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Abstract:

Karl Marx found in religion the consequence of “Entausserung” or alienation created by
the capitalist mode of production. For Max Weber, religion is an impetus for social
change, while for Marx it is a force trying desperately to preserve the status quo.
Refuting Adam Smith, Marx established that division of labour alienated the proletariat
from their “essence”. Capitalism later developed a laissez-faire individualism that
created fatal cleavage in the human consciousness. Marx revised the Hegelian idea of
“Entausserung” that was earlier refuted by Feuerbach for being metaphysical. A minute
observation of the language and imagery, Marx uses about religion, reveals
comprehensive morphological, semantic and stylistic resonance of Feuerbach although
Marx criticized Feuerbach as his theory ignored economic and social perspectives.
This paper tries to analyse the language of different texts of Marx to decipher how he
gradually relates his theory of alienation to his unique theory of religion in a dialectic
complex process and finally establishes religion, not as an illusion, but to be an intrinsic
part of the “superstructure”. Instead of simple abolition of religion, Marx demands
extinction of that very vulnerable human psyche that receives religious “reflex of the
real world” in “Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume I”.
A close scrutiny the text of “Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts” reveals that while
discussing the different types of alienation, Marx, initially uses religion simply as an
allegory, with gradual and conscious change of emphasis. Here Marx does not put
religion in a direct causal relationship to alienation of labour; he just uses religion as an
analogy, just to make his point clear. Significantly, Marx almost echoes the logical and
linguistic pattern of Feuerbachian proposition. If we again compare minutely the
language and imagery Marx uses, we find interesting and comprehensive
morphological, semantic and stylistic resonance of Feuerbach. While discussing

alienation from the ‘species-being’, Marx again refers to religion, not just as an illusion,
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here he refers to religion significantly to be consciously created by mankind. Marx
makes his discrete critique on the history of religion and its developing relation with
different modes of production. Moreover, we should observe the subtle terminology
Marx uses very cautiously “The religious world is but the reflex of the real world”, “The
religious reflex of the real world” he carefully selects the word “Reflex” not influence,
inspiration or stimulus. That is why he takes religious issues so seriously, and a more
minute understanding of the text will reveal that he is not at all bothered with abolition
of religion, rather he wants extinction of the “religious reflex of the real world”, and to be
more specific he wants abolition of that very vulnerable state of human mind that
receives such “reflexes”. Moreover, here Marx first discovers Protestant reformation was
the “most fitting form of religion” for bourgeois mode of production to develop. In
“Capital” Marx is so much distressed with religion that is not hesitant to declare religion
to be as devastating as war in terms of economic wastage. The developing pattern of the

language, Marx uses, regarding religion is scrutinized in this paper.
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1. Introduction

According to Karl Marks, religion is the by-product of alienation created by capitalist
mode of production. Rapid industrialisation has created division of labour that
eventually alienated man from his essence that is his labour. In the earlier form of
production a worker had a control over the product, he created, and that is his essence.
But the new mode of production has robbed him of his essence, because he is in no
control of the products he is preparing!. He is not actually making a complete product;
in fact he is making a very small part of the product. Therefore, he does not have any
idea of the production process that makes him alienated from his essence.? Moreover
growing competition in the capitalist system has created alienation among the
proletariat. It is this insecurity, which is the breeding ground of alienation for Karl
Marx®.

What religion offers for the oppressed is just an escape, according to
Marx*Religion has to offer something better even for those who does the act of
oppression. Religion creates a false ideology among everybody that everything is
maintained by God, he will take care of us, and we should not disturb the status quo,
God has created. It is the wish of the God that the rich and the poor should maintain
their own position. Therefore, the social principles of Christian religion glorify the
slavery of antiquity, serfdom of the middle ages and proletariat of the modern time. It

also justifies the oppression of the ruling class as the just punishment of the original sin
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or the like. It in fact preaches and promotes cowardice and submission. Feuerbach and
Hegel discovered the basic fault of Christian theology, both of them referred to all
human qualities as divine or related to God, when they should have talked about
humanity at large and nothing else.

