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Marx and Religion


What was Karl Marx’s attitude towards religion?  Scholars have written numerous works describing Marx’s distain towards the idea of religion and the effects it has on humanity.  Marx himself, in several of his writings, clearly expresses his anger towards organized religion.  My question is whether or not Marx changed his views later in his life.  Most scholars argue that religion was always a main target of Marx’s communist theories.  But, in looking at Marx’s later writings religion, I find that religion is less of a focus than other political institutions and forms of oppression.  In order to assess if Marx changed his attitude towards religion over the course of his career, one must look at a collection of his works and see where and when his focus changes.
“[Religion] is the opium of the people” (Marx, “Toward the Critique” 263).  When people speaking of religion mention Karl Marx, it is inevitably related to this quote from his essay critiquing Hegel’s philosophies.  The phrase is most often used in an anti-religious manner; either to express the view that Marx was very critical of the power of religion or to express other negative views of religion.  Critical to the importance of this phrase however, is that it is actually only a small phrase in a passage of which the whole context must be taken into consideration.  This will be returned to later, as first to get a better understanding of Karl Marx’s relationship with religion one must necessarily look at his personal history as well as a number of his writings.


An integral issue between Marx and religion is that he himself was an atheist.  “There is no doubt that Marx was an atheist from the outset of his career as a writer and a revolutionary” (Wood, 164).  Wood goes on to state that Marx had come to take such a scientific view of the world that matters of religion were too abstract for him to even discuss (164).  If that is the case, then why does he not only reference religion so often but also why do so many scholars believe that he was waging a war against religion?  In order to determine whether or not his goal was the abolishment of religion or not however, it is necessary to examine his attitude towards religion and where it may come from.

Marx’s upbringing introduced him to two distinctly different religions, and also the social repercussions of those religions.  Karl Max was born in Trier, Germany on 5 May 1818.  His parents were of Jewish decent, yet later converted to Christian Protestants.  In Germany, even in the 1800’s, Jews were not looked upon favorably.  For this reason his father was basically forced to convert to Christianity if he wanted to move ahead professionally.  Along with the other children in his family, Marx was both baptized and confirmed Christian (McLellan, 1-14).  Perhaps even here one can see where Marx could start to get his negative attitude towards religion.  In order for his father to survive in the professional realm of German culture of the time, he had to forsake his religion and adopt one more suitable to mainstream society.  From this it is plausible to see where a distaste for religion could arise, as he basically saw religious views create a hierarchy that oppressed or liberated not on individual accomplishments, but on a matter of theology.


By young adulthood one can already see the existence of Marx’s atheism loudly proclaimed in his doctoral thesis.  David Lyon (1979) quotes Marx directly from the preface to his thesis “Philosophy makes no secret of it. Prometheus’ confession ‘in a word, I hate all gods’, is its own confession, its own motto against all gods in heaven and earth who do not recognize man’s self-consciousness as the highest divinity” (37).  It is easy to draw from this quote that Marx believes that man is the ultimate and best form of creation and that the ideologies of religions are such that they hold man back.  As is also seen in numerous anarchist ideologies, there is an idea here that when man creates some kind of divine figure above himself he then becomes something less.  Michael Bakunin, an anarchist theorist, eloquently puts words to this idea:

God being everything, the real world and man are nothing.  God being truth, justice, goodness, beauty, power, and life, man is falsehood, iniquity, evil, ugliness, impotence, and death.  God being master, man is the slave.  Incapable of finding justice, truth, and eternal life by his own effort, he can attain them only through a divine revelation. (Bakunin, 24)

There is oppression implicit in the relationship between earthly and divine that does not allow for mankind to raise itself to its fullest potential.


This kind of anti-religious, pro-mankind, philosophy is central in much of Marx’s earlier works.  As he gets further along in his theories of Communism the rhetoric of anti-religion seems to slip away.  Which begs the question if religion was really such a major target for him after all?  Bulgakov argues that through all of his theories of Communism, religion was the main focus:

In Marx’s militant atheism, one can see the central nerve of his entire lifework, one of its main stimuli.  In what follows, it will turn out that the real, although concealed, practical theme of his most important, purely theoretical works, is in a sense his struggle with religion. (Bulgakov, 61)
Specifically turning to Communist Marxism he argues once again of Marx anti-religious agenda:

The proletariat is entrusted with the mission of the historical realization of atheism, i.e., of man’s practical liberation from religion.  And this reveals the real Marx, the true “secret” of Marxism, its genuine nature! (Bulgakov, 85)

Bulgakov seems to be drawing upon Marx’s past anti- religious rhetoric, and combining it with the structure of Marxism to come up with the conclusion that Marx had a secret agenda to destroy religion.  I say that he seems to be drawing upon these because there is not much evidence in Marx’s writings about Communism to support this theory.  In fact, in terms of religion Marx seems to be largely silent in his Communist works.


