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| nt roducti on

The topic of "Psychoanal ysis and Thei snf suggests two distinct questions. First,
what is the inport, if any, of psychoanalytic theory for the truth or falsity of
t hei sn? And furthernore, what was the attitude of Freud, the man, toward beli ef
in God? It nust be borne in mnd that psychol ogi cal explanations of any sort as
to why people believe in God are subject to an inportant caveat. Even if they
are true, such explanations are not entitled to beg the follow ng different
question: Is religious belief justified by pertinent evidence or argunent,
whatever its notivational inspiration? Freud' s usage, as well as stylistic
reasons of ny own, pronpt nme to use the ternms "religion” and "theism nore or

| ess interchangeably, although in other contexts the notion of religion is, of
course, nore inclusive.

Freud declared hinself to be an atheist. But | submt that when he offered his
psychol ogi cal account of religious allegiances, he did not succunb to the
tenptation of arguing for atheism by begging the question. He understood all too
wel | that a purely psychol ogi cal explanation - however unflattering - of why
peopl e enbrace Judaism Christianity or Islamdoes not itself suffice to

di scredit theism Therefore, | claim he did not fall prey to the well-known
genetic fallacy, which is often called "the reductionismof nothing but."” As he
hi nsel f pointed out, those who conmit this error overlook that the validity or
invalidity of a doctrine as well as its truth or falsity are still left open by
t he psychol ogi cal causes of its espousal. Thus, in a section on "The

Phi | osophi cal Interest of Psychoanal ysis," Freud wote:

[ Pl sycho-anal ysis can indicate the subjective and individual notives behind
phi | osophi cal theories which have ostensibly sprung frominpartial |ogica
work. . . . It is not the business of psycho-analysis [itself], however, to
undertake. . . criticism[of these theories]. . . for. . . the fact that
[the acceptance of] a theory is psychologically determ ned does not in the
| east invalidate its scientific truth., (SE 1913, 13: 179)1

Li ke Ni etzsche before him Freud had beconme an atheist in his student days.?2
Then, in 1901, at the age of 45, he offered his first published psychiatric
di agnosis of religion as an obsessional neurosis. He did so in order to
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illustrate his psychol ogi cal account of superstition (SE 1901, 6: 2589). As for

the credibility of theism he had reached a dismal verdict: "it is precisely the
el enents. . . which have the task of solving the riddles of the universe and of
reconciling us to the sufferings of life - it is precisely those el enents that

are the least well authenticated of any" (SE 1927, 21. 27). But note how car eful



he was to stress the logical priority of his atheismvis-a-vis his psychol ogy of
t hei sm

Not hi ng that | have said here against the truth-value of religion needed
the support of psycho-analysis; it had been said by others |ong before

anal ysis cane into existence. If the application of the psycho-analytic

met hod nakes it possible to find a new argunent agai nst the truths of
religion, tant pis [so nmuch the worse] for religion; but defenders of
religion will by the sane right nmake use of psychoanalysis in order to give
full value to the affective significance of religious doctrines. (SE 1927,

21: 37)
In the same vein, he declared: "All | have done - and this is the only thing
that is newin ny exposition - is to add sone psychol ogi cal foundation to the

[evidential] criticisnms of ny great predecessors"” (SE 1927,21. 35).

Apparently, Freud will be walking a tightrope. As we saw, he was very nuch aware
that it is one thing to provide a psychogenesis of religious belief, and quite
anot her to appraise that belief epistenologically, with a viewto estimating its
truth value. Yet, as he just told us, he also clained that, after all, the
psychogenesi s of theismcan have a suppl enentary phil osophical bearing on the
question of the truth or falsity of religion. And he sees his own contribution
to the debate as being one of elucidating precisely that supplenmentary inport.
Hence, if we are to exam ne the philosophical case that Freud tries to nmake for
atheism we nust first consider the evidential nmerit of the explanatory
psychol ogi cal hypot heses on which his psychogenetic portrait of religion relies.

My first task will be to develop the purely psychol ogical content of Freud' s
theory of religion, but with a view to passing an epi stenol ogi cal judgnent on
its maj or psychol ogi cal assunptions. These pivotal hypotheses are of three nmain
sorts. Yet, only two of these sorts are psychoanalytic in the technical sense.
Thus, only two-thirds of Freud' s psychol ogy of religion depends on the epistemc
fortunes of his psychoanal ytic enterprise. Later, | shall endeavor to articul ate
and appraise his sophisticated effort to harness his psychogenetic account of
theismin the service of his irreligious philosophical agenda.

Freud's Psychogenesis of Religion

A short book entitled The Future of an Illusion is one of Freud' s several nmjor
witings on religion (SE 1927,21: 3-56). Just what clains did he nmake about
belief in God by characterizing it as an "illusion"? As he tells us "we call a
belief an illusion when a wsh-fulfilnment is a promnent factor inits

notivation, and in doing so we disregard its relation to reality, just as the
illusion itself sets no store by verification" (SE 1927,21: 31). Thus, this
sense of the term"illusion"” is both psychogenetic and epistenological. It
requires that the wish-fulfilling character of the belief-content be an

i nportant notivating factor in its acceptance, whereas the availability of
supporting evidence played no such psychogenetic role. In brief, Freud calls a
belief an illusion, just when it is inspired by wi shes rather than by awareness
of sone evidential warrant for it. Hence, as he uses the label, it is
psychol ogi cal |y descriptive but epistenologically derogatory.



