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Abstract. When construing the history of the study of religion, Ludwig Andreas Feuerbach is

normally presented as a theorist of projection based on the ardent critique of religion in his seminal

work The Essence of Christianity. This article seeks to revise the limited framing of Feuerbach’s legacy

by expanding upon his later theory of religion presented in The Essence of Religion and Lectures on

the Essence of Religion. The main arguments of each work are discussed and systematized to cast

a new light on a traditionally neglected figure in the history of the study of religion. What emerge

in Feuerbach’s later works are fragments of an early materialist theory of religion concerned with the

natural environment, emotion and aesthetics in the formation of religious realities.

Introduction

With regards to religion, Ludwig Andreas Feuerbach (1804–1872) is usually (and not without rea-

son) presented as a theorist of “projection”. In his most famous work, The Essence of Christianity1,

he posited that God is in fact a projection of an essential human nature reified as a divine Other

(1854/1985). By revealing God as an inversion of the human essence, mystified as an external being,

Feuerbach thought that religion harbored the potential for human emancipation. Through the text,

he vehemently opposed the philosophical inheritance of Hegelian idealism, and claimed that religion

was not, “as Hegel thought, the revelation of the Infinite in the finite; rather, it is the self-discovery

by the finite of its own infinite nature” (Harvey, 1995, p. 27). In the same book, Feuerbach made his

infamous proposition, the claim that “theology is anthropology” (1854/1985, p. xxxvii), which brought

the transcendent nature of religion down to the vertical axis of lived, material reality.

This article, however, is more concerned with two of Feuerbach’s later works on religion, namely,

The Essence of Religion and Lectures on the Essence of Religion (1873/2004, 1967/2018).2 In the

latter, the famous proposition is modified to include “and physiology”, which Feuerbach clarifies to

mean “natural science in general” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 21). By this amendment Feuerbach

suggested that religious phenomena could only be properly explicated through the combined study of

people and the natural world. The two works are today rarely cited despite resonating with current

theoretical approaches. As I will demonstrate in the following sections, there is a considerable shift in

Feuerbach’s thoughts on religion after Christianity. Despite working against the tradition of Hegel, he

later expressed that he had not been able to fully sever ties with idealist thinking, not grasping “the

full importance of the senses” (1967/2018, pp. 13–14). In Religion and Lectures, Feuerbach amplified

his materialist approach, replacing the role previously held by consciousness with that of nature, feeling

and sensuousness. In line with the theme of this issue of R.O.T.,3 it is therefore the aim of this article

1From here on, Christianity.
2From here on, respectively, Religion and Lectures.
3The issue’s thematic theme is “Objects”. For a concise description of the theme and the semantic range of

its use see: https://religionogtankar.com.
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to revise Feuerbach’s reputation, not as a theorist of projection, but as one concerned with the natural

environment, emotion and the human sensorium.

Feuerbach wrote at a time when the study of religion was still the domain of philosophy, before it was

formalized as a discipline in the second half of the nineteenth century.4 In spite of his honest aspiration

to better understand religion, Feuerbach’s motivation was primarily of a political zeal. “[R]eligion

seen in terms of man”, he writes in Lectures, “will determine the destinies of mankind” (Feuerbach,

1967/2018, p. 23).5 By understanding religion he sought to overcome it; a philanthropic ambition to

liberate humanity from its own domination. This total rejection of religion may have had an effect on

later scholarly engagement with his texts, seeing Feuerbach as a critic more than a serious scholar of

religion. It is true that his argument must be unearthed from layers of criticism, philosophical inquiry,

quips and polemics, but underneath all that, as I will show, there are genuinely insightful theories and

observations for his time.

Religion was published in 1845, four years after Feuerbach’s philosophical breakthrough with Chris-

tianity. In it, he argues that our dependence on nature is the actual source of religion, and particularly

roots its emergence in affect and human psychology (1967/2018). Lectures, originally published in 1851,

is a collection of thirty private lectures held by Feuerbach in 1848 at the request of a student organi-

zation at Heidelberg University (Harvey, 1995, p. 163).6 Religion is larger in scope, but less concise

than Christianity. Although, it does introduce several new ideas that complicates and diverges from

those presented in latter. The locomotion of thoughts in the text are rarely satisfactorily synthesized,

but are instead dispersed throughout the lectures, which is why the title of this article refers to the

“fragments” of his theory. Feuerbach admitted in the first lecture that he was not an “eloquent and

brilliant speaker” and had little experience with lecturing, which explains the somewhat messy pace of

the text. The fragmented pieces of his materialist theory of religion must, therefore, be reassembled.

Why return to Feuerbach?

