RELIGION AS PROJECTION

LUDWIG FEUERBACH (1804-1872)

Ludwig Feuerbach was a 19" century German philosopher and anthropologist. A student of Hegel, his ideas
would greatly influence the thought of Karl Marx. Feuerbach was also a committed atheist and materialist
whose work often focused on attacking the Christian faith. In his Das Wesen des Christentums (The Essence
of Christianity), written in 1821, Feuerbach explains the human belief in a supreme being in the following way:
“In the consciousness of the infinite, the conscious subject has for his object the infinity of his own nature.” For
Feuerbach, God is nothing more than the outward projection of the human being’s own infinite nature. Thus

man creates God, not the other way around.

WHaT we have hitherto been maintaining generally,
even with regard to sensational impressions, of the
relation between subject and object, applies espe-
cially to the relation between the subject and the
religious object.

In the perceptions of the senses consciousness
of the object is distinguishable from consciousness
of self; but in religion, consciousness of the object
and self-consciousness coincide. The object of the
senses is out of man, the religious object is within
him, and therefore as little forsakes him as his self-
consciousness or his conscience; it is the intimate,
the closest object. “God,” says Augustine, for ex-
ample, “is nearer, more related to us, and therefore
more easily known by us, than sensible, corporeal
things.” The object of the senses is in itself indiffer-
ent—independent of the disposition or of the judg-
ment; but the object of religion is a selected object;
the most excellent, the first, the supreme being; it
essentially pre-supposes a critical judgment, a dis-
crimination between the divine and the non-divine,
between that which is worthy of adoration and that
which is not worthy. And here may be applied, with-
out any limitation, the proposition: the object of any
subject is nothing else than the subject’s own nature
taken objectively. Such as are a man’s thoughts and
dispositions, such is his God; so much worth as a
man has, so much and no more has his God. Con-
sciousness of God is self-consciousness, knowledge

of God is self-knowledge. By his God thou knowest
the man, and by the man his God; the two are identi-
cal. Whatever is God to a man, that is his heart and
soul; and conversely, God is the manifested inward
nature, the expressed self of a man,—religion the
solemn unveiling of a man’s hidden treasures, the
revelation of his intimate thoughts, the open confes-
sion of his love-secrets.

But when religion—consciousness of God—is
designated as the self-consciousness of man, this is
not to be understood as affirming that the religious
man is directly aware of this identity; for, on the con-
trary, ignorance of it is fundamental to the peculiar
nature of religion. To preclude this misconception,
it is better to say, religion is man’s earliest and also
indirect form of self-knowledge. Hence, religion ev-
erywhere precedes philosophy, as in the history of
the race, so also in that of the individual. Man first
of all sees his nature as if out of himself, before he
finds it in himself. His own nature is in the first in-
stance contemplated by him as that of another being.
Religion is the childlike condition of humanity; but
the child sees his nature—man—out of himself; in
childhood a man is an object to himself, under the
form of another man. Hence the historical progress
of religion consists in this: that what by an earlier
religion was regarded as objective, is now recogn-
ised as subjective; that is, what was formerly con-
templated and worshipped as God is now perceived
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to be something human. What was at first religion
becomes at a later period idolatry; man is seen to
have adored his own nature. Man has given objec-
tivity to himself, but has not recognised the object
as his own nature: a later religion takes this forward
step; every advance in religion is therefore a deeper
self-knowledge. But every particular religion, while
it pronounces its predecessors idolatrous, excepts it-
self—and necessarily so, otherwise it would no lon-
ger be religion—from the fate, the common nature
of all religions: it imputes only to other religions
what is the fault, if fault it be, of religion in general.
Because it has a different object, a different tenour,
because it has transcended the ideas of preceding re-
ligions, it erroneously supposes itself exalted above
the necessary eternal laws which constitute the es-
sence of religion—it fancies its object, its ideas, to
be superhuman. But the essence of religion, thus
hidden from the religious, is evident to the thinker,
by whom religion is viewed objectively, which it
cannot be by its votaries. And it is our task to show
that the antithesis of divine and human is altogether
illusory, that it is nothing else than the antithesis be-
tween the human nature in general, and the human
individual: that, consequently, the object and con-
tents of the Christian religion are altogether human.

Religion, at least the Christian, is the relation
of man to himself, or more correctly to his own na-
ture (i.e., his subjective nature); but a relation to it,
viewed as a nature apart from his own. The divine
being is nothing else than the human being, or, rath-
er the human nature purified, freed from the limits
of the individual man, made objective—i.e., con-
templated and revered as another, a distinct being.
All the attributes of the divine nature are, therefore,
attributes of the human nature.