Yet clearly, it is then still an enpirical question of actual fact whether any

given illusion, thus defined, is true or false. Sonmeone's w sh-inspired belief
to have bought a winning ticket to the Pennsylvania |ottery may well be
pat hetically ill-founded, but just may turn out to be true after all

Chri st opher Col unbus's conviction that he had di scovered a new, shorter sea-
route to the orient was at once wish-inspired and false. In the vast majority of
cases, mddle-class girls who have believed that a prince charmng will cone and
marry them were concocting nere fantasies. Yet, in a few instances, this hope
was not dashed. Hence Freud points out (SE 1927,21: 30-1) that an illusion is

not necessarily false. Nor is a false belief necessarily illusory. For exanple,
the belief that the earth is flat may be induced mainly by inadequate
observations, rather than by wishes. To qualify as an illusion, even a false

belief needs to have been pronpted mainly by a wish, rather than by known
evi dence.

There is an inportant subclass of false illusions whose generating w shes are
conpl ex enough to include unconscious desires. For exanple, according to Freud's
theory of paranoia, the false notions of persecution entertained by a paranoiac
are held to be inspired by repressed honosexual w shes, and by the operation of
two unconsci ous defense nechani snms. Freud uses the term"delusion” to refer to
such psychogenetically conplex false illusions (SE 1927, 21: 31,81; 1911, 12:
59-65; 1915, 14: 263-72; 1922, 18: 225-30). Thus, he al so speaks of del usions of
j eal ousy, del usions of grandeur, and the del usions associ ated with heterosexual

erotomania.] In brief, every delusion is a false illusion, generated by

requi sitely conplex wi shes. Thus, a false illusion can fail to qualify as a
delusion, if the desires that inspire it lack the stated psychogenetic

conpl exity. But how do both illusions and delusions matter in Freud' s phil osophy

of religion? They do, because the nub of his own phil osophical argunent for
atheismw Il turn out to be the attenpt to denonstrate the follow ng: The
theistic religions are delusions, rather than just illusions; in fact, they are
mass delusions in inportant parts of the world.

It is to be borne in mnd that these two technical notions differ inportantly

fromthe senses of "illusion"” and "del usion" encountered in the Psychiatric
Dictionary' published by the Oxford Universitv Press. By contrast to Freud's
wi sh. . laden notion of "illusion,"” the Oxford Psychiatric Dictional)l uses the

same termto denote a fal se sense perception produced by a real externa
stinmulus, as in the case of some mrages. Thus, when a straight pencil or glass
tube is partially inmrersed in water, we have the so-called visual illusion that
t he subnerged portion has bent and forns an angle with its free upper part,
though it is actually still straight. In virtue of thus being induced by a real
stimulus, an illusion in Oxford parlance differs froma hallucinatory sensation,
whi ch has no source in the subject's environment, but is produced endogenously.

Evidently, the Oxford sense of "illusion" requires that the perceptual 1y i nduced
bel i ef be false, whereas Freud' s wi sh-laden notion does not insist on a generic
attribution of falsity. And instead of requiring a particular external physical
object to be the eliciting cause, his concept calls for a psychol ogi cal state.
Later, when we address Freud's phil osophical aim we shall see just how the
definition of "delusion” in the Oxford Psychiatric D ctionary; seriously

di verges fromhis, no less than its notion of illusion does. In Oxford parl ance,
it is amtter of definition that there cannot be any mass del usions, but only

i di osyncratic ones.



By saying that Freud' s psychogenetic portrait of theismdepicts it as a
collection of "illusions,” we have so far nerelv scratched its surface. That
portrayal has at |east two other nmjor features.

1. The relevant illusions pertain to the fulfillnment of those tinme-honored and
wi dely shared human yearnings that the theol ogian Paul Tillich dubbed "ultimte
concerns." Thus, in this context, Freud' s accent was not on illusions - however
strong - that are entertained only tenporarily, or by only a relatively small
nunber of people, .let alone on nore or less idiosyncratic ones. A purely w sh -
inspired belief that your favorite teamw |l win the Super Bow does qualify as
an illusion in the Freudian sense. But this illusion is both denographically and
tenporally parochial. By contrast, his theory of religion clains inportance for
evidentially ill-founded beliefs that envision actual "fulfilnments of the

ol dest, strongest and nost urgent w shes of mankind" (SE 1927,21: 30). As he
tells us, these beliefs, though still w despread today, were already held by
"our wretched, ignorant, and downtrodden ancestors” (SE 1927,21: 33). These
forebears, we know, did not have the joys of Anerican football. Therefore, we
can refer to the sort of illusion already entertained by our ignorant, primtive
ancestors as "archaic," if not as venerable.

2. A further, even nore inportant psychol ogical earmark of theism in Freud's
view, is that this doctrine is engendered by the cooperation or synergi sm of
three significantly different sorts of powerful, relentless wi shes. And for each
of this trio of wishes, he offers a distinct scenario that specifies their
content and node of operation. Hence let us consider the relevant triad of

hypot heses in turn.

As he points out (SE 1927,21: 33), the first set of these psychogenetic
assunptions features wi sh-notives that are |largely conscious or "manifest,"

i nstead of being the repressed wi shes postul ated by psychoanal ytic theory.
Accordingly, this conponent of Freud's triadic psychology of religion does not
rely on any of his technical psychoanal ytic teachings. But what are the rel evant
archai c consci ous w shes? He expl ai ns el oquent|y:

[T]he terrifying inpression of hel pl essness in chil dhood aroused the need
for protection - for protection through |love - which was provided by the
father; and the recognition that this hel pl essness |lasts throughout life
made it necessary to cling to the existence of a father, but this tine a
nore powerful one. Thus the benevolent rule of a divine Providence allavs
our fear of the dangers of life; the establishnment of a noral worl d-order
ensures the fulfilnment of the demands of justice, which have so often
remai ned unfulfilled in human civilization; and the prolongation of earthly
exi stence in a future life provides the | ocal and tenporal framework in
whi ch these wish-fulfilnments shall take place. Answers to the riddles that
tenpt the curiosity of man, such as how the universe. began or what the
relation is between body and m nd, are developed in conformty with the
under | yi ng assunptions of this system (SE 1927, 21: 30)

