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Despite all scientific advancement in almost all the fields of human activity, the world has many followers or believers of religion. According to a recent survey, two billion of the world population are Christians, 1.3 billion Muslims, 900 million Hindus, 360 million Buddhists, 23 million Sikhs and 14 million Jews, and a further 525 million follow other minor religions, while those without a religion are only 850 million.

Although Zhou Enlai has stated that religious beliefs have their positive aspects and can help to improve relations between nations, in practice, aroused religious feelings have escalated into religious fanaticism and religious fundamentalism that have enabled the ruling classes to befuddle the working class, the non-exploiting classes, nations and nationalities. Rapidly growing religious fundamentalism has become the largest threat to unity among the people of the countries of the world. The arousal of religious feelings was a major contributory factor for the break-up of the USSR and the emergence of divisions among nationalities in China as well as other countries.

The socialist countries, in particular, did not succeed in fighting religious fanaticism and fundamentalism, while the capitalist countries continue to use religious differences to divide and rule the people. In the crony capitalist countries of he Third World, the ruling classes use religious differences in their manipulative tactics to remain in power. Some states declare themselves to be of a particular religion and identify themselves by the name of the religion, as Islamic, Hindu and Buddhist states. Some western capitalist states too identify themselves as Roman Catholic or Protestant Christian states.

Hindu extremists in India seek to change officially the existing, supposedly secular state of India into a ‘Hindu Raj’. It is already enshrined in the constitution of Sri Lanka that Buddhism is the foremost religion of the country and there are demands to declare the Sri Lankan state as Buddhist. Some in Nepal argue that only by preserving the Hindu monarchy that they could keep the people united. Some Chinese scholars who visited Sri Lanka recently emphasised that China as well as Sri Lanka is a Buddhist country. 

Another interesting point that deserves mention is that a leader of a major communist party of a South Asian country has sent official Deepavali greetings to his counterparts in the region.

Many of the so-called Marxists in Sri Lanka do not fail to celebrate Buddhist religious functions ceremoniously and to visit Buddhist monks regularly and pay homage to them. These Sri Lankan Marxists also take along with them Marxist guests from other countries to the Dalada Maligawa, the historic Buddhist temple in Kandy. While such practice has come under heavy criticism from the international communist guests, some of the so-called Marxists are looking for similarities between Marxism and Buddhism. In these circumstances, is it necessary for Marxist Leninists to review their position on question of religion?

Karl Marx said that “Religion is the self-consciousness and self-esteem of man who has not yet found himself or has already lost himself again. But man is no abstract being encamped outside the world. Man is in the world of man, the state, society”.

In the later stages of primitive tribal society, although human self-consciousness had developed to a certain degree, the low level of development of productive forces meant that the people felt very much helpless in the face of the overwhelming power of nature and were not in control of their fate. In the subsequent slave and feudal societies, the slaves, serfs, the broad masses of peasants and other toiling masses subject to control, domination and exploitation by slave owners and feudal lords were even less the masters of their destiny. Men and women who had hitherto been free were reduced to a state of bondage, oppression and exploitation in one way or another. 

Even the autocrats in the slave and feudal societies, who rose to power as the representatives of the emergent new classes enjoyed a sense of freedom, their freedom was nether permanent nor complete, because they were caught up in the contradictions between the oppressors and the oppressed and between the exploiters and the exploited. When the slave and feudal societies reached their peak and decline began, the slave owners and the feudal lords, although unwilling to accept their inevitable doom and the loss of their limited freedom, lost control of their existence as a dominant class.  

In the bourgeois society that followed, class exploitation and oppression became a blind force in the form of market forces that engulfed the entire society that manipulated the fate of each and every one of the toiling masses. Nor were the middle classes or the petit bourgeoisie exempt from this law of the jungle and, in the era of imperialism, the monopoly capitalists are unable to have their way because of competition with each other. Compared with the conditions under the early rise of capitalism, today the capitalist class faces a sense of loss.

If we examine the human experience at an individual level, the subjective wishes of the individual are often in conflict with objective conditions, and relationships are asymmetric. Under such conditions, people seek solace in religion, despite their wealth of knowledge of the natural sciences and awareness of belonging to a social class.

Even under a planned economy, where blind market forces are restrained, we find that the number of believers in religion has not declined by the expected degree. This is because the people have not become masters of their own affairs and seek consolation and spiritual support from religion. Under planned economy, democratic culture needs to undergo a long period of development, self-reform and self-improvement. Imbalances cannot be readily narrowed down during this process. 

Religion will play a major role as long as the ability and aspirations of the individual do not match the objective conditions, and until people grasp an advanced scientific view of the world and the role of labour in the creation of value, and can deal with the dialectical relationship between the individual and society. These conditions are not easy to achieve, and one is easily tempted to feel that everything depends on chance or ‘fate’, both of which turn out to be elusive. This leads to frustration and to belief in a mysterious force that determines the fate of each individual and to the worship of this force as God.

The emotional perceptual experiences of believers in religion have an impact on social relations when religion is adopted in social practice as the moral code of conduct. As a result, only co-believers become socially and morally acceptable. On the question of morality, religion instils in the minds of its followers a strong sense of absolute social morality, which, in turn, validates the continuing existence of religion.