The study of religion has undergone a “material turn” resulting in a new appreciation of objects, ma-

terial culture and materiality (Hazard, 2013). The turn has had major theoretical and methodological

implications, generating subfields like “affect studies”, as well as “new materialist” and “aesthetic”

approaches (Johnston, 2019, pp. 19–22; Mosurinjohn, 2022). The shift has prompted several scholars

to call for a re-reading of previous thinkers that can spur fresh insights on the field’s newfound interests

and offer perspectives on the genealogy of the material study of religion. Representing an “aesthetics

of religion” approach, Alexandra K. Grieser and Jay Johnston encourages scholars to “look for dif-

ferent options when referring to ‘classical thinkers’ that allow for a positive theory including sensory

and bodily aspects of religion”, which, “critically engage with contemporary theoretical developments”

(2019, p. 28). A perfect example can be found in Ulrike Brunotte’s contribution to the same volume

(2019). Brunotte presents one of the modern founders of the study of Greek religion, Jane Ellen Har-

rison (1850–1928), who at the outset challenged the textual paradigm that were to define the study of

religion for decades to come (2019, pp. 166–167). In a similar vein, Pooyan Tamimi Arab’s contribution

on Spinoza (1632–1677), the “Arch-Father of the Material-Religion approach”, traces the genealogy of

the material study of religion back to the early-Enlightenment thinker (2024). Tamimi Arab draws

particularly attention to the proximity of new materialist theories and Spinozian “mind-body equal-

ity”, as well as the direct links to Gilles Deleuze’s metaphysics and concept of the “assemblage” (2024,

pp. 17–20). He writes, “[l]ooking closer, it appears that our ancestors wrote a good deal about material

religion: about sacred buildings, magical strategies, and the body techniques of various traditions”

(Tamimi Arab, 2024, p. 15).

Similar to Johnston and Grieser, speaking from a material religion viewpoint, Birgit Meyer urges

4For a brief overview of the “field” during this time, before it crystallized as the “history of religion”, see
Kippenberg (2002, pp. 1–23).

5Van Harvey comments that Feuerbach’s passionate form of atheism might be considered “evangelical”
(1995, p. 5), which fits the salvific tone of his texts. Feuerbach, at one point, even gave himself the moniker
“Luther II” (Newheiser, 2022, p. 7).

6The lectures were, however, held in an auditorium in the city hall (Harvey, 1995, p. 163).
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scholars of religion “to hold up to the light once again the work of barely remembered fringe figures

and their concepts” in order to attain “a more encompassing archeology of knowledge production in

the field of religion” (2016, p. 8). Her article focuses on the works of Robert Ranulph Marett (1866–

1943), and notably his idea that “awe” of the divine is socially invoked through the interplay of bodily

techniques and material implements during ritual, creating a “sacred surplus” (2016, pp. 17–18). Meyer

notes that although Marett was much discussed during the early 20th century, by the 1950s, his ideas

were already considered antiquated (Meyer, 2016, p. 9). A considerable shift within academia several

decades later, namely the material turn, was requisite to shine new light on Marett’s intellectual legacy

and applicability.

Feuerbach and the contemporary study of religion

Turning now to the protagonist of this article, Ludwig Andreas Feuerbach, one must first pose the

question: Can one really say he is a “barely remembered and fringe” figure? Feuerbach is arguably

an influential person within the history of the study of religion. His name pops up from time to time

in books and articles, old and new, even though he rarely occupies more than a couple of sentences.

Nonetheless, he is most often seen in reference to (or in the vicinity of) Karl Marx, as Feuerbach

was influential on Marx’s intellectual development.7 This is due to the fact that, as Harvey notes,

Feuerbach tends to be used as a steppingstone to illustrate the intellectual and historical progression

from Hegel to Marx, or as a precursor to Freud’s theory of religion (1995, p. 7). A few examples from

contemporary theorists of religion will demonstrate this viewpoint below.

In his monograph The Promise of Salvation Martin Riesebrodt creates a taxonomy of “scholarly

imaginations of religion” where Feuerbach is a part of the classification of theorists that regard “religion

as projection” (2010/2012, p. 54). Unsurprisingly, Feuerbach shares this class with Marx and Freud,

but Riesebrodt explains that he instead focuses on Marx “who further develops Feuerbach’s approach

and at least partially anticipates Freud’s” (2010/2012, p. 54). David Chidester opens a chapter on

material culture and religion “against the background of a religious materialism, going back to the

German philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach” (2018, p. 79). Chidester emphasizes Feuerbach’s significance

for elevating the role of material objects in the constitution of human consciousness, and also points

to his idea of theistic projection as alienation (2018, pp. 79–80). Neither of these portrayals are by any

means wrong, but they limit the scope of Feuerbach’s theories by solely relying on ideas presented in

Christianity.

Likewise, in Thomas Tweed’s Crossing and Dwelling, Feuerbach makes a brief appearance as a the-

orist of projection (2006, p. 51).8 Interestingly, Tweed elaborates further about Feuerbach in the book’s

endnotes, referencing directly Lectures and giving subtle praise for his acknowledgment of the role of

both joy and fear “at work in religion” (2006, p. 215). This aspect resonates with Tweed’s emphasis on

the capacity of religion to “intensify fear and confront suffering” (2006, p. 70). A more recent example

comes from Meyer, mentioned above, who found Feuerbach’s materialist “gastro-philosophy” produc-

tive to elucidate a new materialist approach to religion (2023, pp. 282–284). Meyer, like Chidester,

highlights the historic importance of Feuerbachian materialism for the study of religion. While Feuer-

bach’s gastronomic take here is helpful, unfortunately, however, his theory of religion is once again

confined to Christianity.

