature.

tions about the foundation of re
writings on religion. But the ques

human nature give rise to the
History.

Questions o

. . i ’

of motive. Belief in an "mnvis

and sacrifices could be directed dg
osity” or “the pure love of truth.

i i of the here and now, : '
e et eir thought and reflection; some motive,

passion, which prompts th

. ir first inqui
which urges thelr 7 theqdread of future misery, the terror of death,

concern for happiness,

; e, and appe e s
the thirst of reveng mg_mthe,religious,hfmﬂhﬂh@mes‘andigam

short, the originati

There he distinguishes the questions

ligion in reason in his most familiar
tions concerning religion’s origin in
hermeneutics of suspicion in the Natural

f origin turn out to be, in the first instance, questions
ible intelligent power” to whom prayers

es not arise from “speculative curi-
To lead people’s attention beyond
“they must be actuated by some

ry.” Such motives include “the anxious

tite for food and other necessaries.”3 [n_.

omgmaxy,]jie,.espeeiau%theieam

The hopes and fears

not, at least not primarily, tho
of moral ideals. They are rat
immediate self-interest. Hume sees

»idolatry or polytheism.
the heart of "idolatry OF PO . b, elfish view” belong to popular

t limited to polytheism, it appears that FHume
tion of idolatry or superstition — h‘e uses the
hat depends more on the motivation of the

that Hume sees stemming
religion as such and are no
is working toward a defini
terms interchangeably —t
believing soul than on the
idolatry resides more in the
Hume calls our atte

gion, the piety that is P

interest. Like Luther an

and polytheism,

2. David Hume, The Natural History of Religion,
Stanford University Press, 1957),

' precisely what raises suspicions

Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in Tﬁe F

Rabinow {New York: Pantheon,
3, Hume, pp- 27-28, 31.
4. Hume, p. 47.

that come to our attention in this way are

se that have been fashioned in the school
her the hopes and fears of more or less
the “selfish view” they express at
»4 But since the negative effects

propositional content of belief. For him
heart than in the head.

ntion to the structure of instrumente’tl reli-
rimarily motivated by the believing soul s's‘elf-
d Barth he describes it as idolatry, supers'gtmni
and like Barth he refuses to exclude the practice O

ed. H. E. Root {Stanford:

p. 21. For a contemporary account of origin as

iding hoped-for legitimation, see
T o Tisiory,” in Poucault Reader, ed. Paul

1984), pp- 76-100.
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metaphysically and liturgically orthodox Christianity from these de-
scriptions.’

The first mark of instrumental religion, on Hume’s account, is
flattery. Where our relation to someone of superior power is primarily
based on our hopes and fears concerning what we might get out of the
relationship, the temptation to resort to flattery is all but unavoidable.
The believing soul will naturally speak of adoration, but Hume’s sus-
picion detects adulation. The difference is subtle but profound. Real
adoration is extraordinarily difficult and rare, because it involves a
self-forgetful transcendence of normal self-preoccupation.® Words and
deeds of adulation may be externally indistinguishable from those of
genuine adoration, but they are in fact exactly the opposite, for in them
self-seeking knows nothing about self-forgetfulness. They are religious
fictions, ironical hymns, creeds, and rites.

To the degree that Hume’s suspicion is well founded on this
point, the relation between believer and deity shows itself to be dishon-
est, founded on the falsehoods of flattery.” Naturally, if the believer is
not utterly shameless and cynical, it will be necessary to hide this
dishonesty not only from the deity but also from the believing soul.
Piety becomes inseparable from self-deception.

The second mark of instrumental religion to which Hume calls
our attention reveals that this dishonesty and self-deception are not
restricted to the relation between believer and deity. My neighbor be-
comes its victim as well. Hume notes that idolatrous worship is “liable
to this great inconvenience, that any practice or opinion, however bar-
barous or corrupted, may be authorized by it” and that “the greatest
crimes have been found in many instances, compatible with 4 super-
stitious piety and devotion.” At the conclusion of his study he finds

5. John Stuart Mill similarly notes that content does not render any doctrine
immune from abuse. “But is utility the only creed which is able to furnish us with
excuses for evil-doing and means of cheating our own conscience? They are afforded
in abundance by all doctrines which recognize as a fact in morals the existence of
conflicting considerations, which all doctrines do that have been believed by sane
persons.” Utilitarianism, ed. George Sher (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1979), p. 25.

6. No one has shown this more clearly than Gabriel Marcel, He describes a
writer for whom admiration was “a humiliating state which he resisted with all his
force.” In this attitude Marcel detects “a burning preoccupation with self” that would
best express itself by asking “but what about me, what becomes of me in that case?”
Creative Fidelity, trans. Robert Rosthal (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1964),
pp. 48-49. I have argued that true religion involves a “useless self-transcendence”
that is the exact opposite of this posture. See God, Guilt, and Death: An Existential
Phenomenology of Religion (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), chapter 8,

7. Hume, pp. 43, 65-67.
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himself forced to ask, “What so pure as some of the morals, included
in some theological systems? What so corrupt as some of the practices,
to which these systems give rise?” And he immediately identifies such
systems as “comfortable views.”8
It is no accident that idolatrous and superstitious religion gives
rise to crimes and corrupt practices. For the essence of instrumental
religion on Hume's account is the self-seeking that makes the sacred a
means to its own ends. Once again it looks as if he is giving a contextual
definition of idolatry and superstition as the comfortable views that
provide moral and religious legitimation for the barbarous and criminal
behaviors which self-interest often generates. :
Hume has intolerance and persecution particularly in mind. But
the issue is obviously more general than crusades, inquisitions, and
pogroms, dramatic as these examples may be. It concerns the origin of
religion in human nature. To ask about this origin.is. at first to ask about
the motives of th ligious Jife, and.thus about the inwardness of the
believing soul, “But.it.is.also.to-ask about the function of the religious
life, and thus about the pul Jic, practices to which religion. gives rise.”
Hume's suspicion of religion culminates in this question about
the function of faith, Before Marx and Weber he insists that we notice
religion’s role in legitimizing social practices. On his view the philos-
ophy of religion can be neither serious nor complete until this question
is asked: What mgﬁgga_(hi&st}zlasr-i-nstitutions,-—laws,—keustoms}_.do
hese beliefs in ﬁagwhatjs,,,jnk,r..eal...life)‘,,seme...‘,tomlegitimate..LAnd-he
calls our attention to. the fact that religion gives rise to.or legitimates
s,ggﬂigﬂl_np,mgt_iccg.‘,either.,_actively, by..authorizing..them,. or. _passively,

merely by being compatible with.them.. Religion can give rise to anti-
Semitism, apartheid, imperialistic nationalism, and revolutionary or
{ counter-revolutionary terrorism either by giving explicit justifications
for such practices, or, more subtly, by silent compatibility. In the latter
case all that is necessary to legitimate the practices is an understanding
that one can be, for example, a good Christian while engaging in them.

The question of the origin of religion in human nature is thus a
question about both the wishes that lead to piety and the work that piety
does for the faithful. But the question of function is not a second ques-
tion in addition to the question about motive. For in a context where
self-deception is all too real a possibility, function is often the best and
sometimes the only clue to motive. We do not discover the real motives

that direct our lives by looking to see what seems to be motivating us.

8. Hume, pp. 48, 72, 76, emphasis added.
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Fc;lrl vl;rherever tht.ere are grounds for suspicion those apparent motives
will be false motives; Fhey will be part of the rationalization by which
::ii n;;;:;g:e) r(‘;tl];;) nl(:tlce wf;iat ;s really going on. (Remember Frederic
: bel!) Only when we ind out what role our belief:
;;:1 0;111; lives w111. we d%scover what our really operative rrfoatg;zlze?lz)sr
Fa 11; thgﬁ;: wnt(;s with refe'rence to Freud, “It is a basic psychoanalytic
e that. result of.an gctlonf whatever the conscious motive, sheds
1§t it on the underlying intention; ‘in human affairs the effect of an
?Edlfél_&e?uently betrays the motivation of that action.” If religion has
into erance and aggression, may it not be that these were the ve
forces underlying religion in the first place?”? v
moﬁve??r:;u};ltl most of' us ,neeczl help in distinguishing our apparent
motives from r f)peratlve motives by careful attention to the actual
e sio eg:stiﬁg :gr: ;r(; ?clixorlszrsonall and public lives, thereby identifying
: ous elements in i i
still seem, Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud may (;‘geff:yr':ct):nhgei anlt HLa_Y
task of self-examination than almost anyone else. prore

1968) p9.11;§u’}E:a_zq:n, Farieud: Pol:‘tzcal. and Social Thought (New York: Random House,
inom; Ofl'Fret-ld' intemnal quotation is from Kurt Eissler. A good example is found
in one of Preu hs n;‘ost Ifa.mous case studies. The “Rat Man” was faced with a “conflict
25 to whether S; s F;fd] remain faithful to the lady he loved in spite of her povert
or whether he 0111 ho low in his father’s footsteps and marry the lovely, rich anﬁ
wel<o erSist.gr l:fﬂ o had beer} assigned to him . . ., [a conflict] betwee‘n his’love
and I hi s ﬂl?g inf uence of hlzs father’s wishes,” In order to avoid this difficult
cho vi;w el Cmw:(:tt l‘the_ obsessional neurosis Freud was treating. “The proof that
epaty ot Te: zets:.m the fact thag the chief resulf of his iliness was an obstinate
me resultz fo tivlrk, w ich allowed him to postpone his education for years. But
prodiismpie :t;lcl . an {lh"less are never unintentional; what appears to be the con-
two sections of itali:ss :dl:i‘e;eall;g :ll:eza;se 05’ n)wgv; s 5 Bred e et
7 reud's). References t i i
the text by volume and page number in The Standard Edition of0 t::eéloiz;;zﬂ";;lc‘hg}

logical Works of Sigmund Freud,
T v igm ud, ed. and trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth,



Freud'’s Pessimism
5

Freud believes that religion is false. We will explore this belief briefly
in the next chapter. But his best-known discussion of religion is not
entitled “The Future of an Error,” but The Future of an Illusion (1927).
With this tifle he designates suspicion rather than skepticism as his
primary meode of critigue. Though his positivism entails that religion
is without evidential warrant, his focus is on motive and function rather
than evidence.! His account of the motives that lead to religion and the
function it plays in believers’ lives revolves around a single concept:
consolation. It is his understanding of the nature and urgency of the
need for consolation that L refer ta in speaking of Freud’s pessimism.

The categories developed by Robert Brustein in The Theatre of
Revolt for interpreting much of modern drama can be helpful in locating
that pessimism. Brustein distinguishes three kinds of revolt. “Messianic
revolt occurs when the dramatist rebels against God and tried to take
His place. . .. Social revolt occurs when the dramatist rebels against the
conventions, morals, and values of the social organism. . . . Existential
revolt occurs when the dramatist rebels against the conditions of his
* existence.”2 What distinguishes existential revolt from the other two
and makes it a helpful concept for understanding Freud is precisely its
pessimism. Where messianic revolt is defiant, existential revolt is re-
signed. Where social revolt is hopeful, existential revolt is despairing.
Resigned despair permeates Freud's thinking.

Thus we cannot disagree with Erik Erikson’s suggestion that

1. Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, trans. Denis
Savage (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970), pp. 26, 33, 234-35,

2. Robert Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt: An Approach to the Modern Drama
{Boston: Little, Brown and Company. 1964), p. 16.

33
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Freud's view of life is essentially tragic.? We should think of Arthur
Miller's Willy Loman and Chekhov’s three sisters rather than Oedipus
and Antigone. For the hero of existential revolt is the antihero, and in
spite of the Oedipus complex, we probably gain more insight from
Freud into Dostoyevsky’s Underground Man than into Oedipus.4
Philip Rieff relates Freudian bleakness to the issue of religion.
“The permanence of conflict is Freud's leading theme, and part of his
hostility to religion stems from an awareness that religion somewhere
assumes a fixed point . . . at which conflict is resolved. In contrast, Freud
maintains an intractable dualism; self and world remain antagonists,
and every form of reconciliation must fail. Indeed, nothing so well
represents Freud's own irreligion as his feeling for the irreconcilable.”®
Thus emerges the distinction between the consolations offered by reli-
gious illusions and the resignation implied by scientific truth.6
The world that is intractably antagonistic to the self is the dual
world of nature and of culture, and religion is to be understood as rooted
in the need for help in dealing with these powers (21:21).7 Unlike
civilization, nature “does not demand any restrictions of instinct from
us, she would let us do as we liked; but she has her own particularly
effective method of restricting us. She destroys us — coldly, cruelly,
;relentlessly, as it seems to us, and possibly through the very things that
‘occasioned our satisfaction.” After showing herself to us as earthquakes,
floods, storms, and diseases, she finally appears as “the painful riddle
'of death,” earning for herself the name of Fate (21:15-16; cf. 29,72).
Civilization comes on the scene as our ally against the over-
whelming and indifferent power of nature. Perhaps it is with Freud in
mind that Peter Berger writes, “Every human society is, in the last
resort, men banded together in the face of death.”8 But civilization is
as indifferent to the individual's happiness as nature (21:140), and we
pay a high price for its assistance. Atevery turn it demands renunciation

3. Brik H. Erikson, Childhood and Society (2nd ed.; New York: W. W. Norton,

1963), p. 280.