In relation to the attributes, the predicates, of the
Divine Being, this is admitted without hesitation,
but by no means in relation to the subject of these
predicates. The negation of the subject is held to be
irreligion, nay, atheism; though not so the negation
of the predicates. But that which has no predicates or
qualities, has no effect upon me; that which has no
effect upon me, has no existence for me. To deny all
the qualities of a being is equivalent to denying the
being himself. A being without qualities is one which
cannot become an object to the mind; and such a
being is virtually non-existent. Where man deprives

God of all qualities, God is no longer anything more
to him than a negative being. To the truly religious
man, God is not a being without qualities, because
to him he is a positive, real being. The theory that
God cannot be defined, and consequently cannot be
known by man, is therefore the offspring of recent
times, a product of modern unbelief.

As reason is and can be pronounced finite only
where man regards sensual enjoyment, or religious
emotion, or aesthetic contemplation, or moral senti-
ment, as the absolute, the true; so the proposition
that God is unknowable or undefinable can only be
enunciated and become fixed as a dogma, where this
object has no longer any interest for the intellect;
where the real, the positive, alone has any hold on
man, where the real alone has for him the signifi-
cance of the essential, of the absolute, divine object,
but where at the same time, in contradiction with
this purely worldly tendency, there yet exist some
old remains of religiousness. On the ground that
God is unknowable, man excuses himself to what
is yet remaining of his religious conscience for his
forgetfulness of God, his absorption in the world:
he denies God practically by his conduct,—the
world has possession of all his thoughts and inclina-
tions,—but he does not deny him theoretically, he
does not attack his existence; he lets that rest. But
this existence does not affect or incommode him; it
is a merely negative existence, an existence without
existence, a self-contradictory existence,—a state of
being, which, as to its effects, is not distinguishable
from non-being. The denial of determinate, positive
predicates concerning the divine nature, is nothing
else than a denial of religion, with, however, an ap-
pearance of religion in its favour, so that it is not rec-
ognised as a denial; it is simply a subtle, disguised
atheism. The alleged religious horror of limiting
God by positive predicates, is only the irreligious
wish to know nothing more of God, to banish God
from the mind. Dread of limitation is dread of ex-
istence. All real existence, i.e., all existence which
is truly such, is qualitative, determinate existence.
He who earnestly believes in the Divine existence,
is not shocked at the attributing even of gross sensu-
ous qualities to God. He who dreads an existence
that may give offence, who shrinks from the gross-
ness of a positive predicate, may as well renounce
existence altogether. A God who is injured by deter-
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minate qualities has not the courage and the strength
to exist. Qualities are the fire, the vital breath, the
oxygen, the salt of existence. An existence in gen-
eral, an existence without qualities, is an insipidity,
an absurdity. But there can be no more in God, than
is supplied by religion. Only where man loses his
taste for religion, and thus religion itself becomes
insipid, does the existence of God become an insipid
existence—an existence without qualities.

There is, however, a still milder way of deny-
ing the Divine predicates than the direct one just
described. It is admitted that the predicates of the
divine nature are finite, and, more particularly, hu-
man qualities, but their rejection is rejected; they are
even taken under protection, because it is necessary
to man to have a definite conception of God, and
since he is man, he can form no other than a hu-
man conception of him. In relation to God, it is said,
these predicates are certainly without any objective
validity; but to me, if he is to exist for me, he can-
not appear otherwise than as he does appear to me,
namely, as a being with attributes analogous to the
human. But this distinction between what God is in
himself, and what he is for me, destroys the peace
of religion, and is besides in itself an unfounded and
untenable distinction. I cannot know whether God
is something else in himself or for himself, than he
is for me; what he is to me, is to me all that he is.
For me, there lies in these predicates under which
he exists for me, what he is in himself, his very na-
ture; he is for me what he can alone ever be for me.
The religious man finds perfect satisfaction in that
which God is in relation to himself; of any other re-
lation he knows nothing, for God is to him what he
can alone be to man. In the distinction above stated,
man takes a point of view above himself, i.e. above
his nature, the absolute measure of his being; but
this transcendentalism is only an illusion; for I can
make the distinction between the object as it is in
itself, and the object as it is for me, only where an
object can really appear otherwise to me, not where
it appears to me such as the absolute measure of
my nature determines it to appear—such as it must
appear to me. It is true that I may have a merely
subjective conception, i.e. one which does not arise
out of the general constitution of my species; but if
my conception is determined by the constitution of
my species, the distinction between what an object

is in itself, and what it is for me ceases; for this con-
ception is itself an absolute one. The measure of the
species is the absolute measure, law, and criterion of
man. And, indeed, religion has the conviction that
its conceptions, its predicates of God, are such as
every man ought to have, and must have, if he would
have the true ones—that they are the conceptions
necessary to human nature; nay, further, that they are
objectively true, representing God as he is. To every
religion the gods of other religions are only notions
concerning God, but its own conception of God is to
it God himself, the true God—God such as he is in
himself. Religion is satisfied only with a complete
Deity, a God without reservation; it will not have
a mere phantasm of God; it demands God himself.
Religion gives up its own existence when it gives up
the nature of God; it is no longer a truth, when it re-
nounces the possession of the true God. Scepticism
is the arch-enemy of religion; but the distinction be-
tween object and conception—between God as he
is in himself, and God as he is for me, is a sceptical
distinction, and therefore an irreligious one.