Christian theology separates us from all that are good qualities of human being-
love, beauty, kindness and attributes all them to heaven. Hegel also objectifies reason,
freedom goodness and claims that these are expressions of some heavenly absolute.> Yet
these are all basic features of human nature and there is nothing spiritual about it. Thus
Christian theology and Hegel both make the same mistake, they alienate human
consciousness and assign it to some heavenly absolute or God. These arguments of
Feuerbach convinced Marx. In his own “Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right:
Introduction” written a year after Feuerbach’s book, Marx analysed:

“Man, who has found only the reflection of himself in the fantastic reality of heaven,
where he sought a superman, will no longer feel disposed to find the mere appearance of

himself, the non-man [Unmensch], where he seeks and must seek his true reality”.°
He then added:

“Man makes religion, religion does not make man. Religion is indeed man's self-
consciousness and self-awareness so long as he has not found himself or has already lost
himself again. But, man is no abstract being squatting outside the world. Man is the
world of man — state, society. This state and this society produce religion, which is an
inverted consciousness of the world, because they are an inverted world. Religion is the
general theory of this world, its encyclopedic compendium, its logic in popular form, its
spiritual point d"honneur, it enthusiasm, its moral sanction, its solemn complement, and
its universal basis of consolation and justification. It is the fantastic realization of the
human essence since the human essence has not acquired any true reality. The struggle
against religion is, therefore, indirectly the struggle against that world whose spiritual

aroma is religion.””

Marx observed religion to be an after-effect of alienated consciousness. Although
Feuerbach is given the credit of finding out the relation between alienation and
religion®, other thinkers like Bruno Bauer and Moses Hess actually developed the idea
of religion to be the projection of human alienation. In the book “The Essence of
Christianity” Feuerbach discussed that although in Judaism and Christianity, human
created God as the projection of all his good qualities-love, wisdom, beauty etc in a very

innocent way, proved to have a bad effect on humanity, because human beings started
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thinking about themselves to be external to these qualities and also lacking these
qualities. Thus, Feuerbach clearly framed the idea of religious alienation before the

general concept of alienation was framed. Marx analysed:

“Just as in religion the spontaneous activity of the human imagination, of the human
brain and the human heart, operates independently of the individual —that is, operates on
him as an alien, divine or diabolical activity--in the same way the worker’s activity is not

his spontaneous activity. It belongs to another; it is the loss of his self.”?

Marx observes that in a similar fashion, capitalism has created a cleavage in the
bureaucracy, between physical labour and intellectual labour, between labourer and the
products, between man and man and between man and his social position. Capitalism
has developed a leissez fare individualism, that although seems positive, yet such

individualism creates fatal cleavage in the human consciousness. Marx explains,

“It is the same in religion. The more man puts into God, the less he retains in himself.
The worker puts his life into the object; but now his life no longer belongs to him but to
the object. Hence, the greater this activity the greater is the worker’s lack of objects.
Whatever the product of his labour is, he is not. Therefore the greater this product, the
less is he himself. The alienation of the worker in his product means not only that his
labour becomes an object, an external existence, but that it exists outside him,
independently, as something alien to him, and that it becomes a power of its own
confronting him; it means that the life which he has conferred on the object confronts

him as something hostile and alien.”°

The proposition of Feuerbach could not explain why human beings agree to
alienate themselves from all their good qualities to some divine infinite and admit
themselves to be the original sinners. He gives a rather non-satisfactory generalised and
superficial answer that it is the basic nature of human beings to be alienated, they love
to be unhappy with themselves, yet happy with God. Such explanation could not satisfy
Marx. He toiled a lot and tried to find out a materialistic account of human alienation in
his “Economic and Political Manuscripts’ published in 1944. Marx found out a link
between the politics behind religion and economic exploitation in the capitalist society.