The statement, ‘Religion is the opium of the masses’, often used to paraphrase the Marxist view of religion, is actually taken out of context from the original statement of Marx: “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creatures, the heart of a heartless world, just as it is the spiritless conditions. It is the opium of the people” (Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law).

The oppressed working people in class society cannot avoid sighing until they find the revolutionary path, since that sigh has been their only comfort in a heartless world of class oppression and exploitation. With social relations in the feudal and capitalist societies based on monetary value, the enslaved have no real spiritual support. They could think in terms of a ‘God in heaven’ without realising that their sufferings in this world cannot be relieved by that God in heaven, that acts as an anodyne, ephemeral in its effect.

The position of Marx is that the ‘opium’ is not something provided by someone but one that is already in the possession of the people. Lenin elaborated on the quotation of Marx: “Religion is the opium of the people – this dictum by Marx is the cornerstone of the whole Marxist outlook on religion. Marxism has always regarded all modern religions and churches and each and every religious organisation as instruments of the bourgeois reaction that serve to defend exploitation and to befuddle the working class” (The Attitude of the Working Class Party to Religion, 1907).

Marx in his metaphor of religion as the opium of the people saw religion as an analgesic that eliminated pain but did not cure the disease, i.e. as something that gave people emotional relief but did not protect them from the exploitation and oppression inherent in class society. It should be noted that the reference to opium was solely in the above sense and not to opium as a narcotic substance.

Some of the so-called Marxists take advantage of the fact that Marx did not have in mind the narcotic effects of ‘opium’ and his words, “Religion is the sigh of oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world” to justify their belief in or compromise with religion. They quote Lenin to argue that religion is the opium that befuddles the people and that they oppose only the ‘befuddling’ aspect of religion.

The above premise gives rise to an interesting question. Do Marxists disagree with religion and reject it because it befuddles the working class? The so-called Marxists seek to compromise with religion mainly because the number of people who believe in religion exceeds that of non-believers. Those who argue that the Marxists should reconsider their position on religion say in defence of their stand that Marxism has entered a new epoch since Engels and Lenin. They choose to quote Zhou Enlai and others. There are certain supposedly Marxist trends that insist that the Marxist outlook comprises the establishment of secularism (meaning absence of religious bias) and the accommodation of religion forever. They have abandoned for good their fight against religion. They even argue that great scientists like Einstein and Heisenberg who had religious leanings were also supporters of socialism. 

The pseudo Marxists who acknowledge the befuddling effect of religion attribute it largely to the use of religious organisations by the reactionary classes, and cite instances when religion played a major role in uniting the masses in anti-colonial struggles, European peasant uprisings and bourgeois revolutions in the 16th and 17th century. 

Marxists are dialectical materialists and cannot agree with religion since it is unscientific and idealistic. In the question of making people aware of problems in the real world, religion has usually served to adopt a negative attitude that made believers aware of the contradictions in real life, but it also made them feel helpless and desire to escape the harsh reality of life. Religious faith generally leads to passive attitude in the followers that obstructs their progress towards acquiring a revolutionary outlook about life. It is true that religion opposes individualism, but not in favour of society or mankind as a whole but some supernatural being or phenomenon. While most religions have continued to evolve and adapt to advances in scientific knowledge, religion has in essence remained an obstacle to acquiring a scientific outlook because of the passive attitude that it advocates in relation to the resolution of contradictions.

Marxism is a scientific philosophy with the purpose of changing the world and achieving a classless society. That involves a long process and is no mean task. The fulfilment of material needs of mankind, accompanied by a healthy social and cultural outlook, will eliminate, in due course, the need for religion. When class oppression and suppression are eliminated, and people become masters of their own affairs, religion will cease to be deep rooted in human consciousness. Since each religion arose on a given economic basis and out of certain socio-political conditions, rejection of the ‘befuddling’ nature cannot be isolated from the economic and socio-political conditions.

Marxism is a science and, unlike religion, has no room for superstition. To understand religion, one must delve deep into the expression of idealist thought in religion. At a time when man was still unable to scientifically analyse social relations and the relationship of society as a whole to the man as an individual, human perception of society and social relations was distorted and self-consciousness was a distorted reflection of the human reality. This too passed through a process of reflection in religion as explained by Engels: “ Religion by its very essence drains man and nature of substance and transfers this substance to the phantom of an other-worldly God, who in turn then graciously permits man and nature to receive some of His superfluity”.

It should be noted that Marx said that religion is an inverted world-consciousness and that religion is “not merely theology but includes an entire systemic world”. Marx tried to demonstrate that social existence determines social consciousness and this sequence should not be inverted in our perception of their relationship. 

The development of productive forces led to an increase in complexity of the division of labour, widening of the scope of human intervention, development of consciousness and the emergence of division of labour into physical and mental. As a result, consciousness in its effort to emancipate itself from the world proceeded towards the formation of pure theory, theology, philosophy, morality etc. But human thought is not necessarily directly determined by material conditions. It could be swayed by the thoughts of other people, thus making it all the more capable of departing from the material conditions towards an existence by itself. Such is the case for law, morality, philosophy and religion.

