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The atheist utopia has collapsed.  The “death of God” has very nearly turned out to be the death of humanity. Capital and its critics alike have tried to build a civilization which rejects the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe, which is (at best) agnostic about fundamental questions of meaning and value, and which recognizes no principle higher than individual or social consumption. The results are apparent: ecological devastation and mass starvation, social disintegration and civilizational crisis. Far from liberating humanity, secularization has meant a new slavery to the forces of the marketplace or to party-state bureaucracies intent on substituting themselves for the now deceased divinity. 

Now, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, when people contest the devastating impact of industrial technology and the global market on the integrity of the ecosystem and the social fabric, or are struggling to articulate a vision of a society which promotes the full development of human capacities they are, if anything, more likely to use religious than secular language. All across the planet people have been revitalizing ancient religious traditions or attempting to articulate a new spirituality which they believe will lead humanity into a postindustrial, postmarket, postpatriarchal age. Not all of these movements are, to be sure, unambiguously progressive. Religious fundamentalists from many different traditions seem intent on blaming women for the disintegration of the social fabric –something which is better explained by the penetration of market relations into every sphere of human life. Many new religious movements seem more focused on spiritual consumerism than on social justice. And contradictions among even progressive movements mean that we are very far from a “spiritual united front” against capitalism and secularization, much less against both. 

How is it that religion, which Marx called the “opium of the people,” and which he (and many other nineteenth and twentieth century sociologists who did not share his political commitments) expected would disappear in the near future, turns out 150 years later to be such a potent force for social justice, while the secularized societies of the West show themselves increasingly incapable of mounting a resistance to the global hegemony of the marketplace?  And how do we define the line between authentic spirituality and religious mystification? 

In order to answer these questions it will be useful to return briefly to the Marxist critique of religion and try to understand where it went wrong. Here it is necessary to distinguish between what Marx himself had to say about religion which, for all its fame, really amounts to little more than a few fragments, and the larger problem of Marxist atheism. Marx’s principal difficulty with religion is that he believes that it promotes political passivity. He takes over from the German philosopher Feuerbach the idea that what we affirm in God –knowledge, love, creativity, and power—we deny in ourselves, with the result that we begin to think of ourselves as ignorant, selfish, and impotent.  Feuerbach fails to explain why or how this alienation takes place.  Marx suggests that it is a result of a more fundamental alienation generated at the economic level.  In a market economy people are compelled to instrumentalize the natural world, and to be selfish, and they are perpetually at the mercy of forces beyond their control. It is little wonder they feel ignorant, selfish, and impotent. 

Understood in this way Marx’s critique of religion is less wrong than it is over-reaching. It is, in fact a fairly accurate analysis of a certain type of religion --i.e. nineteenth century German Protestantism, and to a lesser extent of Christianity generally, especially as it functions in capitalist societies. It would be rather difficult, however, to apply this sort of critique to the religious structures of communitarian societies, or of the ancient agrarian empires, or to Buddhism or Hinduism, or Taoism or Confucianism, none of which talk about either sin or divine sovereignty and transcendence and none of which emerged in capitalist societies.  Indeed, it is difficult to apply the critique to most forms of Judaism, Catholicism, or Islam, none of which take so dim a view of human nature as does the Protestant tradition. Whatever Marx’s intent and whatever his personal beliefs, his critique of “religion” is actually a critique of one particular religion, a point which Moses Hess had already made in the nineteenth century, when he pointed out that Marx’s critique of religion was really a critique of the “shopkeepers’ religion” of Christianity.

This critique of religion does not, furthermore, imply atheism.  It bears on the social function, not the truth claims, of religion. The theoretical foundation of Marxist atheism is, rather, to be found in the widespread conviction of nineteenth century science that the universe can be explained adequately using only material principles, and that God is, as Laplace put it, “an hypothesis of which [we] have no need.” This conviction was layered over, in the later nineteenth century, by a growing pessimism regarding the ultimate fate of the universe, a pessimism fueled by (ultimately groundless) predictions of an impending cosmic heat death which some scientists incorrectly concluded from the Second Law of Thermodynamics. A universe doomed to end in frigid chaos is hardly good evidence for the existence of God. This pessimism dominates, for example, Engels’ Dialectics of Nature. The logic of Engels’ larger argument in fact points towards a sort of materialist pantheism in which matter evolves towards ever higher degrees of complexity and organization growing, as it were, towards God. It is his reading of nineteenth century science which causes him to reject this possibility and opt for something more like a philosophical atheism. 