Under st andabl y, therefore, the protector, creator and | awgiver are all rolled
into one. No wonder, says Freud (SE 1933, 22: 163-4), that, in one and the sane
breat h, | nmanuel Kant coupled the starry heavens above, and the noral law within
as both being awe-inspiring. After all, Freud asks rhetorically, "what have the
heavenly bodies to do with the question of whether one human creature |oves

anot her or kills hinP" And he answers: "the sanme father (or parental agency)



whi ch gave the child Iife and guarded hi magainst its perils, taught himas well
what he mi ght do and what he nust | eave undone"” (SE 1933, 22: 164).

Therefore, Freud deens ~t to be' quite natural that man is receptive to the
psychol ogi cal subordi nation inherent in conpliance with authority, especially
authority that is claimed to derive fromGd. In this vein, Freud would
presumably say that the Roman Catholic clergy astutely potentiates the religious
fealty of its faithful by requiring themto call its priests "Father,"” to refer
to the Pope as "the Holy Father,” and to the Church itself as "Holy Mt her
Church." Again, Freud m ght adduce that when parents are asked by their children
to give a reason for their commands, nmany an exasperated, if not authoritarian,
not her or father will answer with finality: "Because!"™ No wonder, then, that
religious systens too can secure the acqui escence of their believers, if they
teach that the will of God is nysterious or inscrutable, and that sone of their
tenets transcend human understanding. In sum it is one of Freud' s recurrent
psychol ogi cal contentions that theisminfantilizes adults by reinforcing the
childish residues in their mnds (SE 1927, 21: 49; 1930, 21: 85).

But even the |iberal Catholic theol ogian Hans Kting goes so far as to say: "A
religions have in common the periodical childlike surrender to a Provider or
provi ders who di spense earthly fortune as well as spiritual health."6

The notivational account cited fromFreud thus far is not predicated on
psychoanal ytic theory. Small wonder, therefore, that it was |largely antici pated
by earlier thinkers. At about age 18, Freud studi ed phil osophy with Franz

Brent ano. Thereby he was exposed to the ideas of the early nineteenthcentury
Ger man at hei st-theol ogi an Ludw g Feuerbach,1 whose witings made a | asting

i npression on him According to Feuerbach's psychol ogi cal projection theory, it
was man who created God in his own inmage, rather than conversely. Being
dependent on external nature, and beset by the slings and arrows of outrageous
fortune, man projects his cravings and fantasies outward onto the cosnpbs into a
figment of his own inagination.

Feuer bach took it to be the task of his atheistic theology to denystify
religious beliefs by showwng in detail how God was an object "of the heart's
necessity, not of the mnd' s freedom" Freud (SE 1927, 21: 35, 37) used
psychoanal ysis to yield a further denystification by specifying additional,
repressed feelings of human dependency on a father figure that woul d enhance the
substance and credibility of Feuerbach's psychol ogical reconstruction of
religious history.

Li kewi se strongly influenced by Feuerbach, Karl Marx wote: "Religion. . . is .
the protest against real distress. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed
creature, the heart of a heartless world, just as it is the spirit of an
unspiritual situation. It is the opiumof the people.,,9 In Narx's tine, opium
was the nost avail abl e painkiller and could be bought w thout any prescription.
As he uses the nane of this drug, its neaning is |largely descriptive rather than
pejorative. But Marx appreciated insufficiently that an inpoverished ni neteenth-
century industrial proletariat and peasantry are not the only groups in society
that crave supernatural consolation for the trials and tribulations of life.
Freud took into account, nmuch nore than Marx did, that a good many of the rich
and privileged in society also seek religious refuge fromthe bl ows of
exi stence. At least to this extent, Freud was cl oser to Feuerbach's view than



Marx was. Recently, Sidney Hook drew a germane conpari son between Feuerbach and
Mar x, decl aring Feuerbach to have been "nore profound”:

[When Marx says, "Religion is the opiumof the people,” he is really
echoi ng Feuerbach. In Feuerbach's day it wasn't a disgrace to take opium
It was a nedicine, an anodyne. It was the only thing people had to relieve
their pain. Feuerbach was really inplying that under any systemthere wl|
be tragedy, heartache, failure, and frustration. Religion, for him(he
regarded humani sm and even atheismas a religion), serves that function [of
relieving distress] in every society. Marx ridiculed this view because he
was nore optimstic than Feuerbach. He believed that science would sol ve
not only the problem of economc scarcity but all human problens that arise
fromit. He ignored other human probl ens. Feuerbach seens to ne to be nore
realistic about nost human beings.| O

I nsof ar as Freud' s psychogenetic portrayal of religion depicts it as the product
of conscious w shes, his account draws, | submt, not only on Feuerbach, but

al so on comon~sense psychol ogy. After all, at least prima facie, it is rather a
commonpl ace that people seek to avoid anxiety, and that they therefore tend to
wel cone the replacenent of threatening beliefs by reassuring ones. Hence, for
brevity, we can refer to this conponent of Freud's triadic psychol ogy of
religion as "the common-sense hypothesis,” which is not to say, however, that it
is obviously true. Each of the other two conponents of his trinity is a set of
psychoanal ytic cl ainms, asserting the operation of repressed notives. And yet
they differ fromeach other, because one of themrelies on Freud' s theory of the
psychosexual devel opnent of the human individual, while the other consists of

et hnopsychol ogi cal and psychohi storical averrals pertaining to the evol ution of
our species as a whole. Accordingly, we shall |abel the psychoanal ytic
assunptions relating to the individual as "ontogenetic," but wll refer to the
et hnopsychol ogi ca! ones as "phyl ogenetic."

