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Religion Is the
Opium of the People

KARL MARX AND FREDERICK ENGELS

The names of Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Frederick Engels
(1820-1895) are always associated with the beginnings of com-
munist thought, and it was their Communist Manifesto (1848)
and other works that they co-authored that defined modern
communism. Both Marx and Engels criticized religion as an
illusory hope for a better world which arises out of the expe-
rience of social inequality in this world. Religion is the
“opium of the people,” they claimed, a drug that gives people
false happiness as a substitute for life in a just and equal
world. It is important to realize, however, that in the Marxist
view religion is not the cause of social oppression; it is only a
by-product of it, and as such, will vanish once the social revo-
lution eliminates inequality. The “intellectual weapon” for
this revolution is his own philosophy, according to Marx, and
the “material weapon” is the “proletariat,” the urban working
class which will finally reject its position of servitude and
seize control. Part 1 is by Marx and Part 2 is by Engels.

Excerpted from Karl Marx’s “Toward the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of
Law: Introduction.” In Writings of the Young Marx on Philosophy and Society,
trans. and ed. by Loyd D. Easton and Kurt H. Guddat. New York: Doubleday
Anchor, 1967. Reprinted by permission of Loyd Easton and Mrs. Kurt Guddat.
Excerpts from On Religion by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Moscow:
Progress Publishers, 1975.
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QUESTIONS

1. In what sense is religion a “reflection” of the hopes of
human beings, according to Marx and Engels?

2. Why do Marx and Engels view this hope as an illusory one?

3. What must happen in society in order for religion to “fade
away,” according to the authors?
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Part 1

For Germany the criticism of religion has been essentially com-
pleted, and criticism of religion is the premise of all criticism.

The profane existence of error is compromised when its
heavenly oratio pro aris et focis [defense of altar and hearth] has
been refuted. Man, who has found only the reflection of himself
in the fantastic reality of heaven where he sought a supernat- |
ural being, will no longer be inclined to find the semblance of
himself, only the non-human being, where he seeks and must
seek his true reality.

The basis of irreligious criticism is: Man makes religion, reli-
gion does not make man. And indeed religion is the self-
consciousness and self-regard of man who has either not yet
found or has already lost himself. But man is not an abstract
being squatting outside the world. Man is the world of men, the
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 generalized theory of this
world, its encyclopaedic compendium, its logic in popular
form, its spiritualistic point d’honneur, its enthusiasm, its
moral sanction, its solemn complement, its general ground of
consolation and justification.ﬁt is the fantastic realization of the
human essence inasmuch as the human essence possesses no
true reality. The struggle against religion is therefore indirectly
the struggle against that world whose spiritual aroma is religion. {

Religious suffering is the expression of real suffering and at the

the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, as it is the

same time the protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of 3

spirit of spiritless conditions. It is the opium of the people.
The abolition of religion as people’s illusory happiness is
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the demand for their real happiness. The demand to abandon
illusions about their condition is a demand to abandon a condition
which requires illusions. The criticism of religion is thus in em-
bryo a criticism of the vale of tears whose halo is religion.

Criticism has plucked imaginary flowers from the chain, not
so that man will wear the chain that is without fantasy or conso-
lation but so that he will throw it off and pluck the living flower,
The criticism of religion disillusions man so that he thinks, acts,
and shapes his reality like a disillusioned man who has come to
his senses, so that he revolves around himself and thus around
his true sun. Religion is only the illusory sun that revolves
around man so long as he does not revolve about himself.

Thus it is the task of history, once the otherworldly truth has

_disappeared, to establish the truth of this world. The immediate
task of philosophy which is in the service of history is to unmask
human self-alienation in its unholy forms now that it Mas been un-
masked in its holy form. Thus the criticism of heaven turns into
the criticism of the earth, the criticism of religion into the criticism
of law, and the criticism of theology into the criticism of politics. . . .
. The clear proof of the radicalism of German theory and
hence of its political energy is that it proceeds from the decisive
positive transcendence of religion. The criticism of religion ends
with the doctrine that man is the highest being for man, hence
with the categorical imperative to overthrow all conditions in which
man is a degraded, enslaved, neglected, contemptible being—
conditions that cannot better be described than by the excla-
mation of a Frenchman on the occasion of a proposed dog tax:
Poor dogs! They want to treat you like human beings!