That which is to man the self-existent, the
highest being, to which he can conceive nothing
higher—that is to him the Divine being. How then
should he inquire concerning this being, what He
is in himself? If God were an object to the bird, he
would be a winged being: the bird knows nothing
higher, nothing more blissful, than the winged con-
dition. How ludicrous would it be if this bird pro-
nounced: to me God appears as a bird, but what he is
in himself I know not. To the bird the highest nature
is the bird-nature; take from him the conception of
this, and you take from him the conception of the
highest being. How, then, could he ask whether God
in himself were winged? To ask whether God is in
himself what he is for me, is to ask whether God is
God, is to lift oneself above one’s God, to rise up
against him.

Wherever, therefore, this idea, that the religious
predicates are only anthropomorphisms, has taken
possession of a man, there has doubt, has unbelief
obtained the mastery of faith. And it is only the
inconsequence of faint-heartedness and intellec-
tual imbecility which does not proceed from this
idea to the formal negation of the predicates, and
from thence to the negation of the subject to which
they relate. If thou doubtest the objective truth of
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the predicates, thou must also doubt the objective
truth of the subject whose predicates they are. If thy
predicates are anthropomorphisms, the subject of
them is an anthropomorphism too. If love, goodness,
personality, &c., are human attributes, so also is the
subject which thou pre-supposest, the existence of
God, the belief that there is a God, an anthropomor-
phism—a pre-supposition purely human. Whence
knowest thou that the belief in a God at all is not
a limitation of man’s mode of conception? Higher
beings—and thou supposest such—are perhaps so
blest in themselves, so at unity with themselves, that
they are not hung in suspense between themselves
and a yet higher being. To know God and not oneself
to be God, to know blessedness, and not oneself to
enjoy it, is a state of disunity, of unhappiness. Higher
beings know nothing of this unhappiness; they have
no conception of that which they are not.

Thou believest in love as a divine attribute be-
cause thou thyself lovest; thou believest that God
is a wise, benevolent being, because thou knowest
nothing better in thyself than benevolence and wis-
dom; and thou believest that God exists, that there-
fore he is a subject—whatever exists is a subject,
whether it be defined as substance, person, essence,
or otherwise—because thou thyself existest, art thy-
self a subject. Thou knowest no higher human good,
than to love, than to be good and wise; and even so
thou knowest no higher happiness than to exist, to
be a subject; for the consciousness of all reality, of
all bliss, is for thee bound up in the consciousness of
being a subject, of existing. God is an existence, a
subject to thee, for the same reason that he is to thee
a wise, a blessed, a personal being. The distinction
between the divine predicates and the divine subject
is only this, that to thee the subject, the existence,
does not appear an anthropomorphism, because
the conception of it is necessarily involved in thy
own existence as a subject, whereas the predicates
do appear anthropomorphisms, because their neces-
sity—the necessity that God should be conscious,
wise, good, &c.—is not an immediate necessity,
identical with the being of man, but is evolved by
his self-consciousness, by the activity of his thought.
I am a subject, I exist, whether I be wise or unwise,
good or bad. To exist is to man the first datum; it
constitutes the very idea of the subject; it is presup-
posed by the predicates. Hence, man relinquishes

the predicates, but the existence of God is to him
a settled, irrefragable, absolutely certain, objective
truth. But, nevertheless, this distinction is merely an
apparent one. The necessity of the subject lies only
in the necessity of the predicate. Thou art a subject
only in so far as thou art a human subject; the cer-
tainty and reality of thy existence lie only in the cer-
tainty and reality of thy human attributes. What the
subject is, lies only in the predicate; the predicate is
the truth of the subject—the subject only the per-
sonified, existing predicate, the predicate conceived
as existing. Subject and predicate are distinguished
only as existence and essence. The negation of the
predicates is therefore the negation of the subject.
‘What remains of the human subject when abstracted
from the human attributes? Even in the language of
common life the divine predicates—Providence,
Omniscience, Omnipotence—are put for the divine
subject.