Answering Engels’ argument is a more complex task.  Because it involves a complex engagement with modern science we can only suggest the outlines of an argument in this context. First, it should be pointed out that the pessimistic cosmology which Engels embraced was itself the product of the breakdown of the teleological physics of Aristotle, which attempted to explain everything in the universe in terms of its ordering to an end or purpose which he called the Good. This physics was rejected, first and foremost, because it could not provide a unified theory of motion. How does one explain teleologically a decaying corpse or a thrown javelin?  Thus Aristotle made a distinction between natural motion which is ordered to the Good and violent motion which is not. This in turn led to a distinction between the celestial realm, where all motion is natural, and the sublunar realm where both kinds of change occur.  The result was intellectually unsatisfying and seemed to constitute an admission that the universe really wasn’t purposeful after all. Mounting observational evidence from astronomy, meanwhile, seemed to show that the universe simply wasn’t structured in the manner Aristotle had imagined. There were no crystalline spheres, no neat symmetries.

The mathematical physics advanced by Galileo, Kepler, and Newton at first seemed much more adequate from this point of view. While the search for explanation had to be abandoned in favor of mathematical description, at least one single set of equations could account for all motion wherever it occurred: on earth as it is in the heavens. As mathematical physics has developed, however, it has not been able to conserve this theoretical unity. On the contrary, contemporary “science” is marked by a number of very serious internal contradictions. We have yet, for example, to unify relativity, which depends on the notion of a space-time continuum and a concept of signaling which implies strict causal relations, and quantum mechanics, which theorizes the universe as a discrete order (energy is transferred in packets, for example, and not continuously) and which calls into question certain aspects of strict causal relatedness. Nor have we been able to unify dynamics (understood to include both relativistic and quantum theory), which regard time as reversible, and thermodynamics, for which the dissipation of energy defines an irreversible “arrow of time.” Mechanistic physics is, finally, unable to explain adequately the emergence of complex organization, and thus life and intelligence, something which appears to be ruled out by such basic principles of thermodynamics as the Second Law and the Boltzmann Order Principle. And yet life flourishes. 

Contemporary physical cosmology, furthermore, is accumulating its own set of contradictions between theory and observation: --the existence of large scale structure which contradicts assumptions of cosmic homogeneity, missing dark matter, stars older than the universe itself is supposed to be, and incorrect predictions regarding the basic ratios of such elements as Deuterium, Helium, and Lithium.  

This is not to suggest that mathematical physics and its derivative disciplines have nothing to do with reality. On the contrary, they must --otherwise the many technologies based on them would not work nearly so well. But it does suggest that we should be cautious about using mathematical physics as a basis on which to draw conclusions about the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe. Ptolemaic astronomy, we must remember, also “works” in the sense of providing an adequate mathematical infrastructure for certain technologies, such as the art of navigation. 

At the same time, recent years have produced a resurgence of teleological explanation, even in purely physical disciplines such as cosmology. The most important example of this is the phenomenon of cosmological fine-tuning: the fact that several key physical constants, such as the relative strength of gravity and electromagnetism, are fixed in just precisely the way required to allow for the emergence of stars, and thus of complex chemistry and life. As I have shown at greater length elsewhere, an argument can, in fact, now be assembled which not only sets aside the pessimistic cosmology which Engels embraced, with its expectation of cosmic heat death, but which makes a convincing case for the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe and the existence of God. 

If this is true, then we need to rethink key aspects of the way Marx and Engels understood human history and human society. Historical materialism conceived human society largely in terms of an interaction between the forces and relations of production (technology and economics), and treated politics and ideology simply as a superstructure which grew up on the basis of, and helped legitimate, the existing mode of production. While we affirm the importance of material conditions (we would add ecosystem as well as technological factors) and social (not just economic, but also political and ideological) structure, we add an additional factor: teleological attraction. In other words, human society represents an integral part of a cosmohistorical evolutionary process, a development of matter from lesser to higher degrees of organization, under the attractive power of God in terms of which alone this process can be adequately explained. Just how this development takes place, however, depends on the material conditions and on the nature of existing structures, which channel development along certain definite pathways, encouraging some activities and discouraging or even precluding others. When existing social structures become an obstacle to human development, humanity’s natural ordering to the Good catalyzes revolutionary ferment.

