A Critique of Marx’s Epistemology of Religion 

from Religious Epistemology  

Introduction

Despite the fact that Karl Marx (1818-1883) himself, a Jew, came from a religious background, his father a Lutheran convert in Germany and his mother a practicing Jew, Marx had very little regard for religion.  In fact, his process of criticism in order to emancipate humanity fully doesn’t begin with his criticism of politics or economics in spite of the fact that he has so much to say in these fields; rather, it begins with his criticism of religion as a starting point, for “the criticism of religion is the premise of all criticism.”
  Despite Marx’s claim that criticism against his views from a religious standpoint are not deserving of serious examination,
 I will critically examine Marx’s epistemology of religion from a religious epistemology.  In section 1, I will set out what I take to be characteristic of Marx’s epistemology of religion.  In section 2, I will provide the meta-context in which the epistemological issue is framed.  In section 3, in light of Reformed epistemology, I will provide a critique of Marx’s criticism concluding that his view may well turn out to be both false and irrational.  This will follow in section 4 with a response to a possible objection.    
Section 1: Marx’s Epistemology of Religion

While there is no primary focus in Marx on an epistemology of religion (in fact, he seems contemptuous of both epistemology
 and religion), we can deduce his epistemology of religion from his stated views about religion since he does, in fact, tell a story about the rational status of those holding religious belief.
It is not as though Marx merely thinks traditional religion, wherein God made man in His image, to be false, which he does, but that traditional religion exists as a man-made social construct.  That is, he claims that man made God in his image, saying, “It is not religion which creates man but man who creates religion.”
  More generally, man’s intellectual perceptions are shaped by their natural and social environments; hence, one’s epistemological viewpoints, generally, are contextualized via social structures.

Marx’s critical method, in fact, begins with his criticism of religion, then of the state, and finally of the economic situation.  His vision of human emancipation requires, as a necessary condition, that serious religion be given up.  One might wonder why the harsh criticism of religion?  Marx largely, though not exclusively, addresses the issue within the context of The Jewish Question which was a question about the Jews’ desire for political emancipation within the German (‘Christian’) state.  The question would ultimately be about the relation of religion in general with the state.  Marx’s vision entails a classless society that seems precluded by serious religion (I’m taking ‘serious religion’ in opposition to ‘nominal religion,’ both of whose concepts, but not terms, are used by Marx).  Serious religion, with its self-conscious “privileged position,” is taken by Marx to proliferate, rather than exterminate, class division.  It commands one’s ultimate allegiance which is often in conflict with others or the state.  Strong religious identity, as such, is divisive and contrary to human progress.  Hence, humanity cannot be emancipated fully until serious religion is eradicated.  This opposition of religion to human emancipation can only be had when the opposition itself is made impossible, namely, by “abolishing all religion.”
  This may seem a great feat to accomplish given the hold religion had on the great number of people in Germany at that particular place and time, or the world in general.  There are at least two ways, however, in which such a feat is possible.  
The first way, which is preferable, is for religionists to view their religions as what they are, mere “stages in the development of the human mind.”
  Marx’s humanist man is scientific man, non-religious man, grounded in his materialist worldview.
  The perfected state is the atheistic state.
  Emancipation from religion towards political emancipation is a necessary first step or condition for further human emancipation once this goal is (at least largely) achieved.  Marx holds that only under one condition would religion be allowable.  That condition is that it be relegated entirely to the private rather than public sphere, thus constituting the utter renunciation of serious religion.
  But even then, after having gutted the core of serious religion, he sees the existence of nominal religion as defective in some way.  Theological questions need ultimately be turned into secular questions and superstition into history.
  Religion “is the expression of the limitations of reason, a product of arbitrariness and fantasy, a veritable life in the beyond.”  Hence, the religious viewpoint, as mere superstition, fantastic limitation on human reason, is defectively impractical in the world as such and is contrary to human reason, so it should be discarded.  
The second way to accomplish this feat of abolishing religion is, though least preferable, by radical political revolution.  So important for humanistic progress is the abolition of religion for Marx that he even justifies (at times) violent means to achieve the end:

Certainly, in periods when the political state as such comes violently to birth in civil society, and when the men strive to liberate themselves through political emancipation, the state can, and must, proceed to abolish and destroy religion; but only in the same way as it proceeds to abolish private property, by declaring a maximum, by confiscation, or by progressive taxation or in the same way as it proceeds to abolish life, by the guillotine (emphasis in original).

Clearly, the term guillotine isn’t figurative here.  Sometimes, in order to halt the suffering of the oppressed by the oppressor, it is apparently necessary to bring about the greater good by whatever means necessary.  