The certainty of the existence of God, of which
it has been said that it is as certain, nay, more certain
to man than his own existence, depends only on the
certainty of the qualities of God—it is in itself no
immediate certainty. To the Christian the existence
of the Christian God only is a certainty; to the hea-
then that of the heathen God only. The heathen did
not doubt the existence of Jupiter, because he took
no offence at the nature of Jupiter, because he could
conceive of God under no other qualities, because to
him these qualities were a certainty, a divine reality.
The reality of the predicate is the sole guarantee of
existence.

Whatever man conceives to be true, he immedi-
ately conceives to be real (that is, to have an objec-
tive existence), because, originally, only the real is
true to him—true in opposition to what is merely
conceived, dreamed, imagined. The idea of being,
of existence, is the original idea of truth; or, origi-
nally, man makes truth dependent on existence, sub-
sequently, existence dependent on truth. Now God
is the nature of man regarded as absolute truth,—the
truth of man; but God, or, what is the same thing,
religion, is as various as are the conditions under
which man conceives this his nature, regards it as the
highest being. These conditions, then, under which
man conceives God, are to him the truth, and for that
reason they are also the highest existence, or rather
they are existence itself; for only the emphatic, the
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highest existence, is existence, and deserves this
name. Therefore, God is an existent, real being, on
the very same ground that he is a particular, definite
being; for the qualities of God are nothing else than
the essential qualities of man himself, and a particu-
lar man is what he is, has his existence, his reality,
only in his particular conditions. Take away from
the Greek the quality of being Greek, and you take
away his existence. On this ground, it is true that for
a definite positive religion—that is, relatively—the
certainty of the existence of God is immediate; for
just as involuntarily, as necessarily, as the Greek was
a Greek, so necessarily were his gods Greek beings,
so necessarily were they real, existent beings. Re-
ligion is that conception of the nature of the world
and of man which is essential to, i.e., identical with,
a man’s nature. But man does not stand above this
his necessary conception; on the contrary, it stands
above him; it animates, determines, governs him.
The necessity of a proof, of a middle term to unite
qualities with existence, the possibility of a doubt, is
abolished. Only that which is apart from my own be-
ing is capable of being doubted by me. How then can
I doubt of God, who is my being? To doubt of God
is to doubt of myself. Only when God is thought of
abstractly, when his predicates are the result of phil-
osophic abstraction, arises the distinction or sepa-
ration between subject and predicate, existence and
nature—arises the fiction that the existence or the
subject is something else than the predicate, some-
thing immediate, indubitable, in distinction from the
predicate, which is held to be doubtful. But this is
only a fiction. A God who has abstract predicates has
also an abstract existence. Existence, being, varies
with varying qualities.

The identity of the subject and predicate is
clearly evidenced by the progressive development
of religion, which is identical with the progressive
development of human culture. So long as man is in
a mere state of nature, so long is his god a mere na-
ture-god—a personification of some natural force.
Where man inhabits houses, he also encloses his
gods in temples. The temple is only a manifestation
of the value which man attaches to beautiful build-
ings. Temples in honour of religion are in truth tem-
ples in honour of architecture. With the emerging of
man from a state of savagery and wildness to one of
culture, with the distinction between what is fitting

for man and what is not fitting, arises simultaneously
the distinction between that which is fitting and that
which is not fitting for God. God is the idea of maj-
esty, of the highest dignity: the religious sentiment
is the sentiment of supreme fitness. The later more
cultured artists of Greece were the first to embody in
the statues of the gods the ideas of dignity, of spiri-
tual grandeur, of imperturbable repose and serenity.
But why were these qualities in their view attributes,
predicates of God? Because they were in themselves
regarded by the Greeks as divinities. Why did those
artists exclude all disgusting and low passions? Be-
cause they perceived them to be unbecoming, un-
worthy, unhuman, and consequently ungodlike. The
Homeric gods eat and drink;—that implies: eating
and drinking is a divine pleasure. Physical strength
is an attribute of the Homeric gods: Zeus is the stron-
gest of the gods. Why? Because physical strength, in
and by itself, was regarded as something glorious,
divine. To the ancient Germans the highest virtues
were those of the warrior; therefore, their supreme
god was the god of war, Odin,—war, “the original or
oldest law.” Not the attribute of the divinity, but the
divineness or deity of the attribute, is the first true
Divine Being. Thus what theology and philosophy
have held to be God, the Absolute, the Infinite, is not
God; but that which they have held not to be God, is
God: namely, the attribute, the quality, whatever has
reality. Hence, he alone is the true atheist to whom
the predicates of the Divine Being,—for example,
love, wisdom, justice, are nothing; not he to whom
merely the subject of these predicates is nothing.
And in no wise is the negation of the subject neces-
sarily also a negation of the predicates considered in
themselves. These have an intrinsic, independent re-
ality; they force their recognition upon man by their
very nature; they are self-evident truths to him; they
prove, they attest themselves. It does not follow that
goodness, justice, wisdom, are chimaeras, because
the existence of God is a chimaera, nor truths be-
cause this is a truth. The idea of God is dependent
on the idea of justice, of benevolence; a God who
is not benevolent, not just, not wise, is no God; but
the converse does not hold. The fact is not that a
quality is divine because God has it, but that God
has it because it is in itself divine: because without
it God would be a defective being. Justice, wisdom,
in general every quality which constitutes the divin-
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ity of God, is determined and known by itself, inde-
pendently, but the idea of God is determined by the
qualities which have thus been previously judged to
be worthy of the divine nature; only in the case in
which I identify God and justice, in which I think
of God immediately as the reality of the idea of jus-
tice, is the idea of God self-determined. But if God
as a subject is the determined, while the quality, the
predicate is the determining, then in truth the rank
of the godhead is due not to the subject, but to the
predicate.