4. Brustein, pp. 28-29. '
5, Philip Rieff, Freud: The Mind of the Moralist (Garden City, NY: Doubleday;

1961), p. 292.
6. Rieff, pp. 326-27. Cf. Freud, 21:32-33, 145. For references to Freud, see

p-29n.9.
7. See previous note.
8. Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion

(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1967), p. 52, A similar motif, developed in much
ater detail and with explicit reference to psychoanalysis, is found in Ernest Becker,
The Denial of Death (New York: Macmillan, 1973).

janxiety regarding the external world, moral anxiety regarding the .%
k!
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of instincts, and it never hesitates to support its demands with coercion
'(21:5-11, 95). It demands that we channel large portions of our ener
u.lto work, and its primary taboos, those against incest and murder, agrz
signs of the more general restrictions it places on our desire for s:':ltis-
flfazc;;o; of iur sexnlxlal ar;g aggressive instincts (21:11-13, 101-15): “Civi-
an has exchanged a porti is possibiliti iness for
a portion of s.ecuriw”g(ZI:11153)."“4).-n oLt possblifes ot happiness for
Not only does civilization demand that we ne i
by sublimating sexual energy into the aim—inhibited%égfrgz;;gigfgss}izn
and even the irrational and impossible form of universal neighbor lovs
.(2.1:109-11, 143), it also seeks to enforce its demands with the guilt that
it helps to shape and that punishes the wish even when the act does
not f0119w. In this way civilization brings about “permanent internal
-unhappmess” (21:123-28). Thus “guilt is the most important problem
lnd the de'vel(-)prlnent of civilization and . . . the price we paypfor our
advance in civilization is a lo i i i
e ot gullt (211580 ss of happiness through the heightening
Nature and culture are thus the devil and the dee
rock and the hard p_la_gg_bg_tw,gm,mh_icITgz}miggmg%é:fo;ﬁ:;ﬁﬁ%:gz
g?ught. B1.1t the reference to guilt indicates that the story is not qumlt_e as
simple as is suggested by the picture of the self over against the worlds
of nat'ure and culture. For in guilt culture takes up internal residence
to resist and restrict my pursuit of happiness, and it turns out that
nature ;s alzodas much an internal as an external problem )
reud develops this more complex and complete ' i |
Ego and the Id (1923) and in New Intmrziuctory Lectufes on a;:;c::;;:I T::z
(1933)..There he portrays the “poor ego,” the I, the self, as serving "thyree}
tyrannical masters . . . [:] the external world, the super-ego and the id.”
The ego, that which I think of as T myself, is “driven by the id confine.d |
by .the super-ego, [and] repulsed by [external] reality. . . . If 'the ego is
obliged to admit its weakness, it breaks out in anxiety — realgistic?

o

super-ego and neurotic anxiety regarding the st ions
in the id” (22:77-78; cf. 19:56). ® ° rength of the pasione.
We have already noted nature’s threat i
' s of disaster and death and
culture’s demands for renunciation of instincts. We need now to look

9. These statements about guilt come from Civilization and Its Di
Eegg;\)as;zmgd a theme Freud says was insufficiently developed in The g:fs::: ;;z;s[(”l:;gk
f-ollow'in r‘ebt w; forrmlxla for civilization’s constraints on sex and aggression is the
e lowln Eg en an mshnc‘tual trend :_.mdergoes repression, its libidinal elements are
o symptoms, and its aggressive components into a sense of guilt” (21:139).
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at the ways in which nature and culture become internal threats as id
and superego respectively.

is nature as instinct or drive. With Plato, Freud distin-

guishes ego and id as reason and passions, and with Hume he notes
that reason is the slave of the passions.1® Thus he pictures the ego asa
weak rider on a powerful horse, the id. The energy comes from the
horse, the guidance from the rider (22:76-77; 19:25). Or so we would
like it to be. Frequently, however, “a rider, if he is not to be parted from
his horse, is obliged to guide it where it wants to go; so in the same
way the ego is in the habit of transforming the id's will into action as
if it were his own” (19:25). It is with reference to this impotence of the
ego that Freud approvingly refers to Groddeck’s claim that “we are
‘lived’ by unknown and uncontrollable forces” (19:23).1!

So dominant is the id and so subordinate the other parts of the
self that Freud even speaks of the id as “the whole person” (22:105; cf.
19:24-25). As early as The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), before Freud
developed the language of id, ego, and superego, he saw instinctual
drives as primary and the processes that would direct or restrain them
as a secondary overlay (5:603-4).

If the id is nature internalized as instinct or drive, the superego
is culture internalized as conscience. As the voice of culture, which can
be thoroughly unreasonable, conscience is not to be identified with
either the voice of reason or the voice of God. It is rather the voice of
violence, and Freud goes out of his way to stress its “extraordinary
harshness and severity towards the ego” (19:53).

The cruelty of the superego is especially manifest in the intense
feelings of guilt that are so fundamental to obsessional neurosis and

melancholia (depression). In the latter case

we find that the excessively strong super-ego . . . rages against the
ego with merciless violence, as if it had taken possession of the
whole of the sadism available in the person concerned. Following

10. Hume writes, “Reason is and ought only to be the slave of the passions,
and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them.” A Treatise
of Human Nature, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1888), p. 415. Freud
accepts the description but does not agree that this is as it ought to be. Like Flato,
he sees it as our task to increase the power of reason vis-a-vis the passions. It is his
unwillingness to identify reason and the superego that permits him to be as critical

of Plato as of Hume.
11. Freud borrows the term “id” from Groddeck and adds in a footnote,

»Groddeck himself no doubt followed the example of Nietzsche, who habitually
used this grammatical term [das Es, the it] for whatever in our nature is impersonal
and, so to speak, subject to natural law” (19:23).
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our view of sadism we should say that the destructive component
had er}trenched itself in the super-ego and turned against the ego
What is now holding sway in the super-ego is, as it were, a ure.
cullh.lre of the death instinct, and in fact it often enough succ,:eegs in
.dm.fmg the ego into death, if the latter does not fend off its tyrant
in time by the change round into mania. (19:53; cf. 22:60-61) 7

%mmwmﬁmmaepmmm us
is, on Freud’s view, an ego seeking to preside over an utterly ynruly
gssembly,‘ or, to changgwt]“}g_,mggapjlgn trying to mediate negoti“;t;gns
etween implacable enemies, the demands of instinctive nature on the
one .hand and the external pressures of social réaﬁirements'fa'riaﬁgﬁ;\ith
the internal pangs. of guilt.on, the other, Whether we simply think in
terms of the self confronting the worlds of nature and culture, or use
the more complex model of the ego threatened by external reali‘ty (nat
ural and cultural), the id, and the superego, the result is the sam Th-
chances for human happiness are dim. o
' Freud identifies happiness with pleasure and fi
o‘f hﬂi .in the pleasure principle. But thf program ?fi tf}llr::d;k:g:uﬂ:rpr(;rs\e
ciple “is at loggerheads with the whole world. . .. There is no ossiII:il' :
at all of its being carried through; all the regulations of thf unive;;{
run counter to it. One feels inclined to say that the intention that man
should bg ‘happ_y’ is not included in the plan of ‘Creation’ ” (21:76)
o }Thzs pessimism is not quite as absolute as it seems. Freud ac-
owledges a “reduced sense” in which happiness is possible and thus
a.pmblem or task for the ego (21:83). The goal of therapy, in fact, is to
give ’fh:e pe}tlent’s ego greater freedom, to enable it to ’move, ':from
perceiving instincts to controlling them, from obeying instincts to in-
hlbltm'g them. . . . Psycho-analysis is an instrument to enable the ¢
o achieve a progressive conquest of the id” (19:50n.1, 55-56). Hence tﬁz
watchword of therapy: “Where id was, there ego shall be” .(22:80)

.We must not forget, however, that the happiness of the t-her—
?lllal;};hcally empowered ego is a “reduced” happiness, not at all the
fulf lmen.t of the pleasure principle. It is a bad situation made a little -

etter, as if slaves were no longer to be whipped or prisoners were to
get better food. But there is no talk of emancipation or pardon. Thus
Freud never really moves beyond the very early formulation in étudies

~ in Hysteria (1895), addressed to patients wondering about the efficacy

of the-rapy:. “But you will be able to convince yourself that much will

be gained if we s-ucceed in transforming your hysterical misery into

}c10mm0n unh.appmess. With a mental life that has been restored to
ealth you will be better armed against that unhappiness” (2:351).
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1f Freud is the existential rebel who reacts to this !'Luma_m‘ cond;tlog w1tl;
resignation and despair, the believing soul see_ks in rehg:xon afar efe}:tt:e
consolation. Freud is content to seek the minor ameliorations 0

slave who is no longer whipped, though still a slav_e,. or tl;ehprisoner
who gets better food, while still in prison. But the religion of the “com-

mon man” is a

! system of doctrines and promises which on the one hand explau:ls
to him the riddles of this world with enviable comp.leteness, and,
- on the other, assures him that a careful Provif:lence will watch over
. his life and will compensate him in a future ex1ste‘nce {or any frustra'-
 tions he suffers here. The common man cannot imagine this Provi-
' dence otherwise than in the figure of an enormously ezxalted father.
\ Only such a being can understand the needs of the chﬂf:lren off trllr:e.-‘n
i and be softened by their prayers and placat.ed by.the signs of their
i remorse. The whole thing is so patently infantile, so foreign to

!ii""reality, that to any ien
| painful to think that the great majority o
' to rise above this view of life. (21:74)

¢ mortals will never be able

Of course, religion is not the only human strategy for dealing
with the human predicament described in the previous chapter:

Life, as we find it, is too hard for us; it brings us too many pams;
disappointments and impossible tasks. In order to bf.:ar it we ca.E;w
dispense with palliative measures. "We cannot do without ‘awah ry
constructions,” as Theodor Fontane tells us. There are perhaps t]' r;f:
such measures: powerful deflections, which cause us t.o fnalfe. ig .
of our misery; substitutive satisfactions, which diminish it; an
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intoxicating substances, which make us insensitive to it. Something
of the kind is indispensable. (21:75; cf. 16:372)

Actually Freud proceeds to identify seven “auxiliary constructions” in
wide use: (1) chemical intoxicants, which serve as a “drowner of cares,”
(2) yoga techniques to kill off the instincts, (3) work as a displacement
or sublimation of aggressive and sexual energy, (4) the illusions of art,
which provide temporary escape to another world, (5) delusional ne-
gation of reality as in paranoia or religion, (6) unconstrained pursuit of
sexual satisfaction, and (7) escape into neurotic illness (21:78-84).1

It is far from clear how this list of seven maps onto the earlier
list of three, but that is hardly important. Freud’s view is that all of
these painkillers have serious limitations (no emancipation or pardon
here), but that for each of us some will work better than others, “There
is no golden rule which applies to everyone: every man must find out
for himself in what particular fashion he can be saved” (21:83).

Actually, Freud is not the latitudinarian that he presents himself
as here. In very early personal correspondence he expresses an utterly
aristocratic contempt for the “mob,” the “common people” who try the
first and sixth of the strategies just listed.2 But in his mature published
writings, it is religion alone to which his personal hostility is directed.
Philip Rieff opens his discussion of Freud on religion with the following
perceptive paragraph:

It is on the subject of religion that the judicious clinician grows
vehement and disputatious. Against no other stronghold of repres-
sive culture are the reductive weapons of psychoanalysis deployed

1. Freud’s listing of religion and chemical pain killing as alternative strate-
gies for dealing with the same problem (cf. 21:49) calls to mind Marx’s oft-quoted
identification of religion with the opium of the masses. We will look at that text
later on in its context, Here it is worth noting that Nietzsche sees things the same
way. Speaking of Germany he writes that “nowhere have the two great European
narcotics, alcohol and Christianity, been abused more dissolutely.” Twilight of the
Idols, in The Portable Nigtzsche, ed. and trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Viking
Press, 1954), p. 507. Cf. Nietzsche's The Gay Science, trans, Walter Kaufmann (New
York: Random House, 1974), p. 147.

2. Ernest Jones, The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, one-volume edition by
Lionel Trilling and Stephen Marcus (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1963), pp- 122-23.
Freud's identification of the “common man” with the “poor” in this letter makes it
clear that he has in mind a hierarchy as much economic as cultural. On the positive
side, he seems to favor the third and fourth strategies: work — especiaily his kind
of work, science —and art. He quotes Goethe: “He who possesses science and art
also has religion; but he who possesses neither of those two, let him have religion”
(21:74n.1).
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in such open hostility. Freud's customary detgchment fails h1m iTert':e.
Confronting religion, psychoanalysis shows itself for.what it 1s.lt te
last great formulation of nineteenth—century. sec.ulansm, complete
with substitute doctrine and cult. . . . What first impresses the stu-
dent of Freud’s psychology of religion is its poIermczzll edge. Here
and here alone, the grand Preudian animus, otherwise conc'ealed
behind the immediacies of case histories and fche emergencies of

practical therapeutics, breaks out.?

No doubt there are biographical factors at work here, including
the Christian anti-Semitism that Freud experienced fr.om boyhood on.
Furthermore, Freud’s tolerance extends only to strategies t%ia.t are t_hfem-
selves tolerant of other strategies, and he do?s not find this in religion.
In the paragraph immediately following his apnm;:mer.ne_nt that .Wf
must each find our own path to salvation,.he writes, “Religion restricts
this play of choice and adaptation, sinc'e itimposes equa}ly Of:'l everyfc;;e_:
its own path to the acquisition of happiness and protection from su
e (2113-1?:1 )I;reud has little to say on either of these po.ints. The brief
against belief that he develops at considerable ler.tgth is rather surlx:-
marized in the passage cited at the beginning of th{s c!lapter. There 1e
repudiates the consolations of religion because be.hef in the Heavilnty
Father is “so patently infantile, so foreign to reality. . . . We I:;?e' (:
explore these two critiques, which, as we sha‘ll see, are .qulte 1it1nc
from each other. The former expresses Freudian suspicion, the .attelr
Freudian skepticism. As I argued in chapter 2, these two types of intel-

lectual assault on religion call for entirely different responses.
It s on epistemological grounds that Freud ﬁnds rehglon. 50
Vforeign to reality.” His skepticism takes the form of sc1en£15m or pom;‘{v-
jsm or empirical verificationism. Geography teaclll’es that Co’nstar}ce 1?:.
on the Bodensee,” and a student song continues: If yPu don. t bel-leve it,
go and see” (21:25). Religious beliefs cannot be conﬁ.rme:df in tms.wa;ly
Freud formulates the general point as follows: ”But' saenhf.lc work 1? the
only road which can lead us to a knowledge of rea'hty out51fie ourse veii
Tt is once again merely an illusion to expect anyth‘mg from intuition an
introspection; they can give us nothing but parhs:ulars ab.out our ov;r]n
mental life, which are hard to interpret, never any information a’l’aoutt e
questions which religious doctrine finds it so easy to answer,” for ex-

3. Philip Rieff, Freud: The Mind of the Moralist (Garden City, NY: Doubleday,
1961), p. 281
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ample, questions concerning God and immortality (21:31-32). In his New
Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis (1933) Freud specifically asks
whether psychoanalysis entails any specific Weltanschauung. No, he says,
“as a specialist science . . . it is quite unfit to construct a Weltanschauung
of its own: it must accept the scientific one. . . . It asserts that there are no
sources of knowledge of the universe other than the intellectual working-
over of carefully scrutinized observations — in other words, what we call
research — and alongside of it no knowledge derived from revelation,
intuition or divination” (22:158-59).