Ironically, it is not simply that religious believers are oppressors according to Marx, but they are also oppressed, self-oppressed as it were, having bought into what Marx takes to be a false sense of happiness based on the “illusion” of religion.  In the context of his most famous passage on religion Marx says this, “Religious suffering is at the same time an expression of real suffering and protest against real suffering.  Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions.”
  
Both Marx and Sigmund Freud, contemporaries of one another, were influenced by Ludwig Feuerbach’s criticism of religion.  In Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity, he construed religion as simply the projection of human need, a fulfillment of deep-seated wishes.  The purpose of the book according to Feuerbach was the “destruction of an illusion.”  In sum, 
We have shown that the substance and object of religion is altogether 
human; we have shown that divine wisdom is human wisdom; that the secret of theology is anthropology, that the absolute mind is the so-called finite subjective mind.

Freud would later write a book titled, The Future of an Illusion,
 and Marx would also adopt the similar use of religion as an “illusion” of mankind.  Whatever psychoanalysis Freud makes of this illusion, suffice it to say for our purposes that it is clear that Marx, like the others, take it to be some epistemic defect, some cognitive dysfunction of the one holding theistic belief.

Famously, Marx claims that religion “is the opium of the people.”
  He calls people to real happiness and to abandon a condition which requires illusion (i.e., religion).  Whereas, in Marx’s time, opium was a drug affordable to the wealthy class, the poor used religion as their means of escape from miserable socio-economic conditions.  His epistemology of religion, therefore, construes belief in God as sort of a vestigial of evolution that serves the purposes of a drug that people mistakenly think is the solution to getting them through this harsh world.  One day, however, given the right conditions, man will no longer see the instrumental “need” of this illusion and will, like a snake skin, shed his outer coat.  Religious belief is ultimately epistemologically defective, a matter of dysfunction, and due to a malfunctioning society.  People come to believe in God because of their impoverished or oppressive socio-economic conditions; they are somehow suffering unhealthily from some cognitive and emotional consequence of these poor conditions.  Man’s cognitive equipment, we might say, isn't working properly; it isn't functioning as it ought to, as a consequence of an inverted social order.  If his cognitive equipment were working properly, working the way it ought to work—say, more like the way Marx’s works, then the religious adherent wouldn’t be under the spell of this illusion.  He would instead face the world and our place in it with the clear-eyed apprehension that we are alone in it, and that any comfort and help we get will have to be our own devising.  He claims that once man unmasks his illusions of the sacred, then he will be on his way to reason and act as true man.

Section 2: The Meta-Context of the Epistemological Issue

The general criticism Marx lodges against religious belief takes place in a meta-context.  It doesn’t concern itself with the veracity or truthfulness of religion, or say Christian religion for that matter since it was the immediate religion of Marx’s time.  Rather, his concern was epistemic.  His view emerges from a materialistic worldview and involves giving a naturalistic explanation of religious belief in terms of poor socio-economic structure.  Recall that for Marx man’s intellectual perceptions are shaped by their natural and social environments; hence, one’s epistemological viewpoints are dependent on contextual social structures.
  Of course, giving a naturalistic account of belief isn’t automatically a criticism, a denunciation, of that kind of belief.  One could amass many examples of beliefs whose explanation is given via naturalistic account, but this wouldn’t by itself discredit the truth or falsity of the belief.  Natural processes providing some sort of causal genesis or antecedents of the belief can still be logically consistent with those beliefs having a perfectly respectable epistemic status.  

So if we are to truly have a criticism of religion by way of a naturalistic explanation of religious belief, we need something that in some way discredits religious belief or casts doubt on it, showing that it isn’t epistemically respectable because there is something wrong with it.  And this criticism is that religious belief is irrational.  Religious belief is not produced by cognitive faculties that are functioning properly simply because of the poor socio-economic conditions by an “inverted world consciousness.”  Take away those conditions, making them suitable to human flourishing, and religious belief will cease as the opium people so badly need to proceed through this rough world.  So Marx’s criticism amounts to the type of objection called a de jure objection (more below), which concerns the rational status of religious belief (an epistemic issue), not its truth or falsity (a metaphysical issue).  Nowhere does Marx offer a knockdown proof for the non-existence of the object of religious belief.  He probably assumes that the Enlightenment has somehow sealed the deal and so he doesn’t concern himself with the project of whether religious belief is true or false, per se, but instead moves in the direction of denouncing acceptance of such belief as irrational.
Marx’s vision of a classless utopian society may be idealized or perhaps even realizable, but perhaps no great help comes from his philosophy.  This is because his philosophical foundations themselves are in doubt to support the edifice he promotes.  Marx is very optimistic about man’s potentiality and self-fulfillment.  In short, Marx is a humanist.  But this humanism is in contradiction with what seems to be for him a causal link to hampering this vision: bad socio-economic conditions (the latter stifles the human potential).  He might say that man is basically good, or at least has very good potential given the proper conditions, but poor socio-economic conditions often make man bad via alienation.
  But just what if man is basically sinful and the causal relationship of man’s negative moral disposition to his poor socio-economic conditions are reversed?  Namely, what if man’s sinful inclinations are a causal factor to poor socio-economic conditions furthering the alienation already existing in mankind due to man’s own alienation from his Maker?  Or, what if man’s deepest needs cannot be fulfilled by simply having better external conditions?  That is, what if human potential, while realizable, is not realizable via Marx’s own means of achieving it—through man, qua man, but is rather achievable only through the knowledge of God understood eschatologically?