Not until several, and those contradictory, at-
tributes are united in one being, and this being is
conceived as personal—the personality being thus
brought into especial prominence—not until then is
the origin of religion lost sight of, is it forgotten that
what the activity of the reflective power has convert-
ed into a predicate distinguishable or separable from
the subject, was originally the true subject. Thus the
Greeks and Romans deified accidents as substances:
virtues, states of mind, passions, as independent be-
ings. Man, especially the religious man, is to him-
self the measure of all things, of all reality. What-
ever strongly impresses a man, whatever produces
an unusual effect on his mind, if it be only a peculiar,
inexplicable sound or note, he personifies as a di-
vine being. Religion embraces all the objects of the
world; everything existing has been an object of re-
ligious reverence; in the nature and consciousness of
religion there is nothing else than what lies in the na-
ture of man and in his consciousness of himself and
of the world. Religion has no material exclusively
its own. In Rome even the passions of fear and terror
had their temples. The Christians also made mental
phenomena into independent beings, their own feel-
ings into qualities of things, the passions which gov-
erned them into powers which governed the world,
in short, predicates of their own nature, whether rec-
ognized as such or not, into independent subjective
existences. Devils, cobolds, witches, ghosts, angels,
were sacred truths as long as the religious spirit held
undivided sway over mankind.

In order to banish from the mind the identity of
the divine and human predicates, and the consequent
identity of the divine and human nature, recourse is
had to the idea that God, as the absolute, real Be-
ing, has an infinite fulness of various predicates, of
which we here know only a part, and those such as

are analogous to our own; while the rest, by virtue
of which God must thus have quite a different nature
from the human or that which is analogous to the
human, we shall only know in the future—that is,
after death. But an infinite plenitude or multitude of
predicates which are really different, so different that
the one does not immediately involve the other, is
realized only in an infinite plenitude or multitude of
different beings or individuals. Thus the human na-
ture presents an infinite abundance of different pred-
icates, and for that very reason it presents an infinite
abundance of different individuals. Each new man is
a new predicate, a new phasis of humanity. As many
as are the men, so many are the powers, the proper-
ties of humanity. It is true that there are the same
elements in every individual, but under such various
conditions and modifications that they appear new
and peculiar. The mystery of the inexhaustible ful-
ness of the divine predicates is therefore nothing
else than the mystery of human nature considered as
an infinitely varied, infinitely modifiable, but, con-
sequently, phenomenal being. Only in the realm of
the senses, only in space and time, does there exist a
being of really infinite qualities or predicates. Where
there are really different predicates, there are differ-
ent times. One man is a distinguished musician, a
distinguished author, a distinguished physician; but
he cannot compose music, write books, and perform
cures in the same moment of time. Time, and not
the Hegelian dialectic, is the medium of uniting op-
posites, contradictories, in one and the same subject.
But distinguished and detached from the nature of
man, and combined with the idea of God, the infinite
fulness of various predicates is a conception with-
out reality, a mere phantasy, a conception derived
from the sensible world, but without the essential
conditions, without the truth of sensible existence, a
conception which stands in direct contradiction with
the Divine Being considered as a spiritual, i.e., an
abstract, simple, single being; for the predicates of
God are precisely of this character, that one involves
all the others, because there is no real difference be-
tween them. If, therefore, in the present predicates I
have not the future, in the present God not the future
God, then the future God is not the present, but they
are two distinct beings. But this distinction is in con-
tradiction with the unity and simplicity of the theo-
logical God. Why is a given predicate a predicate
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of God? Because it is divine in its nature; i.e., be-
cause it expresses no limitation, no defect. Why are
other predicates applied to Him? Because, however
various in themselves, they agree in this, that they
all alike express perfection, unlimitedness. Hence
I can conceive innumerable predicates of God, be-
cause they must all agree with the abstract idea of
the Godhead, and must have in common that which
constitutes every single predicate a divine attribute.
Thus it is in the system of Spinoza. He speaks of an
infinite number of attributes of the divine substance,
but he specifies none except Thought and Extension.
Why? because it is a matter of indifference to know
them; nay, because they are in themselves indif-
ferent, superfluous: for with all these innumerable
predicates, I yet always mean to say the same thing
as when I speak of thought and extension. Why is
Thought an attribute of substance? Because, accord-
ing to Spinoza, it is capable of being conceived by
itself, because it expresses something indivisible,
perfect, infinite. Why Extension or Matter? For the
same reason. Thus, substance can have an indefinite
number of predicates, because it is not their spe-
cific definition, their difference, but their identity,
their equivalence, which makes them attributes of
substance. Or rather, substance has innumerable
predicates only because (how strange!) it has prop-
erly no predicate; that is, no definite, real predicate.
The indefinite unity which is the product of thought,
completes itself by the indefinite multiplicity which
is the product of the imagination. Because the predi-
cate is not multum, it is multa. In truth, the positive
predicates are Thought and Extension. In these two,
infinitely more is said than in the nameless innumer-
able predicates; for they express something definite,
in them I have something. But substance is too indif-
ferent, too apathetic, to be something; that is, to have
qualities and passions; that it may not be something,
it is rather nothing.

