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SIGMUND FREUD

The Future of an llusion

Sigmund Freud (1856~193g), who was born in what i now
Czechoslovakia but lived in Vienna, founded modern psy-
choanalysis, revolutionizing forever the very definition of
human nature. In the course of doing so, he also attacked
the Judaism out of which he had come (Moses and Mono-
theism) and religion in general (Totem and Taboo); and in
The Future of an Hlusion he delivered his most thorough.-
going critique of all religious faith as grounded in a need for
dependency that should now be addressed by other means.

<<:>q 1 THE PSYCHOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE of religious ideas and how
can we classify them? The question is at first not at all easy 10 answer.
Having rejected various formulas, I shall take my stand by this one:
religion consists of certain dogmas, assertions about facts and con-
ditions of external (or internal) reality, which tell one something that
one has not oneself discovered and which claim that one should give
them credence. As they give information about what are to us the most
interesting and important things in life, they are particularly highly
valued. He who knows nothing of them is ignorant indeed, and he who
has assimilated them may consider himself enriched.

There are of course many such dogmas about the most diverse
things of this world. Every school hour is full of them. Let us choose
geography. We hear there: Konstanz is on the Bodensee. A student
song adds: If you don’t believe it 80 and see. I happen to have been
there, and can confirm the fact that this beautiful town lies on the
shore of a broad stretch of water, which all those dwelling around call
the Bodensee. [ am now completely convinced of the accuracy of this
geographical statement. And in this connection | am reminded of
another and very remarkable experience. 1 was already a man of
mature years when I stood for the first time on the hill of the Athenian

73
SIGMUND FREUD

i ins, looking out on to the blue sea.
opolis, between the temple :::.M ,
»ﬂmnﬂ”m of astonishment mingled with my pleasure, which Eczn.v.n_ﬁ_m
¢ to say: then it really is true, what we used t0 be :Em._: at schoo _
ﬁo& shallow and weak at that age must have been my belief in :.E rea
th of what ! heard if I can be so astonished to-day! But 1 will ”on
M_..“_-vrnmpnn the significance of this experience ”uo—_-:acm? «n.pm.—”: -MM
i i i ible, which did not strike
nation of my astonishment is possible,
Mwwr_w time, and ,.w_:nr is of a wholly subjective nature and connected
ith the peculiar character of the place. o |
i.ﬁ_-m”nﬂnnom.:mu as these, then, exact belief in their 8:8:” U_”:
i 1ati ir title to this. They claim to be the
t without substantiating their tit y cl
MM:&n:unn result of a long process of thought, which is ?::aﬂm on
observation and also, certainly, on reasoning; they m_wof rEM. w mo“”n
) instea -
intends, one can go through this process onesell, in:
MM _Maw the result of it; and the source of the r:os._n.nmn _Bv»:& Uvm
EW dogma is always added, where it is not, as with mmcmqmv:_n».
statements, self-evident. For instance: the earth is shaped E.S a m_ov—w.
the proofs wnacnnn for this are Foucault's vnsaz_.:a experiment, -_n
rnwoin-ﬁ of the horizon and the possibility of circumnavigaung the
M.E: Since it is impracticable, as all concerned realize, to mﬁnm a_<MMM
)1 chi Id, one is content tha
school child on a voyage round the world,
school teaching shall be taken on trust, but one knows that the way
to onal conviction is still open. N
_WMW us try to apply the same tests to the dogmas of R:w.o:. “—in
) i i is based, we receive three
ask on what their claim to be g__nﬁ.m is \
answers, which accord remarkably ill with one another. They Qn.mn_dm
to be _uL.—nS&“ firstly, because our primal ancestors already _un_.nm._nm
them; secondly, because we possess proofs, which —E_<n been han €
n_o£=, to us from this very period of antiquity; mz.m m-:ﬁ&* because _:
is forbidden to raise the question of their authenticity at all. mo::na M
this presumptuous act was visited with the very severest penalties, an
iety i illi renew it
even to-day society is unwilling to see anyone L
This HEM_ point cannot but rouse our strongest suspicions. Sucha
prohibition can surely have only one motive: :..2 society knows very
well the uncertain basis of the claim it makes for its nn__m..ozm moﬁu__:nmm
If it were otherwise, the relevant material would certainly be place
most readily at the disposal of anyone who wished to gain nc=<1n=.o=
i d to test the other two arguments with
for himself. And so we proceed to t rgumencs with
a feeling of mistrust not easily allayed. We ought to _n<nm
our forefathers believed. But these ancestors of ours in,nw ar Eonm
ignorant than we; they believed in things we could not possibly accep
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to-day; so the possibility occurs that religious doctrines may also
in this category. The proofs they have bequeathed to us are deposited
in writings that themselves bear every trace of being untrustworthy.
They are full of contradictions, revisions, and interpolations; where
they speak of actual authentic proofs they are themselves of doubtful
authenticity. It does not help much if divine revelation is asserted to
be the origin of their text or only of their content.