As previously enphasized, the legitimcy of any psychogenetic portrait of
religious creeds depends on the evidential nerit of the explanatory
psychol ogi cal hypot heses adduced by it. Even the conmobnsense conponent of
Freud's triad is subject to this careat. Invoking the criticisnms of his great
predecessors, he took it for granted that there is no cogency in any of the
argunments for the existence of God offered by believers. But he coupled this
phi | osophi cal judgnent with the daring notivational claimthat the faithful who
nonet hel ess adduce such proofs had not, in fact, thenselves been decisively
noved by them when giving assent to theism |Instead, he naintained,

psychol ogically this assent is enotional or affective in origin:

Where questions of religion are concerned, people are guilty of every
possi bl e sort of dishonesty and intellectUal m sdenmeanor. Phil osophers
stretch the nmeaning of words until they retain scarcely anything of their
original sense. They give the nane of "god" to sone vague abstraction which
they have created for thensel ves; having done so. .. they can even boast
that they have recogni zed a higher, purer concept of God, notw thstanding
that their God is now nothing nore than an insubstantial shadow and no

| onger the m ghty personality of religious doctrines. (SE 1927, 21: 32)

In brief, he is telling us that, notivationally, the dialectical excogitations
of fered as exi stence proofs are post hoc rationalizations in which an el aborate



intellectUal fa<;ade takes the place of the deep-seated w shes that actually

per suaded the theol ogi ans. Speaking epigranmatically in another context, Freud
gquotes Fal staff as saying that reasons are "as plenty as bl ackberries” (SE 1914,
14: 24). Hence, Freud could not have disagreed nore with Edward G bbon, who
reversed the order of notivational priority as follows, though perhaps only

t ongue-i n- cheek:

Qur curiosity is natUrally pronpted to inquire by what neans the Christian
faith obtained so remarkable a victory over the established religions of
the earth. To this inquiry an obvious but satisfactory answer may be
returned; that it was owing to the convincing evidence of the doctrine
itself, and to the ruling providence of its great Author. But as truth and
reason seldomfind so favourable a reception in the world, and as the

wi sdom of Provi dence frequently condescends to use the passions of the
human heart, and the general circunstances of mankind, as instrunents to
execute its purpose, we may still be permtted, though with becon ng

subm ssion, to ask, not indeed what were the first, but what were the
secondary causes of the rapid growmh of the Christian church? |

It would seemto be basically a matter of enpirical psychol ogi cal fact whether
t he conmon-sense constituent of Freud's psychogenetic portrait of religionis
sound. Yet, it is not clear how to design a cogent test even of this hypothesis.
For note that the required design needs to have two epistem c capabilities as
follows: (lI) It needs to yield evidence bearing on the validity of the
functional explanation of religious belief as being anxiety-reducing; presunably
this explanation postul ates sone kind of stabilizing psychic servo-nmechani sm
that reacts honeostatically to psychol ogical threat. Furthernore, (2) the
required test needs to be at |east able to rank-order the intensity of the w sh
to escape fromanxiety, as conpared to the notivational persuasiveness of the

t heol ogi cal existence proofs. Perhaps oscillating anxieties of believers who
went through cycles of doubt and belief have al ready gone sone way toward
nmeeting the first condition by MIIl"'s nethod of conconmitant variations. In any
case, it would seemthat an explicitly fideist belief in the existence of God -
whi ch avowedly is not based on any argunents - calls for psychol ogica

expl anation in terns of w sh-notives. The second requirenent, however, seens to
be a tall order indeed, although it does not warrant putting a cap on the
ingenuity of potential enpirical investigators. It too nust be net, because of
Freud's bold claimthat even the best of the argunents for the existence of God
woul d not have convinced the great m nds who advanced them unless stronger
tacit wishes had carried the day, or had pronpted these intellects to
prevaricate. But note that, so far, Freud's portrayal of the notives for
religious belief has studiously refrained fromclaimng that this belief is

fal se.

[ ... ]

Let us turn to the two psychoanal ytic ingredients of Freud's triad, consisting
of his ontogeny and phyl ogeny of theism In their case, we nmust ask, | claim
even whet her there is good evidence for the existence of the repressed w shes
postul ated by them Insofar as even the very existence of these hidden desires
IS questionable, one remains |ess than convinced, when told that they
contributed significantly to the initial genesis and | ater persistence of
religi ous creeds.



It is a mpjor tenet of Freudian theory that psychopathology is rooted in the
psychic conflict created by unsuccessfully repressed desires. CGuided by this
nodel of nental disorder, his ontogeny and phyl ogeny di agnose religion as a

m xture of syndrones, featuring oedipal, paranoid, and obsessional elenents. Yet
he explicitly allowed that there are several interesting differences between,
say, the illusions of a paranoiac and religious beliefs. For exanple, the
specifics of the former are idiosyncratic, while the latter are usually shared,
sonmetinmes even widely (SE 1907,9: 119-20; 1927,21: 43-4). Let us now consider,
in turn, sone of the highlights of the ontogeny and the phyl ogeny.

In 1901, in his Psychopathol ogy of Everyday Life, Freud traced superstitions to
unconsci ous causes (SE 1901, 6: 258-60). The psychol ogi cal nmechani sm operative
here, we are told (SE 1913, 13: 92), is that of transnuting feelings and

i mpul ses into external agencies by projection or displacenent.