Now, when it is shown that what the subject is,
lies entirely in the attributes of the subject; that is,
that the predicate is the true subject; it is also proved
that if the divine predicates are attributes of the hu-
man nature, the subject of those predicates is also
of the human nature. But the divine predicates are
partly general, partly personal. The general predi-
cates are the metaphysical, but these serve only as
external points of support to religion; they are not

the characteristic definitions of religion. It is the
personal predicates alone which constitute the es-
sence of religion—in which the Divine Being is the
object of religion. Such are, for example, that God
is a Person, that he is the moral Law-giver, the Fa-
ther of mankind, the Holy One, the Just, the Good,
the Merciful. It is however at once clear, or it will
at least be clear in the sequel, with regard to these
and other definitions, that, especially as applied to a
personality, they are purely human definitions, and
that consequently man in religion—in his relation to
God—is in relation to his own nature; for to the re-
ligious sentiment these predicates are not mere con-
ceptions, mere images, which man forms of God, to
be distinguished from that which God is in himself,
but truths, facts, realities. Religion knows nothing of
anthropomorphisms; to it they are not anthropomor-
phisms. It is the very essence of religion, that to it
these definitions express the nature of God. They are
pronounced to be images only by the understanding,
which reflects on religion, and which while defend-
ing them yet before its own tribunal denies them.
But to the religious sentiment God is a real Father,
real Love and Mercy; for to it he is a real, living,
personal being, and therefore his attributes are also
living and personal. Nay, the definitions which are
the most sufficing to the religious sentiment, are pre-
cisely those which give the most offence to the un-
derstanding, and which in the process of reflection
on religion it denies. Religion is essentially emotion;
hence, objectively also, emotion is to it necessarily
of a divine nature. Even anger appears to it an emo-
tion not unworthy of God, provided only there be a
religious motive at the foundation of this anger.

But here it is also essential to observe, and this
phenomenon is an extremely remarkable one, char-
acterising the very core of religion, that in proportion
as the divine subject is in reality human, the greater
is the apparent difference between God and man,;
that is, the more, by reflection on religion, by theol-
ogy, is the identity of the divine and human denied,
and the human, considered as such, is depreciated.!
The reason of this is, that as what is positive in the
conception of the divine being can only be human,
the conception of man, as an object of consciousness
can only be negative. To enrich God, man must be-
come poor; that God may be all, man must be noth-
ing. But he desires to be nothing in himself, because
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what he takes from himself is not lost to him, since
it is preserved in God. Man has his being in God,
why then should he have it in himself? Where is the
necessity of positing the same thing twice, of having
it twice? What man withdraws from himself, what
he renounces in himself, he only enjoys in an incom-
parably higher and fuller measure in God.