L - - - L]

One must now mention two attempts to evade the problem, which
both convey the impression of frantic effort. One of them, high-
handed in its nature, is old; the other is subtle and modern. The first
is the Credo quia absurdum [ believe it because it is absurd] of the early
Father. It would imply that religious doctrines are outside reason's
jurisdiction; they stand above reason. Their truth must be inwardly
felt: one does not need to comprehend them. But this Credo is only of
interest as a voluntary confession; as a decree it has no binding force.
Am 1 to be obliged to believe every absurdity? And if not, why just this
one? There is no appeal beyond reason. And if the truth of religious
doctrines is dependent on an inner experience which bears witness to
that truth, what is one to make of the many people who do not have
that rare experience? One may expect all men to use the gift of reason
that they possess, but one cannot set up an obligation that shall apply
to all on a basis that only exists for quite a few. Of what significance
is it for other people that you have won from a state of ecstasy, which
has deeply moved you, an imperturbable conviction of the real truth
of the doctrines of religion?

The second attempt is that of the philosophy of “As If.” It explains
that in our mental activity we assume all manner of things, the
groundlessness, indeed the absurdity, of which we fully realize. They
are called “fictions,” but from a variety of practical motives we are led
to behave “as if” we believed in these fictions. This, it is argued, is the
case with religious doctrines on account of their unequalled impor-
tance for the maintenance of human society. This argument is not far
removed from the Credo quia absurdum. But I think that the claim of
the philosophy of “As 1f” is such as only a philosopher could make.
The man whose thinking is not influenced by the wiles of philosophy
will never be able to accept it; with the confession of absurdity, of
illogicality, there is no more to be said as far as he is concerned. He
cannot be expected to forgo the guarantees he demands for all his
usual activities just in the matter of his most imporuant interests. | am
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reminded of one of my children who was distinguished at an early
ageby a peculiarly marked sense of reality. When the chidren were
told a fairy tale, to which they listened with rapt attention, he would
come forward and ask: Is that a true story? Having been told thatit was
not, he would turn away with an air of disdain. It is to be expected that
men will soon behave in like manner towards the religious fairy ales,
despite the advocacy of the philosophy of “As 1{."

But at present they still behave quite difierently, and in past ages,
in spite of their incontrovertible lack of authenticity, religious ideas
have exercised the very strongest influence on mankind. This is a fresh
psychological problem. We must ask where the inherent strength of
these doctrines lies and to what circumstance they owe their efficacy,
independent, as it is, of the acknowledgement of the reason.

1think we have sufficiently paved the way for the answer 1o both these
questions. It will be found if we fix our attention on the psychical
origin of religious ideas. These, which profess to be dogmas are not
the residue of experience or the final result of reflection; they are
illusions, fulfilments of the oldest, strongest and most insistent wishes
of mankind; the secret of their strength is the strength of these wishes.
We know already that the terrifying effect of infantile helplessness
aroused the need for protection — protection through love — which
the father relieved, and that the discovery that this helplessness would
continue through the whole of life made it necessary to cling to the
existence of a father -— but this time a more powerful one. Thus the
benevolent rule of divine providence allays our anxiety in face of life’s
dangers, the establishment of a moral world order ensures the fullil-
ment of the demands of justice, which within human culture have so
often remained unfulfilled, and the prolongation of earthly existence
by a future life provides in addition the local and temporal setting for
these wish-fulfilments. Answers to the questions that tempt human
curiosity, such as the origin of the universe and the relation between
the body and the soul, are developed in accordance with the under-
lying assumptions of this system, it betokens a tremendous relief for
the individual psyche if it is released from the conflicts of childhood
arising out of the father complex, which are never wholly overcome,
and if these conflicts are afforded a universally accepted solution.

When I say that they are illusions, | must define the meaning of the
word. An illusion is not the same as an error, it is indeed not neces-
sarily an error. Aristotle’s belief that vermin are evolved out of dung,
o which ignorant people still cling, was an error; so was the belief of
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a former generation of doctors that tabes dorsalis was the resulyiof-

sexual excess. 1t would be improper to call these errors illusions. On
the other hand, it was an illusion on the part of Columbus that he had
discovered a new sea-route to India. The part played by his wish in this
error is very clear. One may describe as an illusion the statement of
certain nationalists that the Indo-Germanic race is the only one
capable of culture, or the belief, which only psycho-analysis de-
stroyed, that the child is a being without sexuality. It is characteristic
of the illusion that it is derived from men’s wishes; in this respect it
approaches the psychiatric delusion, but it s to be distinguished from
this, quite apart from the more complicated structure of the latter. In
the delusion we emphasize as essential the conflict with reality; the
illusion need not be necessarily false, that is to say, unrealizable or
incompatible with reality. For instance, a poor girl may have an
illusion that a prince will come and fetch her home. Itis possible; some
such cases have occurred. That the Messiah will come and found a
golden age is much less probable; according to one’s personal attitude
one will classify this belief as an illusion or as analogous to a delusion.
Examples of illusions that have come true are not easy to discover, but
the itlusion of the alchemists that all metals can be turned into gold
may prove to be one. The desire to have lots of gold, as much gold as
possible, has been considerably damped by our modern insight into
the nature of wealth, yet chemistry no longer considers a transmu-
tation of metals into gold as impossible. Thus we call a belief an
illusion when wish-fulfilment is a prominent factor in its motivation,
while disregarding its relations to reality, just as the illusion itself does.