Religion is distinguished from the other auxiliary constructions
to be picked on by Freud because religion alone makes unwarranted
truth claims in the search for happiness. These truth claims are the basis
for religion’s attempt to prescribe a single path for all and for the deeper
ground of “the grand Freudian animus.” Thus art, religion, and philos-
ophy may seek to contribute to human happiness in ways that make
them rivals of science. But of the “three powers which may dispute
the basic position of science, religion alone is to be taken seriously
as an enemy” (22:160). For art is content to be illusion and makes no
truth claims, while philosophy either restricts itself to the scientific
Weltanschauung and becomes positivisnror makes pretensions to supra-
scientific truths but has no significant impact on the great mass of the
people.

In the concluding chapter of The Future of an Hllusion Freud formu-
lates the following objection against his project: “That sounds splendid!
A race of men who have renounced all illusions and have thus become
capable of making their existence of earth tolerable! I, however, cannot
share your expectations. . . . We seem now to have exchanged roles: you
emerge as an enthusiast who allows himself to be carried away by
illusions .. .” (21:51). In reply, Freud seeks to defend his faith in science.

{“Our God Aéyog” is not illusory, he claims. “We believe that it is possible
for scientific work to gain some knowledge about the reality of the
world, by means of which we can increase our power and in accordance
with which we can arrange our life. If this belief is an illusion then we
are in the same position as you. But science has given us evidence by its
numerous and important successes that it is no illusion” (21:54-55).

Many contemporary philosophers of science have raised ques-
tions about the claim that science gives us “knowledge about the reality
of the world.”4 But for the moment we can put such doubts aside. There

4. I have in mind the work of Duhem, Poincaré, Kuhn, Feyerabend, Hanson,
and Foucault, among others.
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can in any case be no question that scientific ”kngwlgdge 'm?rzas:;
our power. What Freud fails to notice is that even if science is inde:

not an illusion, scientism is another matter entirely. Freud has not given

us the logic by which “Science gives us knowle.dge’:' of reahtﬁz1 bicorgke:
“Nothing but science gives us knowledge of fahty. It vx:ou Hno ntl e
much of a school ditty, but if we append 1? you d.o-n ‘t be eve 11; g
and see” to either of the formulations of Freudian positivism glvexcml t I:e:;
paragraphs before this one, the result is errfb.a\rrasm'ng fqr Fre};i : ﬁ
far from clear where one would look for empirical, scnennﬁF verif (:a1 on
of his claim about science, which turns out itself to be no scientific ¢ z;ilm
and hence, on Freud’s own terms, to give us no lfnowledge about ;-e; t)crl
Freud lacks the sophistication of later positivists who acknowle ge;
that their own dogmatic5 formulations were useful nonsense or merely
i f policy. - -
Tecomn%;?: :S?—I:':fzre}:\tia?;efutation of scientism is as familiar as it is
forceful. Neither nineteenth-century positiffi.sl.n of truth nor twenheth;
century positivism of meaning (logical pos1t'1v1sm) has o.ffered a cogex;n
defense against it. My own favorite formulation -of thf point c.ome:; to_”a
William James's famous essay “The Will to Believe.” He writes tha
rule of thinking which would absolutely prevent me from acknowled%r;ng ce?;;
tain kinds of truth if those kinds of truth were r:ec‘llly ther., would be a
irrational rule.” A few pages earlier James identifies such a view as “an

insane logic.””

" here in two senses. On the one hand it]‘a;nfﬁmeé an

iti i i her it suggests that a belief functions
critical acceptance of belief, while on the ot :

;:Ilze a religiouspdoctrine‘ Freud's scientific Weltanschauung is the framework for what

i his “substitute doctrine.” See p. 40 n. 3 above. o
ikt rEEg.rss:; a(‘Zsa\rl Hempel, “Problems and Changes in the Empiricist Criterion of

Meaning,” in Leonard Linsky, ed., Semantics and the Philosophy of Language (Urbana:

i ity of Tlinois Press, 1952).
Umvem‘;.y I;illiam James, Essays on Faith and Morals, ed. Ralph Barton Perry (Cleve-

Jand: World, 1962), pp. 59, 56.

5. 1 use “dogmatic

7 Freud’s Suspicion I:
Dreams and Wish Fulfillment

It is because of Freud's positivism that he finds belief in Providence “so
foreign to reality.” Insofar as his atheism rests on his scientism it can
be classified as skeptical or evidential atheism. As such it deserves to
be refuted, and I believe it is best refuted by noting with James what
an “insane logic” it practices, what an “irrational rule” it represents. It
says, in effect, “Anything my net doesn’t catch isn’t a fish,”1 and thereby
ends up revealing both its dogmatism and its incoherence.

It is quite a different story when Freud finds belief in a heavenly
father to be “so patently infantile.” Here we encounter the dimension
of Freud's atheism that particularly concerns us, his suspicion. In keep-
ing with the suggestion that we treat suspicious unbelief differently
from skeptical unbelief, I will devote much more attention to Freudian
suspicion than to Freudian skepticism. The aim of this attention will
not be to refute Freud, but to learn to take him seriously. !

As “foreign to reality,” religion is an error; as “so patently infan-
tile,” it is an illusion. We move, therefore, from an epistemological
category to a psychological category. Since illusion will be defined in
terms of wish fulfillment, and since wish fulfiliment is at the heart of
Freud’s theory of dreams, we can say not only that “interpretation of
dreams is the royal road to a knowledge of the unconscious activities of the
mind” in general, but also that it provides the path to understanding
Freud’s critique of religion in particular (5:608). We must turn our
attention briefly to The Interpretation of Dreams (1900) and to the popular
summary of the dream theory in Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis
(1916-17).

Freud introduces the notion of wish fulfillment while exploring

L I'am indebted to John E. Smith for this helpful formulation.
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by his wish in this error is very clear.” Indo-Germanic racial superiority
and the asexuality of children are also illusions (21:30-31).
Freud is careful to distinguish illusions, in this technical sense

of the term, from delusions.

What is characteristic of illusions is that they are derived from
human wishes. In this respect they come near to psychiatric delu-
sions. But they differ from them, too, apart from the more compli-
cated structure of delusions. In the case of delusions, we emphasize
as essential their being in contradiction with reality. Hlusions need
not necessarily be false. . . . For instance, a middle-class girl may
have the illusion that a prince will come and marry her; and a few
such cases have occurred. That the Messiah will come and found a
golden age is much less likely. . . . To assess the truth-value of reli-
gious doctrines does not lie within the scope of the present enquiry.
It is enough for us that we have recognized them as being, in their
psychological nature, illusions. (21:31, 33) .

Paul Ricoeur underscores this truth neutrality of the illusion label: “The
essential characteristic of illusions is not their similarity to error in the
epistemological sense of the word but their relationship with other
fantasies and their inclusion within the semantics of desire.” This is
why “what is involved is not the truth of the foundation of religious
ideas but their function in balancing the renunciations and satisfactions
through which man tries to make his harsh life tolerable.”6

It will not be long before Freud seems to forget this distinction.
In Civilization and Its Discontents, just three years later, he simply iden-
tifies religious beliefs with delusions (21:81-85). But, given his careful
definition of illusion, we can recognize that he can do so only by
combining the suspicion that identifies religious beliefs as illusions with
the skepticism that identifies them as errors.” But that skepticism rests
on Freud's scientism, his elevation of science from a practice to a Wel-
tanschauung. Having already noticed the self-referential contradiction
of claiming truth for the unscientific proposition that “Science is the
only way to truth,” the believing soul is likely at this point to find the
temptation to refute Freud all but irresistible once again.

6. Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, trans, Denis
Savage (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970), pp. 234-35, emphasis added.

7. Thus when Freud writes in Totem and Taboo that “it would be another matter
if demons really existed. But we know that, like gods, they are creatures of the human
mind .. .” this is a premise and not a conclusion of his psychoanalytic analysis (13:24).

9 On Remembering When
Not to Refute Atheism

But once again this temptation should be resisted, though Freud is not
invulnerable to critique. Two objections can be raised against his treat-
ment of religious beliefs as illusions.

The first concerns its logic. Freud's critique is an ad hominem
critique, directed against the believer’'s believing, not against the
believer’s belief. He is careful to point out that an illusion is not neces-
sarily an error and may in fact be true. By doing this he avoids the
genetic fallacy of discrediting a belief because of the way it comes to
be held. “My mother told me s0” may not be a very reliable epistemo-
logical principle, but many of the things our mothers have told us are
in fact true. Up to this point all is in order.

But when Freud suddenly (in Civilization and Its Discontents)
forgets all about his own carefully drawn distinction between illusions
and delusions, he falls prey to the ad hominem and genetic fallacies,
illegitimately suggesting that we should reject religious beliefs because
of some flaw in the believing soul. For the sake of the truth and for the

 protection of the logically unsophisticated, the believing soul may be

more than happy to point out this carelessness on Freud's part and to
remind Freud that without his (indefensible) scientism, his suspicion
cannot show religious beliefs to be delusory, that is, false.

This objection is well founded. Kant serves as a helpful example.
He seeks to free his own moral ideals from precisely this pseudo-
refutation, which goes by the name of “realism” in ethics. Those who
teach ethics to today’s young people will surely have discovered how
important and difficult it is to preserve ethical norms from the ultimate
put-down, which is: “But people don’t really act that way.” As if, for
example, the sexual revolution had rendered the seventh command-
ment obsolete. Kant was keenly aware of the problem. We have already
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seen (in chapter 3) that his suspicion in t‘he moral realm is much like
that of Mabel's sisters. But while he insists that one need”not be an
“enemy of virtue” but only a “cool observer” to notice that “we every-
where come upon the dear self” trying to put the facalde 'of mora'hty on
its egoistic deeds and motives, he insists that t%\e strict 1mpera:1ves of
duty are not in the least bit discredited by this fact. Rather, “reason
unrelentingly commands actions of which the wquﬁ has . perhaplsi
hitherto never provided an example and whose feaﬁlblhty rm.ght we
be doubted by one who bases everything upon experience; for m.stance,
even though there might never yet have been a sincere friend, stﬂilpure
sincerity in friendship is nonetheless required of every man. . .. .
Just as the validity of moral norms is not affected l?y t}}e im-~
morality of those who espouse them, so the truth of l.Jehefs,ls not
affected by the irrationality of those who believ‘e thf::m. Ricoeur mzilkes
clear the implication of the distinction between illusions and delusions

in this regard. He assumes

that psychoanalysis is necessarily iconoclastic, regardless' of ’t’he faitlh
or nonfaith of the psychoanalyst, and that this “destruction” of reli-
gion can be the counterpart of a faith purified of all idolatry. Psychc?-
analysis as such cannot go beyond the necessity of ic.onoclasm. T}us
necessity is open to a double possibility, that of faith and that of
nonfaith, but the decision about these two possibilities does not rest
with psychoanalysis. . . . The question remains open for every man
whether the destruction of idols is without remainder; this question
no longer falls within the competency of psychoanalysis.?

Tt is in the very next sentence that Ricoeur makes the point, cited above

in chapter 8, that psychoanalysis involves the function rather than the
truth of religi liefs. The suspicion that brings to light the r‘b’le. of
'wish fulfillment in holding religious beliefs cannot settle the question

of their truth value.3

1. Immanuel Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. James W.
i i olis: Hackett, 1981), p. 407.

Elhngtog.(ll’ggllall{‘iigeun Freud and Ph:‘losg:ahy, trans. Denis Savage (New Haven: Ya!e
University Press, 1970), pp. 230, 235. Cf. The Conflict o_f.Inter:pretatmns: Essays in
Hermeneutics, ed. Don Thde (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974), pp.
144-45, 190, 440, Erik Erikson agrees: “Clinical knowledge, therll, like any know.le_dge;:
is but a tool in the hands of a faith or a weapon in the service of a superstition.
Erik H. Erikson, Childhood and Society (2nd ed.; New York: W. W. Norton, 1963),

. 417, ‘ . )
P 3. Of course, it does not follow that religious beliefs are true just because
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The second objection to Freud's talk of religious belief as illusion
is psychological. We can call it the tu quogue strategy for discrediting
Freud, the Latin phrase meaning, in most straightforward terms, “it
takes one to know one.” Again it may be helpful to begin with an
example from ethics rather than with the critique of religion. Suppose
a conservative like F. A. Hayek is tired of hearing about justice when
he wants to talk about liberty and would like to use suspicion to
discredit egalitarian appeals for fairer distribution of society’s wealth
and other advantages. To this end he first quotes Qliver Wendell
Holmes, Jr., “T have no respect for the passion for equality, which seems
to me merely idealizing envy.” Then he adds his own commentary:
“When we inquire into the justification of these demands, we find that
they rest on the discontent that the success of some people often pro-
duces in those that are less successful, or, to put it bluntly, on envy. The
modern tendency to gratify this passion and to disguise it in the re-
spectable garment of social justice is developing into a serious threat
to freedom. . . . It is probably one of the essential conditions for the
preservation of [a free] society that we do not countenance envy, not
sanction its demands by camouflaging it as social justice, . . .4

In this attempt to unmask the envy that masquerades as justice
we recognize the cunning of Mabel's sisters. It is not easy to deny the
presence of envy or even, as Nietzsche will suggest, the spirit of revenge
in the cries of the wretched of the earth. But it is very easy to turn the
tables on Holmes and Hayek. Is it not obvious that all this noise about
liberty is but a mask for the greed of those most highly favored by the

. natural and social lotteries that have distributed both the abilities to do

what our society most generously rewards and the rewards themiselves,
not always without violence? Is it not probably one of the essential
conditions for the preservation of a just society that we do not coun-
tenance greed, not sanction its demands by camoutflaging it as love of
liberty?

It is just as easy to play this tit for tat game with Freud. He
considers theistic belief to be infantile wish fulfillment, an illusion de-
tived from our sense of helplessness before the indifference of both nature -
and culture to our happiness. In our helplessness, he believes, we say to

Freud or someone else cannot prove them false. And Freud rightly protests against
the notion that we have a right to believe whatever we would like to be true, so
long as no one can prove such beliefs false (21:32).