[ Pl sycho-anal ysis can al so say sonet hing new about the quality of the
unconsci ous notives that find expression in superstition. It can be

recogni zed nost clearly in neurotics suffering from obsessional thinking or
obsessi onal states - people who are often of high intelligence _

that superstition derives from suppressed hostile and cruel inpulses
[footnote omtted]. Superstitionis in large part the expectation of
troubl e; and a person who has harboured frequent evil w shes agai nst

ot hers, but has been brought up to be good and has therefore repressed such
wi shes into the unconscious, wll be especially ready to expect punishnent
for his unconscious w ckedness in the formof trouble threatening himfrom
wi t hout. (SE 1901, 6: 260)

Obsessi onal neurosis features relentlessly intrusive, anxiety-producing

t houghts, rum nation, doubt and scruples, as well as repetitive inpulses to
perform such acts as cerenonials, counting, hand washi ng, checking, etc. One

m ght include here perhaps the reported practice of a world-fanmous |ogician to
cover his handwitten address on envel opes with transparent nail polish as
prophyl axi s agai nst noi sture. The hypot hesi zed causes of a disorder X are said
to be the "etiology" of X. Derivatively, the term"etiology" is also used to
refer to the pertinent causal hypothesi>", rather than to the presuned causes
t hensel ves.

[ ... ]

Freud' s psychopat hol ogi cal ontogeny of theismis not confined to obsessional
neurosi s. He thought that the Cedi pus "conplex constitutes the nucleus of al
neur oses" (SE 1913, 13: 157, 129). Thus, we |earn, the pathogens of obsessi onal
neurosis are interwoven with those of the Cedi pus conplex. In its so-called
"conpl ete"” form of anbival ence toward each parent, that conplex is produced by
the conflict between affectionate sexual feelings, on the one hand, and hostile
aggressive feelings of rivalry, on the other, which are entertained toward both
parents in the psyche of all children between the ages of three and six.12 The
speci al focus of these affects is the powerful, protective and yet threatening
father, who has replaced the nother in her initial role of providing food and
protection (SE 1927,21: 24). Being too disturbing to be entertai ned consciously,
these enotions are repressed. 13 It may be asked at once how the oedi pal conflict
can be deened pathogenically relevant, if all people experience it in childhood,
while only sone becone strikingly neurotic. The Freudian answer is that people



do differ in regard to their success in resolving the infantile OCedi pus conpl ex
(SE 1925, 20: 55-6). But sone anbival ence toward the father figure lingers on
i nto adul t hood.

Hence the cosmic projection and exaltation of this authority figure as a Deity
in publicly approved fashion has an enornous appeal. As Freud puts it: "it is an
enornous relief to the individual psyche if the conflicts of its chil dhood
arising fromthe father-conplex - conflicts which it has never wholly overcone -
are renoved fromit and brought to a solution which is universally accepted" (SE
1927, 21: 30). By the sane token, a true child-father relationship is achieved,
once polytheismyields to nonotheismafter man "creates for hinself the gods
whom he dreads, whom he seeks to propitiate, and whom he neverthel ess entrusts
with his own protection" (SE 1927,21: 24).

I ndeed, the psychoanal ytically fathonmed, unconscious w shes of the adult's

resi dual QCedi pus conplex are held to conbine .~)" nergistical{y with the urgent
desire for relief fromthe conscious fears of enduring vulnerability, fears
which are life-long intensifications of the child s dread of hel pl essness (SE
1927, 21: 23-4). The product is the belief in an omipotent God, who is thought
to love any of us, even if no one el se does.

[ .. . ]

But what are the actual enpirical credentials of Freud' s sexual etiology of
obsessi onal neurosis, and of his oedipal ontogel Z)' of theisn? In the context of
the conjugal famly, this oedipal plot calls for not only an erotic |ove-hate
triangle prior to the age of six, but also a redenptive denouenent of the
guiltl aden parricidal wi sh by projective exaltation of the father into God. It
is a clear noral of nmv recent bookl4 that, far from having good enpirica
support, at best these obsessional and oedi pal hypot heses have yet to be
adequately tested, even prior to their use in a psychology of religion. A
fortiori, the psychoanal ytic ontogeny of theismstill |acks evidential warrant,
with the possible exception of the psychogenesis of the doctrine of the Virgin
Birth of Jesus. Until and unless there is nore warrant for the ontogeny, it is
surely at |east the better part of wisdomto place little explanatory reliance
on it, brilliantly suggestive though it may be.

But Freud was not content to confine hinself to explanatory reliance on the
consci ous quest for anxiety-reduction, and on his ontogeny of theism Rather, he
went on to devel op a psychoanal ytic phl ogeny of theism (SE 1913, 13: Essay |V,
146ff). In his view, this historical ethnopsychology is a valid extension of
psychoanal ysis. He reasoned as fol |l ows:

The obscure sense of guilt to which manki nd has been subject since
prehistoric tinmes, and which in sonme religions has been condensed into the
doctrine of primal guilt, of original sin, is probably the outcone of a

bl ood-guilt i ncurred by prehistoric man. In ny book Totem and Taboo (1912-
13) | have, follow ng clues given by Robertson Smth, Atkinson and Charles
Darwin, tried to guess the nature of this primal guilt, and | believe, too,
that the Christian doctrine of to-dav enables us to deduce it. If the Son
of God was obliged to sacrifice his |life to redeem mankind from ori gi na
sin, then by the [Mosaic] law of talion, the requital of like by |ike, that
sin nmust have been a killing, a nmurder. Nothing else could call for the
sacrifice of alife for its expiation. And if the original sin was an

of fence against God the Father, the primal crime of mankind nust have been



a parricide, the killing of the primal father of the primtive human horde,
whose memic image was later transfigured into a deity. (SE 1915, 14: 292-
3; cf. also SE 1939, 23: 130-1)