“The reflection of economic relations in the form of legal principles is likewise bound to be inverted; it goes on without the person who is acting being conscious of it; the jurist imagines that he is operating with a priori prepositions, whereas they are only economic reflections; everything is therefore upside down. And it seems to me obvious that this inversion, which, so long as it remains unrecognised, forms what we call ideological outlook, which influences in turn the economic basis and may, within certain limits, modify it.” – Engels. 

Thus Engels made it clear that that when reflecting economic relations in the sphere of social consciousness, the primacy of economic relations vis-a-vis thought and consciousness is unconsciously inverted, as if the latter were independent and determinative.

Religious views influence the views of believers. Norms of behaviour like speaking the truth and being honest are products of social relations that were subsequently adopted by religion as religious moral codes. When religion becomes the creed of a community, it is assumed that all members of the community are believers, irrespective of whether they regularly participate in religious activities; and any person who openly declares that he or she is an atheist would be denounced by public opinion as not only asocial but also immoral. This arises out of a prejudice arising from the long historical association between morality and religion. Really there is no identity between the two and, more importantly, religion cannot monopolise all virtue.

Marxism aims to overcome bourgeois individualism through proletarian collectivism and social change. Believers in religion do not admit that things change with time, place and conditions; as a result they end up with mistaken and absurd positions, with their moral standards conservative and fossilised. For instance, honesty can be absolutised to the point where there is no distinction between friend and foe, and kindness taken to the point where there is no discrimination between right and wrong or between good and evil and to the point of being unable to tell a just war from an unjust one. Some monotheistic religious values are so exclusive that whatever conforms to the faith is good and whatever does not is evil.

While it is generally claimed that religion propagates peace, there are more instances of bloody conflicts between countries, nationalities, communities, different religious groups, and religious sects, in the name of religion, than instances where religion has helped to heal human conflict. Religious fanaticism and fundamentalism are today a major source of communal conflict and war.

It should be recognised that believers in religion are not necessarily socially backward or that being a non-believer guarantees a progressive outlook. There are believers in religion with positive features as much as there are reactionary non-believers. This does not make Marxism and religious thought equivalent or similar in any way or justify Marxist compromise with religion.

Marxists comprise atheists as well as non-believers rather than atheists alone. They recognise that people do not think in a uniform or linear fashion and that it is necessary to work collectively and through social practice to achieve a scientific world outlook in place of unscientific religious faith. In fact, Marxists not only need to work with but also mobilise large numbers of believers in religion to bring about a revolutionary change in the period that follows the revolution. The shift in social thought from religious idealism to dialectical materialism comes about through Marxist social practice.

In class society, secularism is a useful tactical slogan to combat religious supremacy and hegemony in politics and serves to ameliorate antagonism between various religious groups and fight religious fanaticism and fundamentalism. It could help believers to free themselves from theocratic rule and the domination of religion in politics, and to release religion from the control of the ruling classes. It cannot, however, be the Marxist strategy for social change.

When working among the people, Marxists should not only be not antagonistic towards individual religious faith but also respect one’s right to religious faith. That does not mean that they do not propagate against religion. They should draw clear margin between their own stand and the right of another to believe.

A non-believer, while working among believers, should not make his or her position clear so that he or she does not become assimilated to the community of believers, and more importantly, seem to use a believer for a limited purpose but not enable the believer to acquire a scientific outlook necessary to transform the world. In short, Marxists cannot compromise their scientific outlook in the name of tactics.

Unlike the reactionary classes, Marxists are not in a position to use religion and religious faith for their political purposes. Marxists can persuade many believers to support revolutionary change, but they cannot stop at merely absorbing believers but not transforming them. The process of education could take a zigzag path but the task of instilling believers with scientific thought with cannot be abandoned.

Thus, there is no question of reconsidering the scientific outlook of Marists on the question of religion, while the style of work can vary according to situation in the task of making revolution and building socialism. Marxist refusal to compromise with religion is not merely because religion befuddles the people but also because religion does not constitute scientific thinking.

*****

To criticise the people’s shortcomings is necessary…. but in doing so we must truly take the stand of the people and speak out of whole-hearted eagerness to protect and educate them. To treat comrades like enemies is to go over to the stand of the enemy.

Mao Zedong

Talks at the Yenan Forum on Literature and Art, May 1942

What social science needs is less use of elaborate techniques and more courage to tackle, rather than dodge, the central issues. But to demand that is to ignore the social reasons that made social science what it is.

JD Bernal

Science in History
The need for the triumph of reason over myth, for the victory of life over death cannot be proved by means of logical inference. As a great physicist (Max Planck) once said, “logic alone is incapable of carrying anyone beyond the realm of his own perception; it cannot even compel him to recognise the existence of his fellow men”. This need must rest on the proposition that humanity’s claim to life, to development, to happiness requires no justification. With this proposition, it stands and falls. This proposition is, however, its sole unprovable and irrefutable premise

Paul A Baran
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