4. E. A. Hayek, The Constitution of Liberty (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1960), pp. 85, 93.
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ourselves: Wouldn't it be nice if there were a loving heaven!y .father to

take care of us. This is the origin, in the Humean sense, ctf ﬂ.le biblical God.

But there are very powetful forces at work within us that lead
in exactly the opposite direction, God, if there were such a being, wo;l’d
be a power we would envy and an authority we would resent. Woul n't
it be nice, we say to ourselves, if there were no God. We_ could be in
charge without any unsolicited divine interference. Ironically, freud
calls attention to these forces both biographically ant':l thePrehcaHy.
When he interpreted his own dreams in the years following h:si father’s
death, he discovered a powerful resentment and hatm:d of his father.
And his theory of the Oedipus complex insists that tl‘us phenox.nenon
s virtually universal, portraying parents as resented rivals f:'f children,
whose death wishes toward their parents are one of the ‘ﬁrst texts of
psychic life to be censored and thereby rendered_ un.conscmus.f’

It begins to look as if The Future of an IIlus:Pn isa cgse-of the pot
calling the kettle black. If the theism of the belie?'mg soul is, ,m psycho-
analytic perspective, infantile wish fulfillmel.'lt, is not Freu.d 8 own un-
| belief equally infantile (Oedipal) wish fulfillment supenmpose.d on
i adolescent rebellion against all authority? As Dostoyevsky haﬁs pointed
lout, the psychological argument does indeed cr.!t both ways.

‘ It is unquestionably possible to score points against Freud a-nd
his atheism of suspicion using either or both of these two strategies.
But the title of this chapter and its first eight words suggest that this is
a temptation for the believing soul to resist. Why, since '1t has’ bf.'en
conceded that in each case the point is well taken? Bec.aus.e if one’s fllrs.t
and primary response to Freud is to try to discredit him, one ysks
winning the battle and losing the war. Or, to use a-noth‘.ar military
metaphor, one risks winning only Pyrrhic victories in t}u7s manner,
ending up dead right, which is just as dead as dead wrong,

Consider the setting of the story of the Good Samaritan. If’ grows
out of an exchange between Jesus and a lJawyer about eternal life. The

. For fascinating biographical details and a fuller analy.sis of Freud's account
of child:cf;erlf'zrresentmenégtov\rgarrc%J their parents, see my dis_cussmn in Ged, Guilt, and
Death (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), section 3B. «

6. Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazou, l_mok XTI, chapter X N
7. My mother used to cite the following poetic gem (on occasions that

seemed appropriate to het, but never to me):

Here lie the remains of Jonathan Jay,

Killed in maintaining his right of way.

He was right, dead right, as he sped along,
But he’s just as dead as if he were wrong.
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lawyer, a Pharisee, is able to give the same magnificent twofold sum-
mary of the law that Jesus himself gives on another occasion. But when
Jesus tells him simply to do this and he will live, he gets defensive.
“But he, desiring to justify himself, said to Jesus, ‘And who is my
neighbor?”” In itself this is a perfectly legitimate question, and in fact
anyone seriously interested in the command of neighbor love is bound
to ask it. But in the four simple words “desiring to justify himself” the
narrative levels a devastating critique at the Pharisee.?

We open ourselves to precisely this same critique when our first
response to Freud (or Marx or Nietzsche) is to try to score points against
them by either of the two strategies just discussed. With reference to
the first I spoke of the believing soul eager to discredit Freud “for the
sake of the truth and for the protection of the logically unsophisticated,”
but the suspicion unavoidably arises that it is more a matter of the
desire to justify oneself.

Both objections raise points worthy of being noted. But in the
circumstances we discredit ourselves more than our trio of unbelieving
brothers by raising these points. For we stand accused by their critique
of being Pharisees, of practicing a self-serving religion that is idolatrous
by our own standards. And this critique may be true even if (1) our
own beliefs are true, and (2) the unbelief of the critics is of suspicious
origin with regard to its own motives. If our first response is to defend
ourselves by attacking them, we invite the impartial observer to say,
“But they, desiring to justify themselves, began to talk about ad hominem
and genetic fallacies and to turn suspicion against the suspicious.”

We can put the same point a little differently. Peter Homans has
asked: “Has theology’s preoccupation with philosophy in effect ob-
scured its capacity to engage those contemporary modes of thought
and experience that are predominantly psychological in character?”?
The question is not as innocent as it seems. For it suggests the further
question whether theology’s preoccupation with apologetics and ques-
tions of truth is self-deceptive and defensive, a repression of awkward
questions about motive and function. When the believing soul’s imme-
diate response to Freud is to insist either that religious beliefs may
nevertheless be true or that Freud cannot establish the truth of his-own
atheism, the suspicion is naturally aroused that this response is not the
expression of a disinterested love of truth.

8. Luke 10:29. It is Matthew 22:35 that identifies the lawyer as a Pharisee.
9. Peter Homans, Theology After Freud (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1970),
Pp- x. Cf. pp. xii-xiii.
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Just as Jesus taught us, on pain of being hy.pocrites, to attend to
the speck in our neighbor’s eye only after removing the log from o;r
own, so there will be plenty of time to make the points that ‘need. to be
made against the atheism of suspicion after we ha.ve taken its cnthl;e
seriously.?® Already we have allowed the exploration of th‘ese two o ;
jections to distract us from feeling the full fop:(.a of Fret.1d s theory '?
illusions, the analogy between dreams and religious beliefs. For wl}x e
we have been talking about wish fulfillment, we have not been talking

about distortion.

10. See above, p. 17 n. 10.

10 Freud’s Suspicion III:
Doctrines and Distortion

From what has been said so far it might seem that Freud develops an
analogy between religious beliefs as illusions and daydreams or chil-
dren’s dreams as relatively transparent wish fulfillments. The element
of distortion implied by the definition of a dream as a disguised fulfill-
ment of a repressed wish has not come to the fore. But in Freud's eyes
distortion is the very heart of the matter. For he believes that religious
beliefs as well are the disguised fulfillment of repressed wishes.

In dreams we represent the world to ourselves, not as we have
good reason to believe it to be, but simply as our egoistic or erotic
desires would like it to be. Then, since we are not proud either of the
driving motives or of our willingness to play fast and loose with evi-
dence and truth in the service of those motives, we do our best to hide
from ourselves what we have done.

Irma is to blame, Otto is to blame, R. is a simpleton, and N.isa
criminal. This is Freud’s dream belief (see above, chapter 7) in spite of
the fact that he knows (1) that resistance is a normal part of therapy,
(2) that he has no reason at all to suspect Otto of using a contaminated
syringe, (3) that R. is anything but a simpleton, and (4) that N. has been
cleared of the charges brought against him. He is willing to invent and
believe slanders against his friends in order to satisfy his own ego. No,
I am not to blame. Yes, I will get the appointment. '

Freud was closer to being thoroughly shameless in the case of
Irma’s injection, leaving his shifting of the blame pretty much on the
surface. But in his dream about the uncle with a yellow beard we see
the distortion involved in repression and disguise. First, Freud distorts
reality to make it more to his liking; then, because he is ashamed of
this, he distorts the representation that performs this function so as not
to notice what he has done. By disguising the wish fulfillment in the
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been subordinated to colonial and neo-colonial domination. We are
reminded of Freud's own comments on “pious America” as “God’s
own Country” (21:19). In ironic reversals by which the persecuted be-
come the persecutors, South African blacks and Palestinians are made
to suffer today for the cause of Afrikaner culture and the Jewish state,
respectively. There are the many varieties of Islamic Jihad, which bring
to mind Hiroshima and Nagasaki (not to mention the current super-
poWer willingness to sacrifice millions of civilians on the altar of
national security).¢ The list goes on and on.

No wonder Bob Dylan writes, “If God’s on our side, we’ll start
the next war.”” For in each of these cases, many, if not all, of those
willing to make others into nothing but means to their own tribal ends
have justified their behavior as that which is required by a sacred cause.
In fact, they have followed the Schreber recipe to a T. They have come
to see themselves first as threatened by a demonic enemy and then as
the specially chosen vehicles of a divine purpose that suspends norr.nal
morality and justifies whatever they feel inclined to do. The question
is why, if Schreber is plainly paranoid, these other cases are not also

seen as paradigms of psychosis.

5. Against the background of these two tragic cases, Nicholas Wolterstorff
poses some probing questions about nationalism in Until Justice and Peace Embrace

{Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), chapter 5. o )
6. A passionate analysis of the idolatrous character of this willingness is to

be found in Dale Aukerman, Darkening Valley: A Biblical Perspective on Nuclear War

{New York: Seabury, 1981), especially Part II. .
7. As sung by Joan Baez in “Joan Baez: The First Ten Years,” two-record set

from Vanguard, VSD 6560/1.

13 The Atheist Dr. Freud as
Theologian of Original Sin

The masters of the school of suspicion are the great secular theologians
of original sin. Whether they give prominence to nature (Freud,
Nietzsche) or to nurture (Marx), to instinct or to institutions, they
vividly portray the deep divergence between human behavior and the
moral ideals of Judeo-Christian theism. What is more, they show how
deeply entrenched are human cruelty, greed, and the other manifesta-
tions of that unlimited self-assertion that, under the name of pride, has
been seen by theologians as the heart of all human darkness, the one
original sin. In doing this they accomplish what few theologians even
attempt: (1) They bring to light the workings of what theologians call
sin in the full concreteness of everyday life, and (2) they show how
even religious life gets drawn into the service of the sin whose enemy
it is supposed to be.

Freud is fully conscious that he plays this role and foves to
highlight the agreement between psychoanalysis and religion that we
are all miserable sinners (13:72; 9:123).1 This feature of Freud’s thought
comes to the foreground as we turn from his analysis of religious beliefs
(construed as the analogues of dreams) to his analysis of religious
practices (construed as the analogues of neurotic symptoms).2 For from

1. Norman O. Brown sees it as the task of psychoanalysis to be “the science
of original sin.” It is “equipped to study the mystery of the human heart, and must
tecognize religion to be the heart of the mystery.” Life Against Death (Middletown,
CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1959), pp. 13-14. '

2. Ricoeur calls attention to this double structure of Freud's theory of religion
in Freud and Philosophy: An Essay in Interpretation, trans. Denis Savage (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1970), pp. 231-36. Since Freud's clinical work on neuroses
preceded his theory of dreams, and since his first essay on religion developed the
parallel between religious and neurotic ceremonials rather than between religious
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his earliest essay on religion, “Obsessive Actions and Religious Prac-
tices” (1907),% where he first introduces the crucial concept of “an un-
conscious sense of guilt” (9:123),2 he treats religious behavior, both
ritual and moral, as a set of defenses against such guilt and the anxiety
that can scarcely be distinguished from it. In order to understand fully
Freud’s critique of religious rites and righteousness, we need to have
before us his own understanding of human sinfulness.

Freud views our innermost self as a “positive Hell” (15:143).
Although “ ‘little children do not like it’ when there is talk of the inborn
human inclination to ‘badness,’ to aggressiveness and destructiveness,
and so to cruelty as well,” it is better “that the truth should be told by
psychologists rather than that the task should be left to cynics” (21:120;
15:206). That each of us is “a savage beast to whom consideration
towards his own kind is something alien” is a truth toward which we
will “bow humbly” if we reflect on the atrocities stretching from the
invasions of the Huns and the Mongols, through the Crusades, and
right up to “the horrors of the recent World War” (21:112). Freud insists

that

men are not gentle creatures who want to be loved, and who at the
most can defend themselves if they are attacked; they are, on the
contrary, creatures among whose instinctual endowments is to be
reckoned a powerful share of aggressiveness. As a result, their
neighbour is for them not only a potential helper or sexual object,
but also someone who tempts them to satisfy their aggressiveness

on him, to exploit his capacity for work without compensation, to

use him sexually without his consent, to seize his possessions, to

doctrines and dreams, it might seem that we are working backwards. But it makes
sense to look at Freud's account of religious beliefs first, as we have, (1} since for
Freud himself, “The interpretation of dreams is the royal road to a knowledge of the
unconscious activities of the mind” (5:608; his italics), (2) since in his most comprehen-
sive presentation of psychoanalysis, Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, he pre-
sents his theory of dreams first, and only then his theory of neurotic symptoms, and
(3) since The Future of an lllusion is his most widely known discussion of religion.

3. Important elements of the theory that comes to light in this essay are
already found in the 1896 essay “Further Remarks on the Neuro-Psychoses of
Defense.” These include (1) the claim that religious anxiety is at work in some
obsessional practices, (2) the description of obsessive practices as “ceremonials,”
and (3) the description of these burdensome ceremonials as “penitential measures”
(3:171-74). But the analogy between neurotic and religious ceremonials does not
become the thematic focus of attention until the 1907 essay.

4. This concept plays an important role in The Ego and the Id, especially at
the end of the second and the beginning of the fifth chapter.
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hurr}il.iate him, to cause him pain, to torture and to .kjll him. Howmio
h(?m:nz lupus. Who, in the face of all his experience of life and of
history, will have the courage to dispute this assertion? (21:111)

If we continue to downplay “the evil in the constitution of
human beings,” Freud has more questions for us.

But do your own experiences justify your [resistance]? I will not
discuss how you may appear to yourseives; but have you found so
much benevolence among your superiors and competitors, so much
chivalry among your enemies and so little envy in your social sur-
roundings that you feel it your duty to protest against egoistic evil
having a share in human nature? Are you not aware of how uncon-
trolled and untrustworthy the average person is in everything to do
with sexual life? Or do you not know that all the transgressions and
excesses of which we dream at night are daily committed in real life
by waking men? What does psychoanalysis do here but confirm
Plato’s old saying that the good are those who are content to dream
of what the others, the bad, really do? (15:146)

It is important to notice this distinction between overt behavior
and inner disposition, for like the theologian, Freud locates original sin
in our inmost self. What theologians cali the heart, he calls the id. This
“cauldron full of seething excitations . . . knows no judgments of value:
no good and evil, no morality” (22:73-74). Against psychological en-
vironmentalists like Rousseau, Marx, and Skinner, who would argue
.that the “primary mutual hostility of human beings” is due to bad social
institutions such as private property, Freud insists that it is instinctual
and for that reason an “indestructible feature of human nature” (21:112-
14; cf. 120-22).