The monks made a vow of chastity to God;
they mortified the sexual passion in themselves, but
therefore they had in Heaven, in the Virgin Mary,
the image of woman—an image of love. They could
the more easily dispense with real woman, in pro-
portion as an ideal woman was an object of love to
them. The greater the importance they attached to
the denial of sensuality, the greater the importance
of the Heavenly Virgin for them: she was to them in
the place of Christ, in the stead of God. The more the
sensual tendencies are renounced, the more sensual
is the God to whom they are sacrificed. For whatever
is made an offering to God has an especial value at-
tached to it; in it God is supposed to have especial
pleasure. That which is the highest in the estimation
of man, is naturally the highest in the estimation of
his God—what pleases man, pleases God also. The
Hebrews did not offer to Jehovah unclean, ill-con-
ditioned animals; on the contrary, those which they
most highly prized, which they themselves ate, were
also the food of God (cibus Dei, Levit. iii. 2.) Wher-
ever, therefore, the denial of the sensual delights is
made a special offering, a sacrifice well-pleasing to
God, there the highest value is attached to the sens-
es, and the sensuality which has been renounced is
unconsciously restored, in the fact that God takes
the place of the material delights which have been
renounced. The nun weds herself to God; she has
a heavenly bridegroom, the monk a heavenly bride.
But the heavenly virgin is only a sensible presen-
tation of a general truth, having relation to the es-
sence of religion. Man denies as to himself only
what he attributes to God. Religion abstracts from
man, from the world; but it can only abstract from
the limitations, from the phenomena, in short, from
the negative, not from the essence, the positive, of
the world and humanity: hence, in the very abstrac-
tion and negation it must recover that from which
it abstracts, or believes itself to abstract. And thus,
in reality, whatever religion consciously denies—al-
ways supposing that what is denied by it is some-

thing essential, true, and consequently incapable of
being ultimately denied—it unconsciously restores
in God. Thus, in religion man denies his reason; of
himself he knows nothing of God, his thoughts are
only worldly, earthly; he can only believe what God
reveals to him. But on this account the thoughts of
God are human, earthly thoughts: like man, He has
plans in His mind, he accommodates himself to cir-
cumstances and grades of intelligence, like a tutor
with his pupils; he calculates closely the effect of
his gifts and revelations; he observes man in all his
doings; he knows all things, even the most earthly,
the commonest, the most trivial. In brief, man in re-
lation to God denies his own knowledge, his own
thoughts, that he may place them in God. Man gives
up his personality; but in return, God, the Almighty,
infinite, unlimited being, is a person; he denies hu-
man dignity, the human ego; but in return God is
to him a selfish, egoistical being, who in all things
seeks only Himself, his own honour, his own ends;
he represents God as simply seeking the satisfaction
of his own selfishness, while yet He frowns on that
of every other being; his God is the very luxury of
egoism. Religion further denies goodness as a qual-
ity of human nature; man is wicked, corrupt, inca-
pable of good; but on the other hand, God is only
good—the Good Being. Man’s nature demands as
an object goodness, personified as God; but is it not
hereby declared that goodness is an essential tenden-
cy of man? If my heart is wicked, my understand-
ing perverted, how can I perceive and feel the holy
to be holy, the good to be good? Could I perceive
the beauty of a fine picture, if my mind were aes-
thetically an absolute piece of perversion? Though
I may not be a painter, though I may not have the
power of producing what is beautiful myself, I must
yet have aesthetic feeling, aesthetic comprehen-
sion, since I perceive the beauty that is presented
to me externally. Either goodness does not exist at
all for man, or, if it does exist, therein is revealed
to the individual man the holiness and goodness of
human nature. That which is absolutely opposed
to my nature, to which I am united by no bond of
sympathy, is not even conceivable or perceptible by
me. The Holy is in opposition to me only as regards
the modifications of my personality, but as regards
my fundamental nature it is in unity with me. The
Holy is a reproach to my sinfulness; in it I recognise
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myself as a sinner; but in so doing, while I blame
myself, I acknowledge what I am not, but ought to
be, and what, for that very reason, I, according to
my destination, can be; for an “ought” which has
no corresponding capability, does not affect me, is a
ludicrous chimaera without any true relation to my
mental constitution. But when I acknowledge good-
ness as my destination, as my law, [ acknowledge it,
whether consciously or unconsciously, as my own
nature. Another nature than my own, one different
in quality, cannot touch me. I can perceive sin as
sin, only when I perceive it to be a contradiction of
myself with myself—that is, of my personality with
my fundamental nature. As a contradiction of the
absolute, considered as another being, the feeling of
sin is inexplicable, unmeaning. ...

As with the doctrine of the radical corruption of
human nature, so is it with the identical doctrine,
that man can do nothing good, i.e., in truth, noth-
ing of himself—by his own strength. For the denial
of human strength and spontaneous moral activity
to be true, the moral activity of God must also be
denied; and we must say, with the oriental nihilist
or pantheist: the Divine being is absolutely without
will or action, indifferent, knowing nothing of the
discrimination between evil and good. But he who
defines God as an active being, and not only so, but
as morally active and morally critical,—as a be-
ing who loves, works, and rewards good, punishes,
rejects, and condemns evil,—he who thus defines
God, only in appearance denies human activity, in
fact making it the highest, the most real activity. He
who makes God act humanly, declares human activ-
ity to be divine; he says: a god who is not active,
and not morally or humanly active, is no god; and
thus he makes the idea of the Godhead dependent on
the idea of activity, that is, of human activity, for a
higher he knows not.