This approach to understanding human history does, to be sure, give ideology, or rather the intellect, a rather more central role in shaping human society than Marx would have been inclined to allow. Marx, we will recall, insisted that “being determines consciousness, not consciousness being,” a claim which eventually developed into the historical materialist theory of the superstructure, which holds that political and ideological structures reflect the underlying economic structure of a society, and that the dominant ideas of any society are the ideas of its ruling class. We would suggest instead that while the structure of a society does indeed shape the way in which people understand the universe, there is, nonetheless, an irreducible ordering to the Good which inevitably breaks through oppressive structures and generates new and ever more profound insights into the nature of God and into what it means to be human. 

This knowledge we call wisdom. Wisdom is humanity’s drive towards God as it becomes conscious of itself and understands itself under definite material conditions and limited by the structural constraints of a given social formation, to the extent to which these structural constraints have not caused it to forget itself and lose sight of its ultimate meaningfulness and teleological dynamism. Atheism is just precisely this forgetting, a forgetting which is the product of very specific social conditions which prevent us from knowing God and realizing the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe We call a wisdom religious when it makes use of imaginative rather than abstract language and engages in ritual as well as practical action. Where abstract language and practical action dominate we speak instead of philosophy. 

It should already be apparent why we believe religion –or more broadly religious and philosophical wisdom-- to be fundamentally a progressive phenomenon, and atheism an obstacle to human progress. It is our vision of God which draws us on towards the realization of our latent potential, and which catalyzes creativity in the economic, political, and ideological spheres. This vision provides both hope and moral compass. It at once gives us a criterion in terms of which we can judge existing structures and find them wanting and the hope that our struggle for justice will eventually bear fruit. Atheism is fundamentally a denial of the ultimate meaningfulness of our actions, both in the sense of denying their moral value and in the sense of pessimism regarding their ultimate outcome. And there is no greater obstacle to growth and progress than nihilism and despair. 

It is, to be sure, quite possible for an exploitative class, which is itself unproductive and nihilistic, to use religion in order to establish hegemony over, for example, peasant communities which conserve a strong sense of connectedness to the cosmic order. The result is a deformation of the religious forms of the peasantry in a way which serves the social project of the exploiters. Thus the sacrificial cults of warlord societies which maintained that it was warfare and violence, and not creativity, which stood at the foundation of the cosmic order. Conversely, where an exploiting class has exercised hegemony through the mechanism of a deformed religious ideology, atheism may seem liberating in the short run.  But if we look closely we will see that it is always an ideological Trojan Horse, which makes the social project of a rising class of exploiters seem progressive, while ideologically disarming the working classes.  

This is just precisely what has happened in the struggle against capitalism. The great revolutionary movements of all earlier epochs were religious in the sense of grounding their claims in a substantive doctrine of the good based on the conviction that the universe is ultimately meaningful and ordered to transcendental principles of value. Peasant movements generally preferred imaginative language and were thus religious in the narrower sense. Urban movements in the highly commercial societies which developed in the Mediterranean Basin and elsewhere after about 500 BCE generally preferred the more abstract language of philosophical wisdom, but were no less committed to grounding their doctrine of justice in transcendental principles of value. These movements had reached a new peak in the middle ages.  In the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic worlds this took the form of a synthesis between prophetic religion and dialectical (generally Aristotelian) philosophy which taught that the social order ought to be structured in such a way as to best promote the full development of human capacities and that when it was not, it was subject to prophetic or philosophical criticism. This vision was, furthermore, backed up by an increasingly assertive peasantry and by urban communes controlled by guilds of artisans and intellectuals. Similar developments can be identified in India, with the rise of Vedanta, in China, in the Confucian-Taoist synthesis which developed from the later Han onwards, and in Southeast Asia with the rise of Ashokan Buddhism.

The ruling classes responded to this development with a religious reaction which stressed revelation over reason, regarded nature as radically dependent on an absolutely sovereign God rather than as a real participation in the divine, and advocated a divine command ethics which valued submission over creativity. This religious reaction was, in a very real sense, a reflex of the emerging market order, which made people selfish and left them at the mercy of forces beyond their comprehension or control, but it became part of the conscious ideological strategy of the bourgeoisie, which benefited from the desacralization of nature, the devaluation of reason, and the demoralization of the working classes. In Europe it led to the Reformation (though it had significant impact within the Catholic Church as well, as Augustinian theology triumphed over and hegemonized Aristotelian philosophy), and ultimately to the advent of Christian fundamentalism. In the Islamic world it lead to the destruction of Islamic philosophy and the first steps towards the emergence of an Islamic fundamentalism which would gain force with the gradual penetration of market relations into Dar-al-Islam. Similar trends can be detected in Judaism in Judah Halevi’s rejection of philosophy and in the some strains of Hasidism. Elsewhere its impact was more muted, because the religions of South and East Asia would not support the sort of theology it favored, and because market relations were less developed, but a some hardening can nonetheless be detected. 