We can be confident that Freud did not develop this unflattering
account of human nature from a sympathetic reading of Paul’s Epistle
to the Romans, Augustine’s Confessions, or Calvin’s Institutes. Nor,
when with reference to the id he writes that “we are ‘lived’ by unknown
and uncontrollable forces,” does this come from a careful study of -
Luther’s Bondage of the Will. Where does it come from? Most promi-
nently from his interpretation of dreams.

The Interpretation of Dreams is the record, as it were, of Freud’s

5. In his insistence that aggression “already shows itself in the nursery”
(215113), how?ver, Freud sounds a lot like Augustine in accounting for why we th;zk
of m‘fants as innocent. Compare 15:210-11 with Confessions 1, 6-7. See also the dis-
cussion of infantile evil with the “Rat Man” (10:185-86).



8G FREUD AND THE PSYCHOANALYSIS OF THE BELIEVING SOUL

conversion to a secular theology of original sin. From the.drean}s of his
patients, but especially from his own, he was led to the .conclusmn that
“dreams are completely egoistical” and that “no dream is prompted by
motives other than egoistic ones” (4:322-23; 5:440; cf. 4270n.2). The
appearance of altruism in a dream is just that, appearance, the produc;;
of a distorting censorship seeking to block the retu::n of the represse
{4:267). The wishes that “are censored and given a distorted expression
in dreams, are first and foremost manifestations of an unbridled and
ruthless egoism” (15:142). Freud’s dreams, in part-ic::llar, are tl.le expres-
sion of a “thirst for grandeur” that amounts to a “pathological ambi-
tion” and an “absurd megalomania” (4:192, 215-18). _

The dreams about Irma’s injection and the uncle with a yellow
beard, discussed above in chapter 7, are good examples of what Freufi
has in mind. He calls our attention, in the first instance, not o'nl'y to his
desire to justify himself in the matter at hand, b.ut also to }}15 willingness
to avenge himself on Irma, Dr. M., and especially Ott.o in the process
(4:115-19). In the second case he is “uneasy over the hght-hfaartedness
with which I had degraded two of my respected colleagues in 'order l:o
keep open my own path to a professorship.” The reference is to t 3
“well-designed slander” by which in his‘ dl:eam he had reduced R. an
N., respectively, to a simpleton and a criminal (4:139-41). .

Censorship, the coin whose two sides are repression and re-
sistance, is evoked by the presence within us, in desire if not in act, of
what is “reprehensible” and “repulsive” (15:142-). ]u.st as dayflreams arleil
undisguised fulfillments of “ambitious and erotic wxf,hes which are we :
known to us” (15:130), so adult dreams have to distort two type_:s o
immoral impulse, erotic and non-erotic. On the one Iland, the?'e are “the
demands of sexual desire,” including those that ’COI"ll’I‘?idlct ”all t'he
requirements of moral restraint.” Here we are dealfng w1t'h a d:es;lr:e
for pleasure,” known as libido, that “chooses its objects without inhi-
bition, and by preference, indeed, the forbidden ones: not only other
men’s wives, but above all incestuous objects.” On the other hand,

“hatred, too, rages without restraint. Wishes for revenge anc':l delfifth
directed against those who are nearest and ‘dearest in waking ffe,
against the dreamer’s parents, brothers and sisters, husband or wie,
and his own children, are nothing unusual. These censm:ed w1sheds
appear to rise up out of a positive Hell; after they have been interprete d
when we are awake, no censorship of them seems to us too severe

:142-43; cf. 203-9). ‘

(15.14212 Bilfe religiz)usly sanctioned moral standards befo.re ‘which
humans appear as “miserable sinners” have both an ascetic and an
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altruistic component, the “unbridled and ruthless egoism” to which
Freud points has both an erotic and an aggressive dimension, though
the two are not always easy to separate. In spite of his reputation for
being preoccupied with sex, Freud’s “Confessions” are a powerfully
concrete expression of the Augustinian understanding of sin as essen-
tially pride. In fact, Freud's secular theology (like that of Thomas
Hobbes) belongs to the anti-Platonic tradition that stretches from
Augustine to Kierkegaard and Niebuhr in making pride more funda-
mental than lust. In The Inferpretation of Dreams this is partly due to his
understandable reluctance to go into too much detail about the sexual
meaning of his own dreams, with the result that he comes across as a
megalomaniac rather than a sex maniac, But by the time we get to the
final chapter of Civilization and Its Discontents the primacy given to the
problem of aggression and the impossibility of altruism is no longer
accidental. Instead, these issues are seen as defining the most basic
human task.

As we have regularly noticed, the Freudian self is not only utterly
egocentric. It is also dishonest about its egocentricity, primarily to itself.
Because we are conscience as well as concupiscence, superego as well
as id, we do not approve of ourselves. We are guilty and ashamed of
the darkness in our heart, or we would be if it were allowed to come
fully to light. That is where censorship comes in. Repression and its
correlate, resistance, have as their task to spare us the pain of seeing
ourselves as we really are. In Augustinian language, it was “you Lord
+ -« who took me from behind my own back, which was where [ had
put myself during the time when I did not want to be observed by
myself, and you set me in front of my own face so that I could bee how
foul a sight I was -— crooked, filthy, spotted, and ulcerous . . . forcing
me to look into my own face, so that I might see my sin and hate it. [
did know it, but I pretended that I did not. I had been pushing the
whole idea away from me and forgetting it.”6

S0 it is that we end up self-deceived, not just about the degree

6. The Confessions of St. Augustine, trans. Rex Warner {New York: New Amer-
ican Library, 1963), VIII, 7. In the Pine-Coffin translation we read that Augustine
“had turned a blind eye” on himself (Confessions, trans, R. 5. Pine-Coffin [Baltimore:
Penguin Books, 1961]). Freud says that in therapy “what happens is that the patient,
who has hitherto turned his eyes away in terror from his own pathological produc-
tions, begins to attend to them and obtains a clearer and more detailed view of
them” (10:223). In another place he writes, “The fact is that you must catch your
thief before you can hang him, and that it requires some expenditure of labour to
get securely hold of the pathological structures at the destruction of which the
treatment is aimed” (10:124).
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to which wish fulfillment shapes our beliefs, but about the character of
our deepest self. Just as political censorship drives the opposition un-
derground, so repression and resistance combine to produce an uncon-
scious sense of guilt. For censorship is powerless either to make us good
or to exterminate guilt. All it can do is drive guilt underground, helping
us not to notice what would be all too painful to our self-esteem if we
looked it (ourselves) in the face. In Freud's view, religious behavior
must be understood as an attempt to deal with this situation.

It may seem strange for Freud to portray the believing soul as
having an unconscious sense of guilt. Has he not himself called our
attention to the believer’s confession of being a “miserable sinner”? Yes,
indeed. But he reminds us of the believer's awareness of being a “mis-
erable sinner” in the paragraph immediately following the one that
introduces the notion of an unconscious sense of guilt (9:123), and he
has provided a conceptual framework in which there is no conflict
between the two. Given his account of repression, our conscious sense
of sin is likely to be quantifative, comparative, and occasional, in shott,
manageable. It will make sense for us to weigh our good deeds against
our bad deeds, and to preserve our self-esteem by finding others whose
evil is greater than ours, quantitatively and qualitatively, which is to
say that their sins are either more frequent than ours or of a more serious
sort, or both. Thus respectable citizens will abhor bank robbery, while
bank robbers will abhor self-righteous hypocrisy. We will be conscious
of (at least some of) our sins. But the sin of which they are the expres-
sion, the fundamental project of seif-assertion, erotic and otherwise,
without constraint, and the guilt that corresponds to this sin, we are
likely to censor before looking at ourselves in the mirror.

The result of all this, as Freud sees it, is that the religious activities
designed to deal with a guilt which is only partially and superficially
allowed to see the light of day will themselves take place in a kind of
spiritual black market, only partially and superficially available to con-
sciousness. We will need to apply a hermeneutics of suspicion to reli-
gious behavior as well as to religious belief.

14 Ceremonial as Defense

Freud begins his fi L '
words: & s first attempt to psychoanalyze religion with these

Tam certainly not the first person to have been struck by the resem-
blance between what are called obsessive actions in sufferers from
nervous affections and the observances by means of which believers
give .expression to their piety. The term ‘ceremonial’, which has been
applied to some of these obsessive actions, is evidence of this. The
resemblance, however, seems to me to be more than a su erﬁcial
one, so that an insight into the origin of neurotic ceremonl:i,al may

embolden us to draw inferences b
y analogy about th ;
processes of religious life. (9:117) ® < peychological

_The strength of this analogy in Freud's mind is due, as we shall
see, ‘to its multifaceted character. There are at least four poir;ts on which
h_e f.lr}ds religious and neurotic ceremonial to be alike. One of t
significant differences he sees is that neurotic ceremonials h.:ave a” riv;:(;
nature as opyosed to the public and communal character of re};igious
observ'ances, making the former “a travesty, half comic and half tragic
of a private religion.” Thus Freud’s central (hypo)thesis is that o

one might venture to regard obsessional neurosis as a pathological
counte?part to the formation of a religion, and to describe giElhalt |
neurosis as an individual religiosity and religion as a universal
obsessional neurosis. The most essential similarity would reside in
the ulnde_rlying renunciation of the activation of instincts that are
Fonshtuttonally present; and the [other] chief difference would lie
;r; ;2:1 n‘atutll'le ‘_’f those instincts, which in the neurosis are exclusively
in their origin, while i igi i isti
s (o 126g_; 7) hile in religion they spring from egoistic
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Religion is, according to Marxian atheism, “the opium of the people”
(SW 64; OR 42).1 This verdict is as central to Marx’s view of religion as
it is familiar. The degree to which we understand it will be the degree
to which we understand his critique. But the meaning of the metaphor
is not self-evident, especially in a time when it is possible to speak of
the recreational use of drugs. E_g,szM,a.xx,_,xeligio.nmandwopium,_are
painkillers? that are .!J_QLQDELQQ@QQ.YEJQHL@MQ&WQL&Q&QQII}E){_HQH
symptoms rather than diseases, While there may be medically hopeless
situations in which narcotics play a useful role, religion invariably
distracts attention from a sociai disease that can be treated and cured 3
Rather than a desperate response to genuine hopelessness, it is the
diabolical creation of unnecessary hopelessness concerning the human

Isocial order. N
The essay in which Marx calls religion the opium of the people

1. Citations from Marx and Engels in the text use the following abbrevia-
tions:

CA Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 1, trans. Samuel Moare and Edward Aveling
(New York: International Publishers, 1967),

LT David McLellan, Kar! Marx: His Life and Thought {New York: Harper and
Row, 1973).

OR Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, On Religion (New York: Schocken Books,

1964; reprinted Atlanta; Scholars, 1982; introduction by Reinhold Niebuhr),
PS Writings of the Young Marx on Philosophy and Society, ed. L. D. Easton and
K. H. Guddat (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1967).

SW Kar! Marx: Selected Writings, ed. David McLellan {Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1977). Quotations from this volume appear by permission of
Oxford University Press.

2. See above, p. 39 n. 1,
3. At least in the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution,

123



124 MARX AND THE CRITIQUE OF RELIGION AS IDEOLOGY

begins with these words: “ As far as Germany is concerned, the criticism
of religion is complete, and the criticism of religion is the presupposition
of all criticism. . . . The foundation of irreligious criticism is this: man
Ymakes religion, religion does not make man” (SW 63). These last words
are a paraphrase of Ludwig Feuerbach's statement: “Man first uncon-
sciously and involuntarily creates God in his own image, and after this
God consciously and voluntarily creates man in his own image” (EC
118).4
Manx’s atheism is built on Feuerbach’s, and it is indeed to Feuer-
bach that Marx refers when he says that in Germany the criticism of
religion is complete. But this is a strange statement, since it stands at
the beginning of seven paragraphs (about a page and a half in the
German edition) in which the thesis is that any critique of the type
offered by Feuerbach is radically and essentially incomplete.” In the
following year Marx would call Feuerbach and the other intellectual
terrorists known as “Young Hegelians” sheep in wolves’ clothing (SW
160), implying that their atheism was more the product of bourgeois
Christendom.than its-enemy. This stance of the youthful Marx becomes
a permanent part of his own critique of religion. Still, since Marx in-
corporates Feuerbach into his own quite different atheism, we must
begin with Feuerbach’s version.
In 1842 Feuerbach published a brief essay entitled * Preliminary
Theses on the Reform of Philosophy”é that had an enormous impact
yon the young Marx. Its opening words are, “The secret of theology is
anthropology .. .~ (FB.153). This claim succinctly summarizes Feuer-
bach's earlier and most famous book, The Essence of Christignity. This
idea that what seems to be said about God is actually about humankind
is implicit in the notion that we first create God in our own image before

we are created in God's image.

4. Citations from Feuerbach will use the following abbreviations:

EC The Essence of Christianity, trans. George Eliot (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1957).

EF The Essence of Faith According to Luthet, trans. Melvin Cherno (New York:
Harper and Row;, 1967).

ER Lectures on the Essence of Religion, trans. Ralph Manheim (New York:
Harper and Row, 1967).

FB The Fiery Brook: Selected Writings of Ludwig Feuerbach, trans, Zawar Hanfi
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1972).