Moving to Marx’s later works we see only brief moments where religion is mentioned, as if Marx’s focus has moved to other targets.  In Capital, in which religion is mentioned on only one of its over eight hundred pages, Marx claims that the religious world is do in part to the physical world.  Which means, that Marx believes that religions were created by man to represent and explain the world around them.  He further explains how different religions fit in different societies based upon the societies’ systems of production and consumption.  The largest example he uses ties Christianity to capitalism through its bourgeois society based upon private labor (91).  Being that this is the only time in Capital where Marx speaks about religion, although numerous times throughout the book he does call Bibles commodities, it is hard to see anything militantly anti-religious about it.  While being an obviously snide remark towards Christianity, calling Bibles commodities is far from openly denouncing and demonizing religion.  It seems more like he is framing religions to fit within the contexts of different societies.  Marx is of course not pleased by these different forms of society, as he sees Communism as the true utopia.  
That he talks about Christianity and Capitalism is of extreme interest, due to the fact that he proclaimed for Communism to work, there would have to be a large industrial base built by a Capitalist system already in place before the proletariat revolution (Marx & Engels, 9-18).  The combination of these two ideas then would seem to imply that if Capitalism is necessary so then is religion, as but a necessary step in the timeline of human development.  Viewing these different incarnations of society, and the religions within them, as steps along a path to Communism, Marx would still be adamantly against them.  However, it is no longer religion that is his main focus, but the societies that religion exists in.

There is another work where religion is barely mentioned, and where it is the implications are not all that negative.  In The Communist Manifesto Marx and Engels outline what is necessary in the build up to the proletariat revolution and what must be done after the revolution takes place.  Ten general points are outlined as guidelines for most advanced nations, none of which say anything about religion (Marx and Engels, 30-31).  In fact, in the course of the document Marx and Engels bring up criticisms and questions about Communism including the accusation that it will abolish religion (29).  This claim is promptly answered by the following:

The history of all past society has consisted in the development of class antagonisms, antagonisms that assumed different forms at different epochs.  But whatever form they may have taken, one fact is common to all past ages, viz., the exploitation of one part of society by the other. (29)
This appears to answer the claim of will it abolish religion in the affirmative.  However, what the passage states is that communism will destroy all institutions that create class antagonisms.  While religion has been linked to the creation of some of these class conflicts, the quote seems to suggest that Marx’s view has broadened to include all forms of control over society.  While it may mean religion will be destroyed, Marx no longer focuses his anger directly on it.  Instead, he focuses on causes of oppression in a general sense.

I have reached a point where it is important to go back and look at the full quotation from which Marx’s famous opium of the masses is drawn:
Religious distress is at the same time the expression of real 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 an unspiritual 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 illusions about its condition is the demand to give up a condition which needs illusions.  The criticism of religion is therefore in embryo the criticism of the vale of woe, the halo of which is religion. (Marx, “Toward the Critique” 263)

When one examines the quote as a whole, it turns more into a criticism of society than that of religion.  Austin Cline (2008) argues that while critiquing society, Marx actually “[…]offers a partial validation of religion in that it tries to become the heart of a heartless world” and that “Religion is a symptom of a disease, not the disease itself” (Cline, “Karl Marx on Religion, par. 6).  
Although the extended quote does tend to take a bit of the teeth away from the criticism on religion, it is important to note that there is still some.  The phrase about religion being an opiate is still anti-religious.  While it recognizes that religion helps to alleviate the pains society brings upon oppressed people, it is not a cure and cannot be a cure.  Marx appeared to have worked into his theory of Communism that once all of the institutions that brought about oppression were removed there would be no further need for religion, and it would go away on its own (Cline, “Karl Marx on Religion”).  Ending the look at this quote Cline offers a statement that is almost a polar opposite to that of Bulgakov’s regarding Marx’s mission in creating his Communist theory:
So, in spite of his obvious dislike of and anger towards religion, Marx did not make religion the primary enemy of workers and communists, regardless of what might have been done by 20th century communists.  Had Marx regarded religion as a more serious enemy, he would have devoted more time to it in his writings.  Instead, he focused on economic and political structures that in his mind served to oppress people. (Cline, “Karl Marx on Religion”, par. 9)


Having looked at his early experiences with religion, and his writings there is yet one more place in which one must see how Marx viewed religion, and that is in his study of history.  In order to create the large theory of class conflict that he did Marx had to look back way through history and had to notice at least some influence of religion.  Melvin Rader (1979) points out one such place.  He writes of the Peasant War in Germany which was religious led by Anabaptists.  Marx, while recognizing that the Anabaptists were a driving force behind the revolution also on the other hand blames the failure of the movement on theology (Rader 50-51).

 Another historically based criticism of religion by Marx comes in this quote from “The Communism of the Paper Rheinischer Beobachter”: 

The social principles of Christianity justified the slavery of antiquity, glorified the serfdom of the Middle Ages, and equally know, when necessary, how to defend the oppression of the proletariat[…]. (Marx, “The Communism”, 268)

At the end, we have seemingly two different Karl Marx.  One Marx is very anti-religious and has a plan through Communism to bring about the destruction of everything religious.  The other Marx, while still anti-religious, is more anti causes of oppression, believing religion will die off on its own as humanity takes inevitable steps towards Communism and the other institutional forms of class struggle are demolished.  There is yet one more view of Marx in that along the way in creating Communism, with all of his anti-religious meanings, Marx ended up creating a religion.  Some argue that Marxism is a religion, with Marx being the prophetic figure and humanity being the divine (Lyon, 14-22).  I hypothesize that originally Marx was very anti-religious based upon his history in Germany and his dealings with Hegel, however as the theories of Communism evolved in his mind religion fell by the wayside to more oppressive systems.  Along the way, he may have accidently created a religion, or scholars have created one for him, but that it was not his intention.  The only way to attempt to prove this hypothesis is to look at all of his writings in a chronological order in order to find trends and shifts in what it is exactly that Marx is arguing for.
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