Man—this is the mystery of religion—projects
his being into objectivity, and then again makes him-
self an object to this projected image of himself thus
converted into a subject; he thinks of himself, is an
object to himself, but as the object of an object, of
another being than himself. Thus here. Man is an ob-
ject to God. That man is good or evil is not indiffer-
ent to God; no! He has a lively, profound interest in
man’s being good; he wills that man should be good,
happy—for without goodness there is no happiness.

Thus the religious man virtually retracts the nothing-
ness of human activity, by making his dispositions
and actions an object to God, by making man the
end of God—for that which is an object to the mind
is an end in action; by making the divine activity a
means of human salvation. God acts, that man may
be good and happy. Thus man, while he is appar-
ently humiliated to the lowest degree, is in truth ex-
alted to the highest. Thus, in and through God, man
has in view himself alone. It is true that man places
the aim of his action in God, but God has no other
aim of action than the moral and eternal salvation of
man: thus man has in fact no other aim than himself.
The divine activity is not distinct from the human.

How could the divine activity work on me as its
object, nay, work in me, if it were essentially differ-
ent from me; how could it have a human aim, the aim
of ameliorating and blessing man, if it were not itself
human? Does not the purpose determine the nature
of the act? When man makes his moral improvement
an aim to himself, he has divine resolutions, divine
projects; but also, when God seeks the salvation of
man, He has human ends and a human mode of ac-
tivity, corresponding to these ends. Thus in God man
has only his own activity as an object. But, for the
very reason that he regards his own activity as ob-
jective, goodness only as an object, he necessarily
receives the impulse, the motive, not from himself,
but from this object. He contemplates his nature as
external to himself, and this nature as goodness; thus
it is self-evident, it is mere tautology to say, that the
impulse to good comes only from thence where he
places the good.

God is the highest subjectivity of man abstracted
from himself; hence man can do nothing of himself,
all goodness comes from God. The more subjective
God is, the more completely does man divest him-
self of his subjectivity, because God is, per se, his
relinquished self, the possession of which he how-
ever again vindicates to himself. As the action of the
arteries drives the blood into the extremities, and the
action of the veins brings it back again, as life in
general consists in a perpetual systole and diastole;
so is it in religion. In the religious systole man pro-
pels his own nature from himself, he throws himself
outward; in the religious diastole he receives the re-
jected nature into his heart again. God alone is the
being who acts of himself,—this is the force of re-



156 ® THE PROBLEMS OF PHILOSOPHY

pulsion in religion; God is the being who acts in me,
with me, through me, upon me, for me, is the prin-
ciple of my salvation, of my good dispositions and
actions, consequently my own good principle and
nature,—this is the force of attraction in religion.
The course of religious development which has
been generally indicated, consists specifically in
this, that man abstracts more and more from God,
and attributes more and more to himself. This is
especially apparent in the belief in revelation. That
which to a later age or a cultured people is given
by nature or reason, is to an earlier age, or to a yet
uncultured people, given by God. Every tendency of
man, however natural—even the impulse to cleanli-
ness, was conceived by the Israelites as a positive
divine ordinance. From this example we again see
that God is lowered, is conceived more entirely on
the type of ordinary humanity, in proportion as man
detracts from himself. How can the self-humiliation
of man go further than when he disclaims the ca-
pability of fulfilling spontaneously the requirements
of common decency? The Christian religion, on the
other hand, distinguished the impulses and passions
of man according to their quality, their character; it
represented only good emotions, good dispositions,

good thoughts, as revelations, operations—that is,
as dispositions, feelings, thoughts,—of God; for
what God reveals is a quality of God himself: that
of which the heart is full, overflows the lips, as is
the effect such is the cause, as the revelation, such
the being who reveals himself. A God who reveals
himself in good dispositions is a God whose essen-
tial attribute is only moral perfection. The Christian
religion distinguishes inward moral purity from
external physical purity; the Israelites identified
the two.l! In relation to the Israelitish religion, the
Christian religion is one of criticism and freedom.
The Israelite trusted himself to do nothing except
what was commanded by God; he was without will
even in external things; the authority of religion ex-
tended itself even to his food. The Christian religion,
on the other hand, in all these external things, made
man dependent on himself, i.e., placed in man what
the Israelite placed out of himself, in God. Israel
is the most complete presentation of positivism in
religion. In relation to the Israelite, the Christian is
an esprit fort, a free-thinker. Thus do things change.
What yesterday was still religion, is no longer such
to-day; and what to-day is atheism, to-morrow will
be religion.

Ludwig Feuerbach. The Essence of Christianity. Trans. Marian Evans. London: J. Chapman, 1854.