Marx significantly observes,

“For Germany, the criticism of religion has been essentially completed, and the criticism

of religion is the prerequisite of all criticism.”!!
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Just as religion alienates us from all our goodness and attributes them to God,
the capitalist economy alienates the proletariat from their essence, their labour, the
product of their labour. The capitalist economy transforms the products of their labour
into some other things by a complex process and sells them in the market to be bought
and used by others. Just as religion takes away human merits and attributes them to the
Gods, the capitalist mode of production alienates the essence of the proletariat in form
of labour and converts them to some commodities on which the laborer has no control,
they are only to be sold out in the market for the rich. Thus, religious alienation creates
the expression for the proletariat for their unhappiness in the material world that
develops from nothing but economic crisis, uncertainty and instability. The religious
alienation is evidently the mirror image of the alienation of the material world.!?
Therefore it is easy to understand why religion has its strong and lasting influence over
man from time immemorial. Therefore at the root, according to Marx, he birth and the
development of religion has a strong economic factor. Therefore, the capitalist mode of
production is the base, and politics, law and religion are the parts of the super-
structure. Thus, it is the religious superstructure that aggravates the emotional

bankruptcy of the alienated, unhappy proletariat class. Here we quote Marx:

“Religious distress is at the same time the expression of real [economic] distress and the
protest against real distress. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a
heartless world, just as it is the spirit of a spiritless situation. It is the opium of the
people. The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is required
for their real happiness. The demand to give up the illusion about its condition

is the demand to give up a condition which needs illusions” .3

The metaphor of opium is very significant, because opium is the narcotic element
that at the same time aggravates pain and creates fantasies. It is exactly equivalent to
the role of religion in the life of the oppressed poor. Although the proletariat gets
oppressed in the capitalist system of exploitation, the bereaved mind can escape the
pain in imagining a supernatural world of divinity, where all pains cease to exist, all
our sufferings disappears with a magical wonder. If they are in utter financial distress,
the imagined heaven has diamonds scattered here and there. This fantastic unreality
has made Marx skeptic about religion. To him being religious is not qualitatively very
different from being addicted to opium, alcohol or drug. The practice of religion is

nothing but promoting escapism in the psychology of the proletariat. Lenin later said,

European Journal of Social Sciences Studies - Volume 2 | Issue 2 | 2017 123



Suman Ghosh
THE THEORY OF ALIENATION BY KARL MARX AND HIS CRITIQUE OF RELIGION: AN INTROSPECTION

“Religion is a sort of spiritual booze, in which the slaves of capital drown their human

image, their demand for a life more or less worthy of man.”*

People withstand all oppression, all exploitation believing it to be consequence of
their original sin or the wish of God with the ludicrous hope that such injustice will be
redressed in the next life. Religion diverts human agonies towards God, where they

should have worried about the injustice of their material life. Engels observes,

“All religion, however, is nothing but the fantastic reflection in men’s minds of those
external forces which control their daily life, a reflection in which the terrestrial forces

assume the form of supernatural forces.”*

But in the Marxist theory of religion that we have been discussing, so far requires
special attention. What Marx has discussed in his theory of religion is not practically
religion in general; Marx actually makes his comments based on Christian theology and
similar religious ideas that emphasize on the belief of God and afterlife. This may be an
influence of Hegel, who thought Christianity as the highest form of all religion.
Although the theory of religion of Marx can pertinently be applied to Hindu theology
that gives good emphasis on God and afterlife. Most of the streams of Hindu doctrine
persuade man to evade the thinking of the material world, the Hindu text “The Gita’
suggests not to worry about your product of labour, you can only work on and on, do
not look at the consequences. The Marxist explanation on the politics of religion can
also be applied on Buddhist theology which suggest to enjoy the world forgetting the
miseries of the present life.!°

Yet Marx’s theory of religion can be challenged as it cannot be applied to a
number of primitive tribal religions which do not have any doctrine of any sort of
afterlife. Secondly, Marx’s theory of alienation-that he suggests to be the seed of all
religions, came into being after introduction of the division of labour in the capitalist
mode of production. Turner argues there is no single, dominant ideology; there is a
different ideology for each class. Yet according to Marx, religion in general, whether
Christian or not, is an ideology that along with arts, literature, politics and law form the
superstructure of the society that depends fundamentally on the economic base of the
society, i.e. if there is a change in economic life, there must be some concrete changes in
the superstructure of religion'”. Although Marx claims his theorems to be scientific, the
fact of the matter is that it is almost impossible to examine the theory of Marxism
amongst the wide diversity of religious practices around the world. Marx has proved
that during the rise of capitalism at the end of feudal era, there was a decline in the