5, The opium metaphor occurs in the fourth of these paragraphs.
6. The words “theses” and “reform” may very well be intended to suggest

that Feuerbach will be for philosophy what Luther was for theology.
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Feuerbach speaks of projection in this “
beyortd h'is true nature. Helznajy indeed by éggrtlzng tll\f: Ii‘ln::nf:\(:ﬁget
conceive individuals of another so-called higher kind, but tile ozin
tive final predicates which he gives to these other ir;diviél;-als arl:; al-
ways dete_rminations or qualities drawn from his own nature — quali:
ties in which he in truth only images and projects himself” (EC 11). For
g;l::b-aih t}: mystery of religion is simply this: “Man . . . projects his
being nto o jectivity, and then again makes himself an obj wm'%i
projected image of himself thus converted into a subje&”()(}gécfzgf )thls E
. This theory of projection, like Freud's, is a__tt;egryn;fm}alsecon- |
sctousness. Cognitively speaking, we know not what we do.” But onl
;:1 moment’s reflection will reveal a major difference from Fre.ud As..mz
. .
ieaarned mm_ Lhmaan.futhe:haplesanrh.:S.chxeb‘ar,,ﬁlil;euman‘,pmjectign
s a.mechanism for getting. rid-of some.affect,.such as hust or.hostility,
thﬁ_f_‘Y-.\;’IQ.:C.QJJILQLﬁCanWlEdga,..mthoutgshame._EQLEﬁLmb;E;,h,._b.mmw ’
trast, in rf.]igion we_project only “that which is worthy. .r.;f adoril:cr;?r?’:
(E.QJ.Z-L %at man praises and approves, that is 'God.t;) him.
_ ‘Rehglon is a judgment. The most essential condition in religion — i'n't}.\e.
-;dEE? of the divine being —is accordingly the discrimination of the
E?Z?;Oﬂhy from the blameworthy, of the perfect from the imperfect”
) I want to suggest that there are three layers of meaning in Feuer-
bachs. theory of religion as projective false consciousness. There are
I-I.efcgellan8 and Freudian layers that, while quite distinct, are both clearl
ws-lbk?. Then there is a Marxian layer that is only hinted at and neve¥
quite in focus. It is by making this last layer fully explicit that Mar:
radicalizes the Feuerbachian critique of religion. 4 "
Ckristia’l:;lge are two -themes in the Hege..lian as;Lh;atum.of 'Nuf Essence of
species as an.deIduai” (EC 153), Feuerbach repeatedly insists tha(:
while the perfections we represent to ourselves as divine are reall
human, they belong not to the individual but to the species. While 1{
would be not merely vain but ludicrous for the individual to view his
or ht.ar perfections or excellences as infinite, this does not apply to the
species. To say, for example, that there is no greater beauty than);mman
beauty is quite different from saying that there is no beauty greater than

hama 7. gh;:; ;l\_r:;itlecr (g:tcii is 1,;cl=_1p1t'esie:n(t;ecil as consciously and voluntarily creating
, on, that o i i i
SCi(msnaknmcl veiumtary od in our image, is represented as uncon-

' 8.No need to panic. What foll . o
with Hegel on the pag of the reader. does not presuppose any prior familiarity
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mine (EC 6-7). ”TheMb_Ei_ngis_nothing_els&than_thg_h}xm,gn_b_e_ig.g,
or, rather, the human nature purified, freed from the limits of the. in-

dividual man, made objective — ;.eé,g_c:;l)templat_ d _and _revered.as
istinct being” (EC 14; cf. 35, >
anmhe%?isdl I:It:)?l‘; in Feiexfbach continues the Hegelian str?teg.y of te}t\ﬁ
firming the religious sense of transcendence but refnterpretmg :’;} as o :
transcendence of the human spirit in some collfect}ve s.ense tFo e }: >
gious consciousness of the individual.? What d1stmgfnshes eue(r:h:'i "
from Hegel on this point is that he neither Presents h'1mself asa( o
tian philosopher nor seeks to deny that his theory is atheistic in
ord. .

. S;?\zeo(t)li:?;:geﬁan theme in The Essence of Christiamt}{ conﬁ:e?ns
the relation of consciousness to self-consciousness.l0 Becatlme inre gl:;:;
the human subject is aware of its owrll true nature, of 1t_s (t)wndsge“-
(Hegel) or species (Feuerbach), “consciousness of the objec an i
consciousness coincide. . . . Consciou S!'.IE—SSDf«GOd—l%SBlszOFISSl?ESH@StO,
g{ knowledw@disMselerkadg@ﬂé.(.EQ‘l:'Z;_foJ_f,). Blzlt itbe ctul\isow
the religious stage of experience that the bo_ahevmg soul do.esi 310 fnow
this (having unconsciously and involuntarily created (}o mlt (;.) : fd
of his or her own species) and takes God to be something quite bey,

everything human. Thus

when religion — consciousness of God —is designated as t.he s;;l:;
consciousness of man, this is not to be ur}dt?rstoqd as afﬁnm}rllg ot
the religimis man is directly aware of this 1denht¥; for, on t ef coii‘
trary, ignorance of it is fundamental t(? t?le peculiar naturei'ol re -
\L jon. To preclude this misconception, . it is better_to say, _re 1Hg10n -

man’s_earliest and also_ indirect form.of. self-knowledge. f;ntil ’
religionmé;eryWhere precedes philosophy, as in the hlSt;l:y 0 he
race, so also in that of the individuall. I.VIan‘ first of all see; .15 nz e
as if out of himself, before he finds it in himself. . - Ra? Eimn i the
childlike condition of humanity. . . . Hence the h1§toncelll- progr i
of religion consists in this: that wf‘tat by an :.aarlller rel 1g;0n ‘i:'s
regarded as objective is now recognized as subjective. . . . And it {

our Lgs&;m&hﬂmimiﬂiwgﬂg_gfjiyine.,and‘huma.nis.alto-

i ’s thought in chapter 7 of History
9. I have developed this aspect of Hegel s . te
and Truth in Hegel's Phengmenology (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humamhesﬂl:nle:; l;’i’“;’
and 1990), suggesting that Durkheim's theory in The Elementary Forms of the Relig

ife i 1 guide to reading Hegel. _ ' )
Lelsa i\; lllaf:ge%l;;d Feuerbac}?are sufficiently Cartesian and Kantian to retain the

belief that the problem of knowledge can be solved only if the object of knowledge
and its subject turn out somehow to be the same.
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gether illusory, that it is nothing_else-than. the antithesis_between
the human nature in general and the human individual, (EC 13f)

Religion is false consciousness, or, to use a term of which Feuer-
bach is as fond as Freud, it is an illusion (EC xxxviii-xl, 13, 16, 127).
And yet, in this Hegelian dimension of the text, religion is as natural
as childhood. As a necessary stage in the path of self-discovery, it is
nothing to be ashamed of, even if it is something to grow out of. The
transition from (theistic) religion to (atheistic) philosophy is simply the
developmental discovery of the projective character of religious knowl-
edge, the realization that consciousness is self-consciousness, that God
is humankind. This discovery is not entirely unlike the discovery of the
true ontological status of Santa Claus, who turns out to be but the
personification of the human spirit of giving.

I have already mentioned that, while for Freud projection is a
means for dealing with what cannot be acknowledged without shame,
for Feuerbach we project in religion what is best about humankind. In
spite-of this important difference, Feuerbach'’s understanding of religion
also contains a Freudian stratum. It is when Feuerbach moves from the
language of illusion (unrecognized projection) to the language of dream
that it begins to appear. “Religion is a dream, in which our own con-
ceptions and emotions appear to us as separate existences, beings out
of ourselves” (EC 204). At first it looks as if this is merely another way
of generating the comfortable Hegelian thesis that this is the natural
course of human development, phylogenetically and ontogenetically:
“And so in revelation man goes out of himself, in order, by a circuitous
path, to return to himself!” (EC 207). !

But between these two texts a disruptive idea emerges, that of
wish fulfillment. “A fact, I repeat, is a conception about the truth of
which there is no doubt, because it is no object of theory, but of feeling,
which desires that what it wishes, what it believes, should be true. . . .
A fact is every wish that projects itself on reality” (EC 205-6), Earlier
Feuerbach gives an even more fully explicitly “Freudian” reading of
dreams as wish-fulfilling illusions: “The fundamental dogmas of Chris-
tianity are realized wishes of the heart. . . . Religion [is] the dream of
waking consciousness: dreaming is the key to the mysteries of religion” }
{(EC 140f.).

The Hegelian and Freudian strata in Feuerbach's text are joined
by the agreement that religion is projective, illusory, false consciousness.
But if we ask why all this occurs, we get two quite different answers,
According to the first, projection is the path providence has ordained
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to bring us to maturity. According to the second, projection is the
unrealistic attempt to compensate for unfulfilled desires. What was
incipient self-knowledge for the Hegelian Feuerbach becomes wishful
thinking for the Freudian Feuerbach.!!

This would not be so bad if the desires and wishes were simply
for something to adore, to approve, and to admire. But in the Freudian
stratum of the text Feuerbach portrays those desires as utterly egoistic
and crassly utilitarian.

The earliest hint that religious projection may be in the service
of desires that need to be hidden does not arise in connection with
religion in general. It comes, rather, in relation to extreme journeys
along the via negativa that culminate in “the proposition that God is
unknowable or undefinable” (EC 14£). One who says this “denies God
practically by his conduct, — the world has possession of all his
thoughts and inclinations, —but he does not deny him theoretically,
he does not attack his existence; he lets that rest. But this existence does
not affect o incormmode him. . . . The alleged religious horror of limiting
God by positive predicates is only the irreligious wish to know nothing
more of God, to banish God from the mind” (EC 15, emphasis added).
Here we are in the Freudian world of the God who is only seemingly
stern, the world of “self-flattering wishes,” in which the believing soul
“drops what is disagreeable in a fact, and holds fast alone what is
agreeable” (EC 136f.).

Beginning with chapter 10 of The Essence of Christianity, on the
doctrines of providence and creation ex nihlo, Feuerbach applies this
analysis to positive affirmations about God and to belief in immortality
as well. Thus in the doctrine of creation man “makes Nature the abject
vassal of his selfish interest, of his practical egoism,” and the doctrines
of special providence and miracles only extend this process (EC 113).
The will of God is but the thinly disguised will to power of human
finitude fully given over “to utilism [utilismus], to egoism” (EC 115-17).
This is where we read that we first create God in our own image before
we are created in God’s image (EC 118). Our creative act may be un-
consclous, but it is anything but disinterested. In the chapter on prayer
we read, “God is the Love that satisfied our wishes, our emotional
wants; he is himself the realized wish of the heart” (EC 121). As this

11. Robert Tucker has suggested that for Feuerbach metaphysics turns out
to be “esoteric psychology, or more accurately psychopathology.” Philosophy and
Muyth in Karl Marx (2nd ed., New York: Cambridge University Press, 1972), p. 85. It
the first description fits the Hegelian stratum, the second identifies the Freudian
stratum quite succinctly. :
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:?eta}llysis goes on and on, Feuerbach constantly emphasizes the egoism
Thene e.e}r}t1 of wors?hlp, the instrumental character of religious belief
» as if he has failed to make the point clearly enough in The Essence.

of Christianity (1841), he devotes a
’ th i .
According to Luther (1848 10— ooy 10t The Essence of Faith

But this is the Freudian Feuerbach and not yet Marx

But thelgf)":ctm?tf qlt’htl}e argument there can be found in the following sentences:
po fhe of g‘ ersobuzlfai tlls; ::n: }:ml?da:’le *flwiiness of self-love. Love is the heart whichl

ats hers, e heart which only beats for itself. . . . Qv '

fa_:f::,a tg?tﬁls, tcl)ver t!le lover of others stands love of oneself” (EF 10‘(2); I%Ega:rcilli
f?vith ref:?sre :ge ¥Os;)]$aé ;;t:;e to.zlhis]p(;ilnt, as the following summary nilcely shows

. an ideal of love, Marx claims that “th ‘

about charity and love of one’s nej Chan ot veedt thone fis

ghbour, have more often th i
words as a hypocritical excuse for i L systemm whoes low o s
] . ¢ perpetuating a social system wh i
35})0?;:?; off lc;lve. permanent violence against the worker an)(;l the pv:rvl:esrt;iloat‘lﬁ l;S :ll::
Ty of the régime, of all human feelings. . . .” Roger Garaudy, Marxisr;f i¥1 the

Twentieth Century, tr 5
p. 135, ry, trans. René Hague (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1970),
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In search of the meaning of the Mandan claim thatlreligion flsl: thetgsi:;ln
Y he theoretical roots of his a .
f the people,” we have turned to t : ‘
"cl)"he Frgud}i:m stratum in Feuerbach's text is closer- to Marx _than is the
Hegeliah stratum. For with Freud religious consciousness l:s, to us::‘::
Hegelian expression, essentially unhappybcionstcm:snesAs. ;‘d ae rf;:::se]f
igioni i table situation. As
of religion is the sign of a deeply unaccep ’ .
will s%lortly say, religion is “at the same tfr(l; Vsr; 4¢;,xpre5510n of real
ffering and a protest against real suffer'm_g . . N
" I\%oreovel;, for this reason religion is mstrun?ental. Wh:l(? r.ehgl;:rr;
in the Hegelian stratum is celebrative, in the Freudian stratun} it 1}51 n} e
nearly calculative. Human beings always want more power in the :n t
of nature (and the death that is its final fact); z;r)ld they always w
ilt i EC 141).

m from guilt in the face of culture ( : o i
freed The pmilllem, from the Marxian perspective, is this alw.eny;i
The Freudian Feuerbach simply identifies the ”dtceleply urrl};ccept':'ei”e

i i i human condition. The univer-

ituation” mentioned above with the : iy
:ality of these needs renders them metaphys1ca111 ratttl:er t:?;t\O};ioCl;:]ch;
i i tial rather than hi .
while their necessity renders them essen : ol B
is fri Ruge, with reference to Feuerba
Marx wrote to his friend Arnold Ruge, ’ e
“Preliminary Theses on the Reform of Phllos}c:pkcli)'r, tI li?tg:g;;et ;);
' i for one point: he directs hi
Feuerbach’s aphorisms, except . ' . self 100
i litics.”! By distracting attentic
much to nature and too little to politics \ o
iti istorical dimensions of needs that come
from the political and historica . ome 10
i igi ides the same kind of intellec
ssion in religion, Feuerbach prov1c?es Same . :
:Elres!upport for tlg1e current forms of social domination as is provided

1. Quoted-in Schlomo Avineri, The Social and Political Thought of Karl Marx
(Carnbrid'ge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), p. 10.
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by the political economy that he ignores and the religion that he
criticizes.

All three, Feuerbach, religion, and the political economy, foster
an ahistorical perspective that treats present social structures as natural
and inevitable. Questions about changing the world do not need to be
answered because they are not even allowed to arise. It is with reference

o Feuerbach that Marx complains, “The philosophers have only inter-

reted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it” (SW 158),
Since Marxian suspicion evaluates theories in terms of their function
rather than in terms of their content, the difference between religious
(idealistic) interpretations of the world and antireligious (materialistic)
interpretations of the world like Feuerbach’s does not amount to much.
Both bodies of belief serve to buttress the social status quo. This is what
it means to speak of Feuerbach’s atheism as “bourgeois.”