Even historically, theoretical emancipation has a specific
practical significance for Germany. For Germany’s revolution-
ary past is theoretical—it is the Reformation. As the revolution
then began in the brain of the monk, now it begins in the brain
of the philosopher.

Luther, to be sure, overcame bondage based on devotion by
replacing it with bondage based on conviction. He shattered
faith in authority by restoring the authority of faith. He turned
priests into laymen by turning laymen into priests. He freed
man from outward religiosity by making religiosity the in-

wardness of man. He emancipated the body from its chains by

putting chains on the heart.
But if Protestantism was not the true solution, it was the
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true formulation of the problem. The question was no longer
the struggle of the layman against the priest external to him but
of his struggle against his own inner priest, his priestly nature.
And if the Protestant transformation of German laymen into
priests emancipated the lay popes—the princes with their cler-
ical set, the privileged, and the Philistines—the philosophical
transformation of priestly Germans into men will emancipate
the people. But little as emancipation stops with princes, just as
little will secularization of property stop with the confiscation of
church property set in motion chiefly by hypocritical Prussia. At
that time the Peasants’ War, the most radical fact of German
history, came to grief because of theology. Today, when theol-
ogy itself has come to grief, the most unfree fact of German his-
tory—our status quo—will be shattered by philosophy. . . .

Where, then, is the positive possibility of German emanci-
pation?

Answer: In the formation of a class with radical chains, a
class in civil society that is not of civil society, a class that is the
dissolution of all classes, a sphere of society having a universal
character because of its universal suffering and claiming no
particular right because no particular wrong but unqualified
wrong is perpetrated on it; a sphere that can invoke no #tradi-
tional title but only a human title, which does not partially op-
pose the consequences but totally opposes the premises of the
German political system; a sphere, finally, that cannot emanci-
pate itself without emancipating itself from all the other
spheres of society, thereby emancipating them; a sphere, in
short, that is the complete loss of humanity and can only redeem
itself through the total redemption of humanity. This dissolution
of society as a particular class is the proletariat.

The proletariat is only beginning to appear in Germany as
a result of the rising industrial movement. For it is not poverty
from natural circumstances but artificially produced poverty,
not the human masses mechanically oppressed by the weight
of society but the masses resulting from the acute disintegration
of society, and particularly of the middle class, which gives rise
to the proletariat—though also, needless to say, poverty from
natural circumstances and Christian-Germanic serfdom grad-
ually join the proletariat.

Heralding the dissolution of the existing order of things, the
proletariat merely announces the secret of its own existence be-
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cause it is the real dissolution of this order. Demanding the
negation of private property, the proletariat merely raises to the
principle of society what society has raised to the principle of the
proletariat, what the proletariat already embodigs as the nega-
tive result of society without its action. The proletarian thus
has the same right in the emerging order of things as the Ger-
man king has in the existing order when he calls the people his
people or a horse his horse. Declaring the people to be his pri-
vate property, the king merely proclaims that the private
owner is king. .

As philosophy finds its material weapons in the proletariat,
the proletariat finds its intellectual weapons in philosophy. And
once the lightning of thought has deeply struck this unsophis-
ticated soil of the people, the Germats will emancipate them-
selves to become men.

Let us summarize the result:

The only emancipation of Germany possible in practice is
emancipation based on the theory proclaiming that man is the
highest essence of man. In Germany emancipation from the
Middle Ages is possible only as emancipation at the same time
from partial victories over the Middle Ages. In Germany no
brand of bondage can be broken without every brand of bondage
being broken. Always seeking fundamentals, Germany can only
make a fundamental revolution. The emancipation of the German is
the emancipation of mankind. The head of this emancipation is phi-
losophy, its heart is the proletariat. Philosophy cannot be actual-
ized without the transcendence of the proletariat, the proletariat
cannot be transcended without the actualization of philosophy.

Part 2

The social principles of Christianity justified the slavery of
antiquity, glorified the serfdom of the Middle Ages and are
capable, in case of need, of defending the oppression of the
proletariat, even if with somewhat doleful grimaces.