Yet there is still the question of how Freud conjectured the Illotive for the
inferred parricide. As he tells us: "Darwin deduced fromthe habits of the

hi gher apes that nmen, too, originally lived in conparatively small groups or
hordes [footnote omtted] within which the jeal ousy of the ol dest and strongest
mal e prevented sexual prom scuity" (SE 1913, 13: 125). In each of these hordes
or famlies, the dom nant mal e inposed such erotic restraint on his younger and
subordinate male rivals by controlling their sexual access to the wonen of the
clan. But this prohibition did not sit well with these rivals. Freud specul ates
that, driven by their ensuing hostility, and being canni bals, they banded
together into a brother clan to kill and eat their own father (SE 1913, 13: 141-
2). Yet they soon began to quarrel over the sexual spoils of his harem Thus,

t hey becane hi ghly anbi val ent about their parricidal achievenent. The nenory of
the homcide itself was repressed, and thereby generated guilt.

The resulting filial renmorse, in turn, issued in two major devel opnents: (1) the
del ayed enforcenent of the father's original edict against incestuous sex within
the clan made exogany mandatory, thereby generating the incest taboo (SE 1913,
13: 5-6), and (2) the prohibition of parricide turned into the expiatory
deification of the slain parent. As Freud put it: "the prinmal father, at once
feared and hated, revered and envi ed, becane the prototype of God hinself" (SE
1925, 20: 68).

Freud assuned that over the mllennia, our primtive ancestors re-enacted the
parricidal scenario countless times (SE 1939, 23: 81). And, as a convi nced
Lamar cki an, he believed that racial nenories of it, cunulatively registered by
our primtive ancestors - but subsequently repressed by them- were transmtted
to us by the inheritance of acquired characteristics. Jj Thus, at |east each
mal e has supposedly stored this phyl ogenetic |egacy in his unconscious,
including the resulting sense of collective guilt over the primal crinme (SE
1939, 23: 132). Hence, shortly before Freud' s death, he confidently announced
that "nmen have always known (in this special [Lamarckian] way) that they once
possessed a prinmal father and killed hinmt (SE 1939, 23: 101). He explicitly
credits the Scottish biblical scholar Robertson Smth and the anthropol ogi st J.
G Frazer wth the recognition that Christian Comunion is a residue of the
eating of the sacred totemanimal, which in turn appeared to Freud to hark back
to the eating of the slain primal father (SE 1925, 20: 68).

As he sees it, by conbining ethnography with psychoanal ysis, he has discerned a
third set of strong wi shes that unite synergistically with the other tW cl asses
of his triad, and nake the psychogenesis of belief in God-the-Father the nore

i nperative. Therefore he proclained: "W now observe that the store of religious
i deas includes not only wishfulfilnments but inportant historical recollections.
This concurrent influence of past and present nust give religion a truly

i nconpar abl e weal th of power" (SE 1927, 21: 42).

Mor eover, the ontogeny of the QOedi pus conplex is, at least in its earlier
stages, developnentally simlar to its conjectured phylogeny. And this
psychogenetic parallelismseened all the nore credible to Freud, because he saw
it as the psychol ogi cal counterpart of Ernst Haeckel's biogenetic | aw. According



to Haeckel, the enbryonic ontogeny of each animal, including nman, recapitul ates
t he nor phol ogi cal changes undergone by the successive ancestors of the species
during its phyl ogeny. No wonder that Freud felt entitled to regard the early
ont ogeneti c devel opnent of noral dispositions like renorse and guilt in each of
us as both a replica and a phyl ogenetic residue of the primal father conplex of
early man (SE 1923, 19: 37).

At this point, standing at the portal of death in 1939, Freud is ready to depl oy
his repressionetiology of neurosis, together with his ethnopsychol ogi ca
retrodictions. And he joins themto explain the characteristic irrationality of
traditional theismas follows:
A tradition that was based only on conmunication could not |ead to the
compul sive character that attaches to religious phenonena; It would be
listened to, judged, and perhaps dism ssed, |ike any other piece of
information fromoutside; it would never attain the privilege of being
i berated fromthe constraint of |ogical thought. It nust have undergone
the fate of being repressed, the condition of lingering in the unconscious,
before it is able to display such powerful effects on its return, to bring

the masses under its spell, as we have seen with astonishnent and hitherto
wi t hout conprehension in the case of religious tradition. (SE 1939, 23:
101)

As we |l earn on the sane page, the "return” of the religious tradition refers to
t he reawakeni ng of the repressed nenory of ancestral totem stic parricide. And
this reanimati on was supposedly effected by two epoch-maki ng epi sodes, each of
whi ch Freud clainmed to be historically authentic: First, the nurder of Mses by
t he anci ent Hebrews, who rebelled against his tyrannical inposition of the
intol erable prescriptions of nonotheism thereafter, "the supposed judici al
murder of Christ" (SE 1939, 23: 101).

Dari ng and i ngenious though it is, Freud s psychoanal ytic phyl ogeny of theismis
dubi ous, if only because it assunes a Lamarcki an inheritance of repressed raci al
menories. Furthernore, contrary to the uniformevolution of religions required
by his account, nore recent historical scholarship seens to call for

devel opmental pluriformty.16 And if there are such differences of religious
history, it becones nore difficult to sustain the historical authenticity of the
conmmon parricidal scenario postul ated by Freud' s phyl ogeny. Overall, Kiingl?7
enphasi zes that hitherto no prinordial religion has been found. I|ndeed, "the
sources necessary for a historical explanation of the origin of religion are
sinmply not avail able.” Meissner devotes a chapterl 8 to the scrutiny of Freud' s
psychoanal yti c phyl ogeny of Mosai c nonotheism Witing fromthe standpoint of

bi bl i cal archeol ogy, exegesis, and anthropol ogy, Meissner reaches the foll ow ng
verdi ct: "Subsequent years have subjected the whole area of biblical studies and
criticismto a radical revision that makes it clear that the fundanmental points
of view on which Freud based his synthetic reconstruction were thenselves faulty
and m sl eading." 19

Freud's Argunent for Atheism

Havi ng mai ntai ned that, psychogenetically, theistic beliefs are illusions, Freud
depl oys the follow ng dialectical strategy on behalf of atheism he ains to show
that religious illusions, in particular, are very probably fal se. For that

pur pose, he deens it relevant - rather than ad hom nem - to point out that
religious illusions, though still w despread, were already comonly held by our



ignorant, primtive ancestors. W shall designate any beliefs of such primtive
vintage as "archaic," for brevity.