Catholicism and there was a rise of protestant Christianity. Because protestant
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Christianity promotes individualism that is very much required in the promotion of
capitalist mode of production. But there are evidences that even after the advent of
capitalism, some capitalists themselves, in some cities, e.g. cities in Italy, continued with
their catholic religious belief. Marxist theory of religion cannot give suitable answers to
these questions. Moreover, Marx cannot confirm that those countries or cities that
adopted Protestantism did that only because the economic structure of these countries
or cities changed abruptly during the rise of capitalism. Ax Weber here criticizes Marx
saying that such conclusion of Marx are over simplistic as there are plenty of evidences
in the history that literature art, politics, which Marx denotes as superstructure
influenced economics, that is the base thus quite reversing the propositions of Karl
Marx®®. Actually religion fits in a social system as a result of several intricate networks
of cause and effect, which act and react with each other in a very complex process and it
cannot never be nailed down to a one dimensional Marxist explanation.

Marx’s theory of religion has contributed significantly in the critical study of
religion. The theory of Marx has helped scrutiny the religious and social life in general.
Marx’s theory of religion has helped analyse the socio-economic factors in the society
that takes their expression in different practices on religion. Therefore, the practices of
Buddhism and Catholicism differ in different countries and these can never be properly
analysed without scrutiny of corresponding society, culture and economic
background.?

The theory of religion by Marx has no significant clash with the ideas of
Durkheim and Freud. Actually, Marx is not at all concerned with the individual
religions and details about their customs. He agrees with James George Frazer that
religion is nothing but a collection of absurd superstitious beliefs®*. Yet Marx agrees
with Durkheim on the point that we must investigate thoroughly the reasons behind
the everlasting influence of religion over people. The idea of Marx is closer to Durkheim
than Freud because Freud is more concerned about individual, rather than society or
group. Although the idea of Freud is not at all at a stiff contrast since Freud believes
that the development of an individual is shaped by his family and society?.

Marx is at sharp contrast with Durkheim on the point that Durkheim believes
that religion is the worship of the society and no society can be imagined without a set
of religious rituals?2. Marx agrees with Freud on the proposition that religion develops
from a false sense of insecurity within us. For Marx it is the economic insecurity and for
Freud the insecurity develops in the subconscious as a result of subconscious
repression. Both Marx and Freud believe that if the psychological insecurity is removed,
there will be no room for religion.

Marx explains:
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“The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is required for their real
happiness. The demand to give up illusions about the existing state of affairs is the
demand to give up a state of affairs that needs illusions. The criticism of religion is

therefore in embryo the criticism of the value of tears, the halo of which is religion.”?

Freud believes that people would be much better if they abolish superstitious
elements of faith; still he believes that many will still stick to these faiths. Marx moves
one step farther announcing that people cannot abolish the tyranny of exploitation until
they withdraw the religious beliefs, creating hallucinations. Marx is confident about the

growth of socialism and gradual abolition of religion:

“...violent measures against religion are nonsense; but this is an opinion: as socialism

grows, religion will disappear.”

Marx believed that religion can only be attacked in a hostile or a frivolous way,
there is no third way. The real, radical cure for the censorship would be its abolition.?

The observation of Marx that religion legitimizes power and puts the power in a
privileged position. There are numerous documents in support of the observation of
Mary, i.e. the caste system of India was sanctioned in Vedas, the basic scripts of Hindu
religion. In the middle ages, the kings ruled with religious sanction of the church. Slave-
owners in America promoted the conversion of the slaves to Christianity so that they
can be dominated and oppressed in a better fashion. Therefore, Marx declares religion
to be totally artificial and arbitrary creation of man based on material and socio-

economic interests of a given society.
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