The social principles of Christianity preach the necessity of
a ruling and an oppressed class, and for the latter all they have
to offer is the pious wish that the former may be charitable.

The social principles of Christianity place the Consistorial
Counsellor’s compensation for all infamies in heaven, and
thereby justify the continuation of these infamies on earth.
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The social principles of Christianity declare all the vile acts
of the oppressors against the oppressed to be either a just pun-
ishment for original sin and other sins, or trials which the Lord,
in his infinite wisdom, ordains for the redeemed.

The social principles of Christianity preach cowardice,
self-contempt, abasement, submissiveness and humbleness, in
short, all the qualities of the rabble, and the proletariat, which
will not permit itself to be treated as rabble, needs its courage,
its self-confidence, its pride and its sense of independence even
more than its bread.

The social principles of Christianity are sneaking and hyp-
ocritical, and the proletariat is revolutionary.

So much for the social principles of Christianity. . . .

Christianity knew only one point in which all men were
equal: that all were equally born in original sin—which corre-
sponded perfectly to its character as the religion of the slaves
and the oppressed. Apart from this it recognised, at most, the
equality of the elect, which however was only stressed at the
very beginning. The traces of common ownership which are
also found in the early stages of the new religion can be as-
cribed to solidarity among the proscribed rather than to real
equalitarian ideas. Within a very short time the establishment
of the distinction between priests and laymen put an end even
to this incipient Christian equality. . . .

All religion . . . 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

a forces. In the beginnings of history it was the
orces of nature/which were first so reflected, and which in the
course O er evolution underwent the most manifold and

varied personifications among the various peoples. This early
process has been traced back by comparative mythology, at
least in the case of the Indo-European peoples, to its origin in
the Indian Vedas, and in its further evolution it has been
demonstrated in detail among the Indians, Persians, Greeks,
Romans, Germans and, so far as material is available, also
among the Celts, Lithuanians and Slavs. But it is g be-
fore, side by side with the forces of nature, §ocial forces|begin
to be active—forces which confront man as equally alien and at
first equally inexplicable, dominating him with the same ap-
parent natural necessary as the forces of nature themselves.
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The fantastic figures, which at first only reflected the mysteri-
ous forces of nature, at this point acquire social attributes, be-
come representatives of the forces of history. At a still further
stage of evolution, all the natural and social attributes of the
numerous gods are transferred to one almighty god, who is but
a reflection of the abstt4ct man. Such was the origin of
monotheism, which was historically the last product of the
vulgarised philosophy of the later Greeks and found its incar-
nation in the exclusively national god of the Jews, Jehovah. In
this convenient, handy and universally adaptable form, reli-
gion can continue to exist as the immediate, that is, the senti-
mental form of men’s relation to the alien, natural and social,

forces which dominate them, so long as men remain under the
control of these forces. However, we have seen repeatedly that
in existing bourgeois society men are dominated by the eco-
nomic conditions created by themselves, by the means of pro-
duction which they themselves have produced, as if by an
alien force. The actual basis of the reflective activity that gives
rise to religion therefore continues to exist, and with it the reli-
gious reflection itself. And although bourgeois political econ-
omy has given a certain insight into the causal connection of
this alien domination, this makes no essential difference. Bour-
geois economics can neither prevent crises in general, nor
protect the individual capitalists from losses, bad debts and
bankruptcy, nor secure the individual workers against unem-
ployment and destitution. It is still true that man proposes and
God (that is, the alien domination of the capitalist mode of pro-
duction) disposes. Mere knowledge, even if it went much fur-
ther and deeper than that of bourgeois economic science, is not
enough to bring social forces under the domination of society.
What is above all necessary for this, is a social act. And when
this act has been accomplished, when society, by taking pos-
session of all means of production and using them on a
planned basis, has freed itself and all its members from the
bondage in which they are now held by these means of pro-
duction which they themselves have produced but which con-
front them as an irresistible alien force; when therefore man no
longer merely proposes, but also disposes—only then will the
last alien force which is still reflected in religion vanish; and
with it will also vanish the religious reflection itself, for the
simple reason that then there will be nothing left to reflect.
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