Section 3: Criticism of the Critic

A different meta-context than the one Marx assumes will bear out different consequences to the epistemic status of religious belief.  In the recent burgeoning in philosophy of religion, Reformed epistemology has intrigued many thinkers.  Alvin Plantinga is perhaps its foremost proponent in terms of developing the view even though it takes it roots in Thomas Aquinas and in John Calvin, the famous Protestant Reformer.  In this view, something like the following theistic proposition is true given what Calvin calls man’s sensus Divinitatis or sense of the Divine:

(T) God has implanted in us a natural tendency to see his hand in the world around us to the extent that everyone would believe in God if it weren’t for sin.

Were it not for the existence of sin in the world, says Calvin, human beings would believe in God to the same degree and with the same natural spontaneity displayed in our belief in the existence of other persons, or an external world, or the past. This is the natural human condition.  Given that belief in God is formed in us naturally, apart from sin, any epistemic ambiguity with respect to God’s existence isn’t about the evidence per se, but with the interpretation of the evidence.  Human blindness caused by sin is the primary problem of what some call Divine hiddenness (i.e., the question as to why God isn’t more obvious to all persons), whose fundamental problem is not solved by an increase in evidence or reason, but in repentance in light of Divine holiness and love.
In Plantinga’s Reformed religious epistemology (the “A/C model” from Aquinas/Calvin), as propounded in his Warranted Christian Belief, he responds to both de jure and de facto objections to belief in God.
  The de facto objection says that Christianity is false; the truth claims espoused are factually in error.  It is a truth dependent objection.  A de jure objection is not that it is necessarily false, but that it is unjustified, irrational, or unwarranted, regardless of its veracity.  It is a truth independent objection.  It is irrational, unjustified, or unwarranted to believe in God whether or not it is true.  Plantinga is trying to refute de jure objections to Christian belief.  He is not claiming that his model is true, but he makes two claims that 1) it is epistemically possible, and 2) if Christian belief is true then something like his model is very likely to be true.  He shows that there is no reason to think that Christian belief lacks justification, rationality, or warrant, apart from, and unless one presupposes, the falsity of Christianity.  It shows that there is no successful de jure objection.  For any objection to be successful it is going to have to be a de facto objection.  In order to show that Christianity is unjustified, unwarranted, or irrational, one would have to show it to be false, something Marx has not done.  Thus, if God exists, then properly basic belief in God is certainly rational; in fact, it would be, for some, warranted, and be a case of knowledge!    

Properly basic beliefs, as opposed to merely basic beliefs which are likewise non-inferentially justified, entail a normative notion respecting the proper functioning of the one holding them.  And this is relevant to assigning rational culpability to belief or nonbelief in God’s existence.  Given the truth of theism, it seems quite reasonable that God could create us such that our noetic structure is adequately poised at truth, rather than merely survival, when we are properly functioning the way we were designed to function as image bearers.  Plantinga outlines it something like this.  Suppose some subject, S, knows proposition, p, if (1) the belief that p is produced in S by cognitive faculties that are functioning properly (working as they ought to work, suffering from no dysfunction), (2) the cognitive environment in which p is produced is appropriate for those faculties, (3) the purpose of the module of the epistemic faculties producing the belief in question is to produce true beliefs and (4) the objective probability of a belief’s being true, given that it is produced under those conditions, is high.
  