If after this survey we turn again to religious doctrines, we may
reiterate that they are all illusions, they do not admit of proof, and no
one can be compelled to consider them as true or to believe in them.
Some of them are so improbable, so very incompatible with everything
we have laboriously discovered about the reality of the world, that we
may compare them — taking adequately into account the psycholog-
ical differences — to delusions. Of the reality value of most of them
we cannot judge; just as they cannot be proved, neither can they be
refuted. We still know too little to approach them critically. The
riddles of the universe only reveal themselves slowly to our enquiry,
to many questions science can as yel give no answer, but scientific
work is our only way to the knowledge of external reality. Again, it 15
merely illusion to expect anything from intuition or trance; they can
give us nothing but particulars, which are difficult to interpret, about
our own mental life, never information about the questions that are
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so lightly answered by the doctrines of religion. It would be wanton
to let one’s own arbitrary action fill the gap, and according 1o one’s
vaqmoss_ estimate declare this or that part of the religious system to bg
more or less acceptable. These questions are too momentous for that,
too sacred, one might say.

At this point it may be objected: well, then, if even the crabbed
sceptics admit that the statements of religion cannot be confuted by
reason, why should not 1 believe in them, since they have so much on
their side — tradition, the concurrence of mankind, and all the con-
solation they yield? Yes, why not? Just as no one can be forced into
belief, so no one can be forced into unbeliel. But do not deceive
yourself into thinking that with such arguments you are {ollowing the
path of correct reasoning. If ever there was a case of facile argument,
this is one. Ignorance is ignorance; no right to believe anything is
derived from it. No reasonable man will behave so frivolously in other
matters or rest content with such feeble grounds for his opimons or
for the attitude he adopts; it is only in the highest and holiest things
that he atlows this. In reality these are only attempts to delude oneself
or other people into the belief that one still holds fast to religion, when
one has long cut oneself loose from it. Where questions of religion are
concerned people are guilty of every possible kind of insincerity and
intellectual misdemeanour. Philosophers streich the meaning of
words until they retain scarcely anything of their original sense; by
calling “God” some vague abstraction which they have created for
themselves, they pose as deists, as believers, before the world, they
may even pride themselves on having attained a higher and purer idea
of God, although their God is nothing but an insubstantial shadow and
no longer the mighty personality of religious doctrine. Critics persist
in calling “deeply religious”a person who confesses to a sense of man’s
insignificance and impotence in face of the uniyerse, although 1tis not
this feeling that constitutes the essence of religious emotion, but
rather the next step, the reaction to it, which seeks a remedy against
this feeling. He who goes no further, he who humbly acquiesces in the
”Em.m::.nn—: part man plays in the universe, is, on the contrary,
irreligious in the truest sense of the word.

1t does not lie within the scope of this enquiry to estimate the value
of religious doctrines as truth. It suffices that we have recognized
them, psychologically considered, as illusions. But we need not con-
ceal the fact that this discovery strongly influences our attitude to what
Must appear to many the most important of questions. We know
approximately at what periods and by what sort of men religious
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doctrines were formed. If we now learn from what motives this
happened, our attitude to the problem of religion will suffer an
appreciable change. We say to ourselves: it would indeed be very nice
if there were a God, who was both creator of the world and a benev-
olent providence, if there were a moral world order and a future life,
but at the same time it is very odd that this is all just as we should wish
it ourselves. And it would be still odder if our poor, ignorant, enslaved
ancestors had succeeded in solving all these difficult riddles of the
universe.

KARL MARX

Religion,
the Opium of the People

Karl Marx (1818-1883), although himselfl a German Jew,
turned against Judaism perhaps even more than against
Christianity, as his treatise On the Jewish Question (1844)
made clear. In the same year he published this essay,
Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's “Philosophy of Right,”
which contains the famous definition of religion from
which our title for the piece has been taken.

ﬂo.ﬂ GERMANY. the criticism of religion has been largely completed; and
the criticism of religion is the premise of all criticism.

The profane existence of error is compromised once 1ts celestial
oratio pro aris et focis has been refuted. Man, who has found in the
fantastic reality of heaven, where he sought a supernatural being, only
his own reflection, will no longer be tempted to find only the semblance
of himself — a non-human being — where he seeks and must seek his
true reality.

The basis of irreligious criticism is this: man makes religion; religion
does not make man. Religion is indeed man’s self-consciousness and
self-awareness so long as he has not found himself or has lost himsel{
again. But man is not an abstract being, squatting outside the world.
Man is the human world, the state, society. This state, this society,
Produce religion which is an inverted world consciousness, because
.53 are an inverted world. Religion is the general theory of this world,
its encyclopedic compendium, its logic in popular form, its spiritual
point d’honneur, its enthusiasm, its moral sanction, ils solemn com-
Plement, its general basis of consolation and justification. It is the
fantastic realization of the human being inasmuch as the human being
Possesses no true reality. The struggle against religion is, therefore,