This is the religion which formed the real object of Marx’s critique. Ironically, in so far as it represented a rejection of the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe (which now appears as radically dependent on, rather than a real participation in the life of God), this religion was also, in a very real sense, a step towards atheism.

Rather than fighting back against this new religion on its own terrain and pointing out its implicit atheism, the radical intelligentsia adopted a defensive posture, attacking religion as such in order to define a realm in which it could enjoy continued intellectual freedom. The bourgeoisie was able to legitimate its own rise to power in large part by appealing to these intellectuals, for whom capitalism meant a liberation from ecclesiastical and feudal constraint. The fact that Marx understood his critique of German Protestantism to be a critique of religion generally is a late symptom of this syndrome. 

The difficulty is that without a substantive doctrine of the Good of the sort provided by a religious ideology, or a religious philosophy capable of rising to knowledge of transcendental principles of value, there is no basis on which to contest the market allocation of resources. It becomes very difficult to build a mass movement for socialism and, even where such movements have come to power, there is a tendency for their decisions regarding resource allocation to appear arbitrary. Why emphasize education over designer jeans or the arts and sciences over luxury automobiles? Apart from an adequately grounded substantive doctrine of the Good, this question is quite impossible to answer. 

And so we are able at last to come to an understanding of the real significance of atheism: it is a form (the main if not the only form) of the ideological hegemony of the bourgeoisie.  By denying the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe --of the evolution of matter towards increasingly complex degrees of organization-- atheism denies the ultimate meaningfulness of labor, which is our participation in that evolution.  Consumption is, at the very least, put on an equal par with creativity. By denying the existence of God and thus of any transcendental principle of value, atheism denies any criterion by which the market order might be criticized or an alternative allocation of resources justified. The workers’ movement is reduced to just another expression of the will to power, and socialism just another “totalizing metanarrative...”

If this analysis is correct, then the forces of justice need to rethink fundamentally their entire strategic perspective. A sense of the ultimate meaningfulness of the universe is essential both to grounding an ethics capable of mounting a critique of capitalism and to the kind of hope which is necessary to sustain effective political action under the difficult conditions of the present period. Our first task therefore, must be to combat the nihilism and despair of our time –and this means combating the atheistic ideologies which have dominated the left throughout most of the modern era, and building a broad alliance of religious forces committed to building a better world. This does not, to be sure, mean purging atheists from our ranks. It is possible for someone to have honest doubts about religious questions and still be habituated, by the impact of nonmarket residues in the social formation, to seek social justice. It is just that they will be unable to adequately ground this pursuit.  Nor does it mean conciliating fundamentalism, which is the contemporary expression of the religious reaction which began in the late Middle Ages. It does, however, mean taking a clear stand for meaning and hope, and for an understanding of the universe and of God which can ground them.

There can be little doubt that we live in dark times. The achievements of literally millennia of human civilization seem to be jeopardy.  The marketplace undermines the integrity of the ecosystem and the social fabric, tearing apart families, depriving millions of the resources they need to make a productive contribution to society.  Sometimes it seems as if everything has been lost.

But we know that the darkness can never triumph.  Matter itself is a real participation in the life of God. Life, love, creativity, power, and knowledge are what bring the cosmos into being in the first place, and they will not, can not, yield to the forces of chaos and destruction. We have, therefore, every reason to labor unendingly, to contribute with everything we do to the cosmohistorical evolutionary process, and no reason to weep over our own limitations.  The work that we cannot finish, others will take up, knowing that we labor in them, even as we, now, make straight their path. Nor is there any excuse to rest satisfied with any partial totality, when we can grasp the concept, at least, of something which far transcends any merely human achievement.  

This is the true faith of a mature humanity --a humanity which is certain of both its power and its limitations, which has grown to the point that it can feel at home in a universe of which it is not the center, in which it is not and never will be Lord, but which it nonetheless recognizes as meaningful, and to which it has something very important to contribute.  Our species is being called on to grow up, to cast aside both its childish dependence and its infantile, nihilistic rebelliousness, and get on with its work.  The present darkness notwithstanding, our future is brilliant.
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