So the dispute as to who is rational and who is irrational, epistemologically culpable or inculpable can't be settled just by attending to epistemological considerations; it is fundamentally not an epistemological dispute, but an ontological or theological dispute.  The notion of proper function in belief formation doesn’t necessarily depend upon taking a theistic stance.  In fact, Marx himself, in castigating religious belief as dysfunctional on grounds that it is produced by poor environmental conditions assumes, as part of being dysfunctional, some notion of proper function.
  Of course, his view of proper function is no doubt construed naturalistically.  But what can this amount to?  Marx didn’t quite have the mechanistic resources available to him prior to Darwin, which consequently didn’t give him much by way of explaining proper function in a materialistic world.  But given Darwinism, following Marx, perhaps it is open to his followers to explain proper function within materialism in terms of aptness for promoting survival, perhaps, either at an individual or species level.  Can an account be given by Marx that belief in God is indeed less likely to contribute to our individual survival or the survival of our species than is atheism or agnosticism?  I don’t see how.  Surely the prospects for a non-question begging argument of this sort are bleak.  For if theism-Christian theism, for example-is true, then it seems wholly implausible and counter-intuitive to think that widespread atheism, for example, would be more likely to contribute to the survival of our race than widespread theism. 

Further, this says nothing about the merits of our cognitive equipment being aimed at true belief (see condition 3 above).  The allied notions of proper function and cognitive equipment aimed at true belief seem more adequately accounted for on theistic, than on atheistic, grounds.  Arguably, our cognitive operations are better accounted for given the conjunction of theism with or without evolution, than the conjunction of naturalism and evolution.  This is because the conjunction of naturalism & evolution make it much less probable that complex intelligent beings such as humans would emerge purely by random chance processes, than would be the case for any version involving theism.  If God exists, then it is very, very easy to explain the emergence of rational creatures, whether via divine fiat or a guided evolutionary process.  Hence, theism has greater explanatory power on this note.  

The theist has an easy answer to the relevant set of questions: What is proper functioning? What is it for my cognitive faculties to be working properly—working as they ought?  What is cognitive dysfunction?  What is it to function naturally?  My cognitive faculties are functioning naturally, when they are functioning in the way God designed them to function.  The theist doesn't see herself as suffering from cognitive deficiency (contra Marx) and she is unlikely to buy the idea that she is under a sort of widespread illusion endemic to the human condition.  As a matter of fact, she is quite naturally inclined to think it is the nonbeliever, and Marx in particular, who is suffering, in this way, from some illusion, from some noetic defect, from an unhappy, unfortunate, and unnatural condition with defective noetic consequences.  The situation of epistemic health and sickness, as it were, is reversed.  She will see the objector as somehow the victim of sin in the world, her own or the sin of others (culpable only for her own, however).  

Therefore, since Marx’s objection to theistic belief is a de jure objection, it is unsuccessful without presupposing an answer to the de facto question, namely, that Christianity is, in fact, false.  The epistemic consideration cannot be made outside of the large meta-context of the ontological question of whether or not God exists.  For if God does, in fact, exist, then doubtless, religious belief would be rational; it would be warranted and constitute knowledge.  In such a case, then, Marx’s view turns out to be, not just false, but irrational, suffering from some cognitive defect and self-deception explained by wish-fulfillment (on a purely natural account) and/or by sin on a Christian theistic account.  
Section 4: An Objection

Perhaps the most obvious objection to my position that one might make is that such an argument that everyone would believe in God, if it weren’t for sin seems to be guilty of question-begging or circular reasoning.  But how is this relevant?
  The theist may not think the skeptic will be convinced given certain self-deceptive consequences of nonbelief.  After all, “A man convinced against his will, is of the same opinion still,” or so it is said.  When is the last time that a self-deceived person knew that they were self-deceived?  If they came to know this, then they would no longer be self-deceived, a phenomenon widely reported by those converting to Christianity.
  Admittedly, the sword cuts both ways and it may be the theist who is self-deceived.  But this isn’t obvious.  Moreover, the theistic account may well have more adequate resources such that it better grounds the allied notions of proper function and rationality than does the conjunction of naturalism and evolution.  

Further, it is not the case that all circular reasoning is malignant.  In fact, many times it is benign!
  Belief in God is arguably one such case since it is properly basic to believe in God when our cognitive faculties are functioning properly (working as they ought to work, suffering from no dysfunction), in an environment appropriate for those faculties, the purpose of whose epistemic faculties are to produce true or verisimilitude true beliefs.  Thus, the objective probability of a belief’s being true, given that it is produced under those conditions, is going to be relatively high.  How can the theist just give up at a whim such a properly basic belief concerning her experience of God, especially given that most belief is involuntary?
  
I conclude, therefore, that apart from presupposing the falsity of theism, Marx’s objection to religious belief is ungrounded and perhaps in the end his own view turns out to be not merely false, but irrational as well.  
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