It would appear, then, that the critique of religion is anything
but complete with Feuerbach. Marx will seek to give the critique an
active character; its goal will be to change behavior and not just belief,
to change the world rather than just to reinterpret it. There are hints of
such a move in Feuerbach’s own text, though its political possibilities
remain peripheral at best.

As we seek to move from Feuerbach’s bourgeois atheism to the
radical elements buried within it, we will find our attention decisively
redirected from the first to the second mark of instrumental religion as
analyzed by Hume (see pp. 27-28 above). The first, it will be recalled,
is flattery. Like irony, flattery is a mode of speech whose apparent
{professed) purpose is at odds with its real (operative) purpose.
Purporting to be a mode of giving, it is in fact an attempt to get. Freud
has deepened our understanding of the potential in religious beliefs
and practices, liturgical and moral, for flattery, for hustling God while
giving the appearance (to ourselves and others) of honoring him,

The second characteristic of what Hume calls idolatry or super-
stition is the manner in which it legitimizes cruel and barbaric social
practices. If flattery corrupts love for God, here it is love for one's _
neighbor that gets short shrift. Like Hume, Marx has in mind institu-
tional practices rather than the private practices of individuals, and his
critique is directed at the way in which religion serves to legitimize
these by authorizing them or simply by being compatible with them.

Our search for a radical stratum in Feuerbach can begin with the

| impoverishment motif, In theology, which denies the identity of the

ihuman and divine by making God transcendent, “the human, con-
'sidered as such, is depreciated. . . . To enrich God, man must become
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poor; that God may be all, man must be nothing” (EC 26). This is what
Feuerbach means when he says, “Religion is the disuniting of man from
himself . . . a differencing of man with his own nature” (EC 33).

In texts like these human impoverishment is regarded as univer-
sal and metaphysical. It is the result of religious projection. We can only
attribute perfections to God that we have first taken from ourselves.
But what would this motif look like if the poverty were economic rather
than metaphysical and if it were the cause and not the result of religious
projection? At times this is just how Feuerbach writes. “Only_he who
h_qg_m)__egal:thlympa_m!lt&.needs.heay,enly“ones....".A..._..;Ihe..t:il.mg_QQ,CLL@E a
substanti_rql__rmqgggngg‘ only where thereis-an- abstraction.from the sub-
sm__ngg_gj real life. The more-empty- life is, the fuller, the more concrete
is God. T_h_gjmpauerish.ing,ofwthe-neal_woﬂd_and_thengmgitiujng_gfﬁod
'?_E’EE,QGE;iny,7the,‘.poorﬂ..man,has-.a)«ricthgd,.,QQ_dt.,S,prfl_ngs_, out of the

eeling of a want; what man is in need of . ...that is. God" (EC73). Flere
t would seem that the difference between rich and poor has not been
swallowed up in the human condition. This begins to sound like Marx.

Another text from the Marxian stratum in Feuerbach concerns
the religion of ancient Israel. “To the Jew . . . Jehovah himself was
nothing else than the self-consciousness of Israel made objective. . . ."

If we let fall the limits of nationality, we obtain —instead of the
Israelite — man. As in Jehovah the Israelite personified his national
existence, so in God the Christian personified his subjective human
nature, freed from the limits of nationality. As Israel made the wants
of his national existence the Jaw of the world, as, under the domi-
nance of these wants, he deified even his political vindictiveness;
50 the Christian made the requirements of human feeling the abso-
lute powers and laws of the world. ... The miracles of Christianity
... have not the welfare of a nation for their object, but the welfare

of man. (EC 120)

What is fascinating about this text is Feunerbach's flight from his
own insight. Ancient Israel is by no means the proletariat, though the
experience of slavery in Egypt had a formative influence on Hebrew
religion. Still, Feuerbach sees Israel as a historically particular social
group that creates its God in its own image, that is, in the service of its
own desires. If this religion is to be understood, the sources of the
“political vindictiveness” it expresses will have to be explored; the
critique of religion will have tobecome social theory, for it will no longer
be possible to appeal to timeless human nature.

Of course, Feuerbach does not do this. He is not Marx. Instead,
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?e suggt?sts that Christianity’s superiority to Judaism consists in the
act that it better conforms to the ahistorical and apolitical character his
own theory usually assumes. But it is too late. His account of Judaism
has already let a Marxist cat out of the bag.
In later texts similar themes aris imi
e, only to be similarly aban-
doned. In the essay on Luther, for example, we read: ¢

If‘man were blessed . .. how could he imagine another being outside
himself as a blessed being. . . . Only an imprisoned man considers
a free man blessed. ... But if  have what God has, nothing is lacking
if God is lacking. . . . If . . . I am free, I am above all else free from
God. The. homage granted to God by a free person is at best only a
protestation of courtesy, a gallantry, a compliment. Only in the
nee:dy, miserable, and deprived mouth does the word “God” have
weight, earnestness, and meaning; but on the lips of religiously free
men — on the politically free men’s too, of course — the word
God” rings only of scorn. (EF 37-38)

Helre. poverty. is economic rather than essential, and it is the cause of
religion, not its result. Here the historical difference between political
freedom and political domination plays a decisive role in the projection
of the human onto the divine. But Feuerbach does not follow his] ar,
ment as it leads from metaphysics to history. o
Probably Feuerbach comes i i
Lectures on the }I;ssence of Religion: closest to Marin a possage from his

Those human desires that are not imaginary and fantastic are fulfilled
in thfe course of history, of the future. Many desires which toda
remain mere desires will someday be fulfilled; innumerable thing);
wiuc.h tt'le presumptuous champions of present-day religious dogmas
:'md 1ns}1tutions, present-day social and political conditions, regard as
impossible, will one day be reality. . . . We must therefore 1;10dify our
goals‘and exchange divinity, in which only man’s groundless and
gra_m.utnus desires are fulfilled, for the human race or human nature,
religion for education, the hereafter in heaven for the hereafter or;
earth, that is, the historical future, the future of mankind. (ER 281)

Perhaps by the tl'.lnf Feuerbach wrote this he had read the opening para-
Igraphs olf M?’rx s “Towards a Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right:
ntroc-:iu.ctl.on, and the teacher was learning from the student. In any
;ase},lilt is t;fme for us to turn to the text in which Marx seeks to formulate
or himself the repressed but undeniably radi i i

or pmself the y radical dimension of Feuer-
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Qur continued search for the meaning of the Marxi'fm ciai-m that rellllgmn

is “the opium of the people” brings us to the text in which tha’t P }:’faise

appears. Written in early 1844, it is one of tl:e earl:est of Marx s phi cti;

sophical essays. While it is a key text of the early” Marx, J:t_repre;;:r .
a point of view presupposed by all of hlS' subsequent.wntm.g?. >
apparently intended to revise and publish the det?ﬂed cr.lthueUCh
Hegel’s theory of the state, on which he h.ad been worknl\g c,‘;:mlnfg:n «
of 1843, but only this brief essay saw the ll.gbt of day dunr‘tg ;151 ife 1}1;11 (.)f
Tts title, appropriately, is “Towards a Critique of Hegel's Philosophy

Right: Introduction.” ' ‘
® I will give here the full text of each of Marx's seven opening

paragraphs in turn, each followed by my comments.

[1] As far as Germany is concerned, the criticism of religion i.s
“essentially complete, and the criticism of religion is the presupposi-

tion of all criticism.

This refers above all to Feuerbach. But the second clause of 'the
statement refutes the first. As the point of .d?parture or p.resuppclyzltu:;
for a larger totality of criticism, the critncnsfn' c?f religion cou tsnits
possibly be complete in itself. Just as the begu*:nmg of a :Itor)tr ge e
meaning from the ending, or, to be more precise, from the story

is criti i in 1922 and published in 1927,
. The full text of this critique, discovered in AN«
can be f})undein Karl Marx: Early Writings, trans. R.o:ney Lwﬁ]gst“i):ti ::]\:d?;ﬁgg;
New York: Random House, 1975), and: V‘\:’lt  an excellent int n by
?:sr::l? (()’ISI‘:lley, in Karl Marx, Critique of Hegel’s Pfulosaphy of Right ) (Camsl‘x?dge.
Cambridge University Press, 1970). The translation in these pages is from SW.
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whole, so the beginning of criticism does not stand by itself but requires
the rest of criticism for its completion.2

Marx’s biographer, David McLellan, writes of the Young Hegeli-

ans, the circle of intellectual radicals among whom Marx’s intellectual
development took a decisive turn:3 “It was quite natural that [their]
discussion should at first be theological: most members of the Hegelian
school were interested in religion above all; and the attitude of the
Prussian Government made politics an extremely dangerous subject for
debate. Yet granted the Establishment of the Church in Germany and
the close connection between religion and politics, it was inevitable that
a movement of religious criticism would swiftly become secularized
into one of political opposition” (LT 31).
‘ Marx himself saw the move from religious critique to political
critique as inevitable in the sense that it was required by the realities
of the situation. Religion is essentially political. As he wrote to his friend
Arnold Ruge, “. .. religion has no content of its own and lives not from
heaven but from earth, and falls of itself with the dissolution of the
inverted reality whose theory it is” (LT 58).4 '

But in another sense the move to political critique was anything
but inevitable. Had not Feuerbach remained all but entirely unpolitical?
And was not his atheism for the most part as bourgeois as the religion it
attacked? Marx came to see it as his task to make the move to politics seem
as inevitable as he believed it actually was. So when he says that in
Germany the critique of religion is (in Feuerbach) “essentially complete,”

2. Like Hegel, Marx believes that the truth is the whole. This holism is
diametrically opposed to foundationalism, which Holds that the parts we bagin with
are meaningful and true in themselves and only externally related to the larger
contexts to which they belong, For a sustained analysis of Hegelian holism, see Tom
Rockmore, Hegel’s Circular Epistemology (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1986).

3. Marx describes his “conversion” to Hegelianism in a famous letter to his
father: “A curtain had fallen, my holy of holies was rent asunder, and new gods
had to be installed. I left behind the idealism which, by the way, T had nourished
with that of Kant and Fichte, and came to seek the idea in the rea} itself. If the gods
had before dwelt above the earth, they had now become its centre” (SW 8). It was
this abandonment of the romantic-idealistic separation of “is” and “ought” that
Marx sought to work out among the Young Hegelians and especially in his struggle
with Feuerbach.

4. Early in Capital Marx reaffirms this position: “The religious world is but
the reflex of the real world. . . . The religious reflex of the real world can, in any
case, only then finally vanish, when the practical relations of every-day life offer to
man none but perfectly intelligible and reasonable relations with regard to his
fellowmen and to Nature” (CA 79).
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he does not mean that it has reached its goal. Rather, he means that it has
gone as far as it can go while concerning itself merely with religion. As
the “ presupposition of all criticism” it must now go on to play its proper
role, not as the completion but as the beginning of critique.

" [2] The profane existence of error is compromised as soon as its
heavenly oratio pro aris et focis [prayer for hearth and home] is
refuted. Man has found in the imaginary reality of heaven where
he looked for a superman only the reflection of his own self. He will
therefore no longer be inclined to find only the appearance of him-
gelf, the non-man, where he seeks and must seek his true reality.

And where would that be? Not in heaven but on earth. Not in
eternity but in history. Not in self-consciousness but in social transfor-
mation. The second sentence of this paragraph is pure Feuerbach; the
third seeks to give central importance to those hints of political radi-
cality described in the previous chapter. To see through the projective
character of religious consciousness must be not merely to lose faith in
God but more importantly to lose faith in the ultimacy of the present
human situation.

It is possible to read this as a metaphysical claim to the effect
that faith in God necessarily and inevitably leads to faith in the ultimacy
of the social status quo. Such a claim is fairly easy to refute, and it is
therefore a temptation to any who wish to be done with Marx as quickly
as possible to read him in this way. But he was a historical thinker more
than a metaphysician, and his claim is both more interesting and more

disturbing if taker: as @ historical claim, namely, that religion and social
istorical present) and regularly. have been (in

complacency are (i
the history of Europe), as a matter of historical fact, deeply linked.

Surely Marx is right that the disturbance of such religious faith
will be politically disruptive. In spite of his Jewish roots, which were
livious to the possibility that such a distur-

not very deep, he seems ob!
bance could itself be religiously motivated and to the historical fact that

before there was Feuerbach there was Amos.

[3] The foundation of irreligious criticism is this: man makes reli-
gion, religion does not make man. Religion is indeed the self-con-
sciousness and self-awareness of man who either has not yet attained
to himself or has already lost himself again. But man is no abstract
being squatting outside the world. Man is the world of man, the state,
society. This state, this society, produces religion’s inverted attitude
toward the world because they are an inverted world themselves.
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Rehglo; is the gen.eral theory of the world [note how Marx virtualy
(c:]uotes ;-re from his own letter to Ruge cited above], its encyclopaedic
compendium, its logic in popular form, its spiritual point dhonn

its entl'lusnasm, its moral sanction, its solemn complement, its uni .
sal basts for consolation and justification. It is the imaginary’ realiza:'er.
of tklle hurnan essence, because the human essence possesses no I::'ﬁn
realllty. Thus, the struggle against religion is indirectly the stru 1e
against the world whose spiritual aroma is religion ¢ 5

Feuerb’;‘?; %a;tern is bydnow familiar. The first two sentences are pure
- The remainder of the paragraph i iti i
poaerbach, The rem paragraph is a political reading of
seori Wﬁe can di.stinguish a number of crucial claims here: (a) Human
privation is prior to religious projection. It is the cause and not merel
the effect of the process of creating gods. 4
e b Et:) t’\l".hxs <'iepr1vation' i's not metaphysically universal and neces-
: y t '1st0rfcaIIY. spec.1ﬁc and contingent. It is the condition of
) ;.;im‘an ;;lngs in this society, under this state that gives rise to this
thatgwn. e char’a‘cter of any given society is reflected in the religion
s:zrves as }lts encyclopaedic compendium,” its “logic in popula
form,” and its “spiritual aroma.” popes
e (<;) Biut rellgiqn does more than mirror the society in which it
o ;1}11'5 .t also fun.chgns to legitimize it. As society’s self-celebratory
“enthusiasm and its “universal basis for consolation and justification,”
it is above all else society’s “moral sanction.” ’
- degi) Wht_an we see religion’s role in justifying the social institutions
fhat oe ur?amze its mqnbers, we see that “the struggle against religion
s‘ir‘l mlrfd y [but. consciously] the struggle against the world whose
%gli) ritual aroma [1'.e., deodorant] is religion.” Thus the criticism of reli-
.W onl ;ecﬂ}t;:res for its completion a criticism that is directly aimed at that
orld. This is the path from Feuerbach to the critique of social domi-

- mnation in The Communist Manifesto and Capital,

[4] Religious suffering is at the same ti

. me time an expression of real

::lt:ffenng and a protest against real suffering, Religion is the sigh zf '
fe oppresse'd creature, the feeling of a heartless world, and the soul

of soulless circumstances. It is the opium of the people.

o Off:g;u'! oseverz:ll obs.ervaFions are in order: (a) Once more the rela-
flon of gion and society 1s'twofold, and one of the relations is a

irroring one. Religious suffering expresses réal, worldly sufferin
(b) But now the other function is protest rather than legitimatgi;m.
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Religion has a socially disruptive possibility built into its mirroring,
expressive character. Marx does little to explore the history of this
dimension of religion,? with the result that his account of religion his-
torically has a noticeable one-sidedness to it.6 Marxian theory points
powerfully to the role of religion in justifying slavery, segregation, and
apartheid, but has little to say about the role of religion in abolitionist,
civil-rights, and anti-apartheid movements. No doubt this is due in part
to Marx's atheistic bias, but it is also due to the argument implicit in
this paragraph, as follows.