Freud nmakes only very cursory nmention of the dread of the "evil eye" (SE 1919,

17: 240). But this belief is presumably archaic and still ranpant. According to
its adherents, the covetous gl ances of sonme persons have the nalignant power to
injure or kill people and aninmals, even involuntarily. Anong the G eeks and

Romans, as well as in the nusical Fiddler on the Roof, spitting was used as a
supposed antidote to the poison of the evil eye. Other gestures too - often
intentionally obscene ones - were regarded as prophylactics on neeting the

dr eaded poi sonous individual. By extension, praise for one's possessions or good
fortune was thought to be an onen of bad |uck. Thus, when | was a boy in

Ger many, even educated people who reported being in good health woul d
protectively hasten to add the German word "unberufen,” which literally means
"uncal l ed for" or "unauthorized." Not to be outdone by Gernmans, Anericans say
"knock wood" with equal prophylactic efficacy. Presumably, no one has ever run a
controll ed study to determ ne whether envious gl ances have the pernicious
effects envisaged in the evil eye doctrine. But it is safe to say that if there
were any such dire effects, the wealthy and successful of this world, who have
been known to dread evil eyes, would not fare nearly as well as they actually
do. Hence we may conclude that the archaic belief in the evil eye doctrine is
fal se.

How t hen does Freud invoke the archaic character of theismas a neans of

di screditing religious belief? He puts it as foll ows:
To assess the truth-value of religious doctrines does not lie within the
scope of the present enquiry. It is enough for us that we have recogni zed
them as being, in their psychol ogical nature, illusions. But we do not have
to conceal the fact that this discovery also strongly influences our
attitude to the question [of truthvalue] which nust appear to many to be
the nost inportant of all. We know approximately at what periods and by
what kind of nen religious doctrines were created. If in addition we
di scover the notives which led to this, our attitude to the problemof [the
truth of] religion will undergo a marked di spl acenent. W shall tel
ourselves that it would be very nice if there were a God who created the
wor |l d and was a benevol ent Providence, and if there were a noral order in
the universe and an after-life; but it is a very striking fact that al
this is exactly as we are bound to wish it to be. And it would be nore

remar kabl e still if our wetched, ignorant and downtrodden ancestors had
succeeded in solving all these difficult riddles of the universe. (SE 1927,
21: 33)

In context, the opening disclainmer in this statement as to the scope of his
inquiry is an ellipsis for his aforecited tribute to his atheistic predecessors.
Presumably, by "religious doctrines,” Freud neans here beliefs, including
totem sm and pol ytheism that eventuated in theism And, in view of the

phyl ogenetic history he postulated for theism that religious belief qualifies
as "archaic." Though the word "theisn was apparently coined in a book by
Cudworth as recently as 1678, the belief itself antedates the birth of Christ bv
nearly a mllennium at |east anong the Jews. In its traditional form it
asserts the existence of an omi potent, omiscient and omni benevol ent pat er nal
creator - at once i mmanent and transcendentwho i s accessible to persona
communi on with us. This divine being is to be respected, |oved and feared. In
fact, normally, conpliance with H s ethical demands hol ds out the prom se of



heaven, though there have been theists who disbelieved in personal inmortality.
On this construal, at |east sone forns of Buddhi smand Taoi sm do not teach
belief in the existence of God, as was noted by Suprene Court Justice Hugo L.
Black in a decision he wote in 1961. 20

To reconstruct the |logical framework of Freud's own case for atheism we can
encapsul ate his argunent in the follow ng syllogism (SE 1933, 22: 168; 1927, 21:

33):

Prem se 1: Al'l archaic, evidentially ill-supported illusions are very
probably fal se.

Prem se 2: Anvone's belief in theismis an archaic, evidentially ill-
supported il l usion.

Concl usi on: Anyone's belief in theismis very probably false.

Note that since Freudian illusions are, by definition, evidentially unwarranted,

the nodifying adjective "evidentially ill-supported” in the two premses is

redundant. But it is there for the sake of enphasis. Furthernore, observe that
by tal ki ng about the belief-states of all theists, both the second prem se and
the conclusion are, in effect,. making clains about all known versions of

theism except those that no one ever took seriously enough to believe them
Formal |y speaking, this syllogismis deductively valid, if we can regard
probable falsity as a property of sone beliefs. Hence the warrant for presum ng
its conclusion to be true depends, of course, on the epistemc nerits of the two
prem ses. In effect, the first prem se says that the world being what it is,
archaic illusions are, so to speak, too good to be true. The second prem se,
however, is a terse assertion of Freud s psychogenetic and epi stenol ogi ca

thesis that religious beliefs are indeed archaic illusions; it states that these
creeds were pronpted not by cogent evidence, but by the need to fulfill a trio
of "the ol dest, strongest, and nost urgent w shes of mankind" (SE 1927, 21: 30).
Freud is making use of the fact that a belief-state can be characterized
notivationally, while its content can be appraised as to the evidence for it, if
any, and also as to its truth-val ue.