(c) In spite of its protest character, religion is the opium of the
people. How does protest become painkiller so quickly? Quite easily. If
because of violent repression or political and economic hopelessness,
protest cannot or does not take the form of social activism, its only
alternative is escapism. We have only to think of the role played by drugs
among the ghettoized underclass of our own society to see how a practice
can be at once a protest and an escapist consolation. The next paragraph
will express the unwillingness at the heart of Marxism to give up on social
activism. But first a final point about religion as the opium of the people.

(d) From the setting of the opium metaphor in the context of
suffering it is tempting to read “people” (Volk) as “ masses.” Religion is
the opium of the oppressed, not needed by the power elites whose
desires are served by the system. But the process of legitimizing dom-
ination is more complex than this, and Marx has already pointed to this
fcomplexity by calling religion not only the “consolation” offered to its
victims by an “inverted world” but also that world’s “moral sanction”
and “justification.” A social system that exploits its masses will get only
minimal legitimation in their eyes from moral justifications to the effect
that they are in their divinely appointed places in a divinely ordained
hierarchy or that their suffering is the punishment for their sins (in this
or a previous life). What they need is consolation, the hope that in a
heavenly Beulah Land just over Jordan “all God’s chillun got shoes.”

If the masses need a painkiller to deal with the physical and
emotional deprivations of poverty and powerlessness, their masters
need a painkiller to assuage their guilty consciences. They will be able
to enjoy their wealth, status, and power just to the degree that they can
persuade themselves that God is in his heaven and all is right with the

5. Engels does more, as we shall see in what follows; but he stays within

the limits of the analysis offered here by Marx.
6. Is religious history much less one-sided? Or has religion more frequently

served to confirm than to challenge power and domination?
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Iv;zilrj g(:::l}?t fc))r ; lfew troublemakers here and there who are without
ing). Thus it is the ruling classes who benefi
moral arguments. Unless the e that e et
. ents. y can persuade themselves that their soci
ZOIG 1&; essef\tlal to some moral cosmos, they will experience a pa?nczflz}
ognitive dissonance between their belief that they are decent and their

o . LlSt fl

ﬂg‘perc:ept'ion that the price of their privileges is the poverty and power-

{5] The abolition of religion as the i i
people i's the demand for thegilr real happiltlllel;ss(.)?h: Z[;E:!;EZS t’:,f Fhe
up l’l"lE:’ iltusions about their condition is 2 demand to ‘veoug] a
c}(:ndmon that reql.lires illusions. The criticism of religion isg:hereflzira
the germ qf the criticism of the vale of tears whose halo is rtt:ligione

Here the Freudian-Feuerbachi
‘ : an language of illusion a
E:: S:t‘:;]:?jezst 1: go ch:l;\lge the world, not just by making eiii?::s;
out of believers but by making.it.a.place.of real happi
degree that religion functions imize vecions fomes of sortat i
deg to legitimize various for f social i
justice, the Marxian analysis pl pon believers
places the same demand beli
For, as we have learned from our e of et
0 \ study of Freud, this kind iti
discredits religion even if, con umptions, it shosly
» contrary to Marxian assumpti i
turn out to be metaphysicall i D o, or et
. y correct. Even if there is a God
especially if there is a God like the i Biote, wher
e : one described in the Bibl
religion functions as Marx describes, killi o tathor
es, killing the pains of injusti
than challenging its ri ist, i 8 et the cintris e doaenes
1 che ght to exist, it deserves the diatribe i
against it. At least that is what the prophet Amos would h:::;:ﬁecm

o [563 :}?‘ri:icism has ptl’ucked the imaginary flowers from the chains
at man may bear chains without any i inati
f ny imagination or com-
ﬂc;r:‘:r ::;t sTt.;1 Lhat.il-e may ;hrolw away the chains and pluck the living
. criticism of religion disillusions m
think, act, and fashion his o i oo man coy
k, act, wn reality as a disillusioned man
. com
to his senses; so that he may revolve around himself as his real surle

Religion is only the illusor .
y sun which revol :
as he does not revolve around himself. clvesaround man .as fong

o A‘fter repea.ting his challenge to change the world, Marx adds a
sequitur. Later in the same essay he writes, “The criticism of religion

7. Cognitive dissonance tﬁeo i i
to the hermeneutics of suspicion, Seer)arl;gxfgepf.oégn negpenmental peychology gives
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th the doctrine that man is the highest being for man, that is,

ends wi . . .
with the categorical imperative to overthrow all circumstances in which

man s humiliated, enslaved, abandoned, and. desPised” (SW 691)1.1;;
both passages he implies that atheistic humarlclisuf\l is f:\e lcfml)iru pix;ehave
i nkind deifies itself w
for a humane world, that only 1f huma
reason to Oppose oppression. This does not follm; ﬁtm;n :i\:oy::;% i\d;z
i i tic assertion. But it a

has said, and it stands as a dogma so stands a¢

i i tion from people of faith. For y
challenge deserving serious atten e of r in ar
historlcil context where religion supports explmta.tm:'\ by g?}?gsgz
active or passive support to unjust social structures, it gives to &

humanism a plausibility it does not deserve.®

[7] It is therefore the task of history, now the truth is n;}igr;ﬁii
in the beyond, to establish the truth of 'the hen.a and now. Ihe firs
task of philosophy, which is in the service of hllstory, glnce he e lg/
form of self-alienation has been dlg;o'vered, is to ‘1sc§v et
alienation in its unholy forms. The criticism f’f heaven' 1s:t us rans
formed into the criticism of earth, the criticism of rehglo:}t.m-sm e
criticism of law, and the criticism of theology into the critict

politics.

only with the transformation of Feuerbach into

1 I e mion began with Feuerbach be con-

“ Marx can the criticism of religion that

sidered complete.
1

ntial of atheistic humanism,

- I o
8. For a critical examination of the humane po e exiond: world Publish

see Henri de Lubac, 5.]., The Drama of Atheist Humanism
ing Company, 1963).
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Feuerbach is doubly important for understanding Marxian atheism. As
a primary source of that atheism he helps us to see it as a version of

 the hermeneutics of suspicion; and, as an essentially ahistorical thinker,

he helps us by means of contrast to focus attention on the social sub-
stance of Marxian suspicion. The latter has a Feuerbachian form, to be
sure, but a content that introduces us to a very different world. We
would be seriously misled by what we have said in the previous three
chapters if we were to conclude that Marx can be accounted for by those
occasional hints of radicality in Feuerbach. Marx did not become Marx
just by reading Feuerbach.

While Feuerbach was writing The Essence of Christianity, Marx
was writing his doctoral dissertation on Democritus and Epicurus. In
its preface he declares his atheism: P

As long as a single drop of blood pulses in her world-conquering

and totally free heart philosophy will continually shout at her op-

ponents the cry of Epicurus, “The profane man is not the one who
destroys the gods of the multitude but the one who foists the mul-
titude’s doctrines onto the gods.” Philosophy makes no secret of it.

The proclamation of Prometheus — “in a word, I detest all the

Gods"” -— is her own profession, her own slogan against all the gods:

of heaven and earth who do not recognize man’s self-consciousness

as the highest divinity. . . . Prometheus is the foremost saint and
martyr in the philosopher’s calendar. (SW 12-13)!

1. Marx gives the quotations from Epicurus and Prometheus in Greek. I

have given only the English translations provided in SW. For a slightly different
rendering, see OR 14-15.
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This Promethean atheism is a far cry frorln positivism. Atits lriegrt
is not the epistemological claim of evidentialism but the mfora.ldc a:::
of humanism. In other words, it does not deny God f9r lack o f: her;ﬂ ;
it detests the gods for their treatment of hflmans-. A frn.end wm; hs o . S):
write, “For Marx, at any rate, the Chnsuan' r.ehglon 1?, one of the dr:lx "
immoral there is” (LT 42). So it is not surprising th?\t in an appen xto
his dissertation, Marx writes, “What lese does'thls mean e>.(ce’1::t ?e
God exists for the man to whom the world is nqn-m.tw:?al L?nd’ whq ist e:eﬁ;) :
non-rational himself? In other words, non-rationality is God’s existence” (
o Marx first worked out these ideasas a jou.rnalist. Ffom' eaﬁ;;{ 1842
to early 1843 he wrote an article for a journal edited l?y hlfl: fne? d;xcitle;
the Deutsche Jahrbiicher, and a series of essays for a libera (n.o gac tieal)
newspaper, the Rheinische Zeitung, whose editor he beca'me mth tone
1842. Both of these periodicals were banned I?y the Prussian ;u 0 .ece;
leading Marx to leave Germany for Paris. It is Tu'at'ural tha.t t ere gl e
were a sustained attack on the censorship policies ?f Kaiser Cr;: 'e:i e
William IV, but their ultimate target v;'as thtte very idea of a Chris
icies sought to implement. '
e thls;a:'l;of\zgtzhfgommgs on th[:a Latest Pn%ssiabn Censorship In-
struction” for the Deutsche Jahrbilcher. The new guidelines to ce?sors;‘ :);;
interpreting the censorship law of 1819 purported to SUP}I:OI' Ergllt'ziled
freedom of the press, but Marx sought to show (1_) -that t ;eyl e
greater restriction, (2) that they were in overt opp9s1hon tothe a;:r nir
were meant to interpret, and (3) that they were internally inco erle”to.
While the 1819 edict stated that the purpose of the. cepsorshlfp w:l:\is o
control whatever opposes the fundamental ;?rznczples of r; g:en-
WITHOUT REGARD to the opin;ons ‘;nd ;i(‘:ctfltt\lf: zi Vza:f:;uruzt et
i s and sects permitted in the state, '
Ell:;l:sig;zgpthis rather deI;stic stance: “ Nothir}g will be t'ole‘rated w;;;cul';
opposes Christian religion in general or a particular doctrine in a friv
] nner” (PS 75). o

o ho?[tﬂz ?;ia of re(ligion in general, which Marx pﬂlones‘ h'ene as :1:
irreligious idea, was a common Enlightenment re:s‘ponse to rel;‘glc;u: ::i e
and persecutions. Its defense in 1819 was meant “to oppose the ta

injection of religious convictions into politics and the ensuing intellectual

confusion” (PS 76). But what, Marx asks, “does fanatical.;n]eciilior'\oz:
religious convictions into politics mean? It means that specific re %1 us
convictions can determine the state and that the particular ?attlt;li of re gtOd
can become the norm of the state,” which sounfls to h.1m 132; ;6_g707 e
description of the Prussia envisaged by the new instructions { .
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On the face of it Marx is opposing political power in the service
of religious zeal. But he is suspicious that something even more sinister
is at work here, religious power in the service of political zeal.

You should forbid that religion be drawn into politics — but you do
not want to do that because you wish to base the state on faith rather
than on free reason, with religion constituting for you the general
sanction of the positive. Or you should permit the fanatical injection
of religion into politics. Religion might be politically active in its
own way, but you do not want that either. For religion is to support
secular matters without the latter’s being subject to religion. Once religion
is drawn into politics, it becomes an insufferable, indeed an ir-

religious presumption to want to determine on secular grounds how

religion has to operate within politics. If one allies himself with

religion from religiosity, one must give religion the decisive voice

in all matters. Or do you perhaps understand by religion the cult of
Yyour own sovereignty and governmental wisdom? (PS 77-78)2

- Marx could scarcely be clearer. He sees Prussia as a “police state”
(PS 91) that is seeking to deodorize itself with the “spiritual aroma”
(see pp. 136-37 above, Marx’s 13) of religion, to legitimize itself by
making religion the sanction for its practices. Far from religious zeal
being the operative motive, it is political power that here seduces reli-
gion into its own service with the perks that it can offer. The proof of

. this is that religion is allowed to say Yes but not No, for “religion is fo
- support secular matters without the latter’s being subject fo religion.” It is

not surprising that when Marx returned to the subject of censorship a

2. T have omitted some of Marx’s emphases in this citation, and added one
of my own in order to highlight what I take to be the point of central interest for
us. That Marx uses the term “positive” for historically particular de facto political
practices and not just for those features of religious life that derive from “special
revelation” is clear from “The Philosophical Manifesto of the Historical School of
Law” (PS 96ff.}. In the present context it is clear that the “general sanction of the
positive” refers to the legitimation of sodial structures.

That it is the function of religion “to support secular matters without the lntter's
being subject to religion” was the view of Bismarck. He was eager to present his social
legislation as “applied Christianity,” but the churches were to have no part in it and
its central aim was to strengthen the state. “The church . . . was not to advise on

public affairs nor could the individual Christian apply Christian principles to his
political activities . . . since the plan of God was unknown to man, there were no
universal Christian principles which a statesman could apply to politics. . . . Bismark
actually took the rzison d'état as the guiding star of his policy.” Hajo Holborn, A

History of Modern Germany (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 290,
150-51.