Consider the first premse. It would seemthat he took it to be a legitimte

i nduction fromthe discreditation of various archaic illusions bv scientific
advances. But prima facie, one mght think that an exanple of his own fromthe
hi story of al cheny furnishes evidence against the universal claimof Premse 1,
which is that all archaic illusions are probably false. As he points out:
"Exanpl es of illusions which have proved true are not easy to find, but the
illusion of the alchem sts that all netals can be turned into gold m ght be one
of thenmt (SE 1927,21: 31). \Wen Freud allowed in 1927 that the w sh-inspired
guess of the al chem sts m ght perhaps be redeened after all, he was presunmably
referring to the transnutation of elenents known fromthe radi oactive decay of
nmetals of high atom c weight, such as uranium and thorium Though rel evant, |et
us ignore questions of practical and econonmic feasibility, and suppose that

all base netals can be turned into noble ones, as desired bv the al chem sts.
Then this state of affairs would not refute Freud' s first prem se, which clains
only that anv archaic illusion is verv like lv to "... " " be false, rather than
that it is categorically false. Besides, even the Geek and Egyptian al chem sts
of old probably towered in intellectual sophistication over the nenbers of

Darwi n's primal hordes. Hence even these early al chem sts presunably do not



qualify as primtive and wetched ancestors by Freud' s standards. And if not,
then the belief in alcheny - though psychogenetically and evidentiallv an

"illusion" for centuries - does not count as an "archaic" illusion.

Anyone who is still inclined to quarrel with Premse 1 wll find it sobering to
bear in mnd how very difficult even science finds it to come up with true
theories. Indeed, the history of science - both ancient and nodern - is largely

the history of discarded theories. Hence even for scientific theories that are
now wel | -supported by evidence, it is a reasonable induction fromthe past that
they, too, wll be found wanting in due course. Moreover, success has el uded
Kar|l Popper and others who have tried to develop a technical notion of relative
proximty-to-the-truth or conparative verisimlitude, such that consecutive
scientific theories would denonstrably get ever closer to being true. As we
know, these bleak results have bedeviled the so-called "realist"” phil osophies of
sci ence. Thus, even the Australian aborigines of 12,000 years ago, if now alive,
could be I ooking at Prem se 1 undauntedly and say to Freud: "Tu quoque."
Therefore, the discreditation of archaic illusions by scientific advances, which
presumably legitimates Prem se 1, seens to pose a paradox: if the great
scientific theories thenselves eventuallv turn out to be false, by what right
can Freud, or anyone, rely on themto scorn archaic illusory beliefs as sheer
superstitions?

We have reason to think that Newtonian physics, and perhaps even genera
relativity theory, are partly wong. But that does not prevent either from

yi el di ng ot herwi se unavail able, often stunningly accurate predictions of, say,
the trajectory of the interplanetary Voyager 2, and of Halley's conet. Again,
the current theories of neurotransmtters may well turn out to be wong in sone
respects. Yet, the fact remains that dopam ne and rel ated nedi cati ons - though
of limted efficacy - control the synptons of Parkinson's di sease far nore
reliably than exorcistic rituals based on archaic illusions, such as shamani sm
sorcery, occult art, thamaturgy,

denonol ogy, voodoo, hoodoo, incantation, nunbojunbo, hocus-pocus, and
abracadabra. Mre often than not, the manifestly true predictions nmade by
scientific theories - as distinct fromtheir nore specul ath. e hypot heses -
suffice to discredit archaic beliefs, such as that of the evil eye, which clains
smal | amounts of visible light to be injurious, if not |lethal. Thus, such

di screditation does not stand or fall wth the truth of the major scientific
hypot heses thensel ves. Indeed, in striking contrast to the tenacity with which
people cling to illusory beliefs, the nethods of the scientific enterprise seem
to have the followi ng distinction: they are the only nmeans of choosing
theoretical beliefs that all ow observational evidence to override, sooner or

| ater, the appeal to wish-fulfillnent.

It enmerges after all that, though the history of science is the history of
abandoned theories, scientific advances redound to the credibility of Prem se 1,
instead of leaving it devoid of support. Therefore, we can permt that prem se
to stand.

As for Prem se 2, however, we need to recall our earlier hesitations and doubts.
Let us grant Freud that theists have produced no proofs for the existence of God
that are cogent, either severally or even col lectivelv. Then there still remins
the notivational question whether sonme of the faithful, when giving assent to

theism had not, in fact, been decisively noved by supposed proofs, rather than



by deep-seated w shes. To be sure, the existence of a conscious w sh for

anxi ety-reduction by reassuring beliefs is well attested. Yet it is not clear
enpirically that every case of religious belief can be attributed
psychogenetically either to this wish or to the nore specul ati ve unconsci ous
oedi pal craving, let alone to the questionable repressed desire to expiate the
parricidal guilt of Freud s Lamarckian phyl ogeny. Note that this caveat in
regard to repressed oedi pal wi shes and parricidal guilt is not a matter of
generic doubts as to the psychic operation of a mechani sm of repression;

i nstead, the doubts pertain to the existence of the specific sorts of repressed
wi shes invoked here by Freud, and to their explanatory role as the actual causes
of the belief-phenonmena he clains to explain. For his part, Freud thought that
precisely by being so strong and urgent, his trio of w shes were psychol ogically
t heogeni c. Anyway, the second prem se seens to be the weak |link in Freud's
deductively valid syllogism

Still, we can allow that all cases of belief in God may perhaps be inspired by
consci bus favoritismfor consoling beliefs over om nous ones, conbined with any
repressed wi shes that do turn out to have such psychogenetic credentials. |

]
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