The only work I have found that directly engages with the post-Christianity theories of Feuerbach

is the work of theologian and religious scholar Van Harvey, namely, Feuerbach and the Interpretation of

Religion (1995). Harvey argues that Feuerbach’s theories of religion can be divided into two periods,

one earlier period exemplified by Christianity, and a later period beginning with the publication of

The Essence of Faith According to Luther (Harvey, 1995, pp. 21–23). Contrary to other scholars,

Harvey suggests that Feuerbach’s engagement with Lutheran theology was vital for his intellectual

7Both Marx’s critique of religion and the vocabulary to accurately articulate the social mechanisms of
“commodity fetishism” was directly inspired by Feuerbach’s writings (Day, 2018, pp. 162–165).

8Feuerbach appears in a sentence immediately following the name-drop of Marx and Freud, but without
further connection made between them.
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development (Harvey, 1995, pp. 150–153). It was through Luther’s writings Feuerbach first realized

that one major appeal of religion is its aptitude to stimulate the human desire to overcome its own

natural finitudes, that normally induce anxiety. In the next section I will briefly present the main

arguments in Feuerbach’s Religion.

From Christianity to Religion

In his short book The Essence of Religion, Feuerbach sought to correct the shortcomings of Christianity,

the work that propelled him to international acclaim. Christianity was too narrow in its reach, only

accounting for one form of religiosity, namely “spiritual religion” (Feuerbach, 1873/2004, p. 64). The

other half of the religious spectrum left out in his critique of Christianity was “natural religion”

that instead of negating nature, affirmed the natural environment and material objects in its religious

practice. According to Feuerbach, because humans come from nature and survive through it, we cannot

separate the two. In other words, people depend on nature, and religion must be understood in light

of this dynamic.

Before I proceed, it may be in order to touch upon this binary understanding of religion. Feuer-

bach explains in Lectures that his omission of nature in his seminal debut was due to the fact that

Christianity itself disregards the natural environment, seeing nature as secondary to an original divine

cause (1967/2018, p. 19). Feuerbach’s dyad of religiosities, as either wholly “spiritual” or “natural”,

affirming or negating the material world, may be a result of the Protestant cultural dominance of his

time where Christianity was presented exclusively as an interior faith. Robert Yelle describes this as

a “Protestant (An)aesthetics”, where an iconoclastic and austere image of Protestantism is elevated

to a universal feature of all non-Catholic traditions in post-Reformation Europe (2019, pp. 243–245).

With historical hindsight we can see that the negation of certain material expressions, like icons and

ritual implements, only facilitated other less “visible” religious forms, like silent or music-free sermons

(Yelle, 2019, pp. 244–249). In reality, this image of a materially negligent Christianity is historically

incorrect.9

Nature, in its relation to humanity, takes on the role formerly held by consciousness in Christianity.

In the second paragraph of Religion, Feuerbach writes: “The feeling of dependency in man is the source

of religion; but the object of this dependence, viz., that upon which man is and feels himself dependent,

is originally nothing but Nature” (1873/2004, pp. 1–2). Therefore, it is no longer the dialectics of the

human spirit unfolding in the material world that causes the emergence of religion. Rather, at its root,

there is a fundamental schism between human beings and nature. Through nature we are nourished,

but we are also confronted with our own finitude, the dependency on something outside ourselves for

our own being (Feuerbach, 1873/2004, p. 9). Confronting this reality gives rise to an existential anxiety.

As a response, we humanize the natural world as a “personal, living, feeling being” to make sense of

our predicament (1873/2004, p. 26).

Only a sentient being can be negotiated with and swayed to come to our aid. The ebb and flow of

good and bad crops, rain, drought and flood, appear as gifts or penalties enacted by a more powerful

being, a god (Feuerbach, 1873/2004, p. 28). Consequently, the appeasement of the gods is vital for the

welfare and flourishment of society. According to Feuerbach, by projecting such a perception on our

surroundings we impose a human logic on the workings of nature. He writes later on, in a somewhat

snarky fashion:

It is therefore only the reflex of your eye which shows you Nature as the work of an eye,

which obliges you to derive the threads the spider draws from its hind part, from the head

of a thinking being. (emphasis in original, Feuerbach, 1873/2004, p. 53)

9For a critique of the portrayal of Protestantism as an all-encompassing ascetic movement, see Rublack
(2017, pp. 211–225).
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Through visual perception we project a human-like agency on a “being” that acts indifferently

to the eye of the beholder, making “the optic nerve the motory nerve of the universe” (Feuerbach,

1873/2004, p. 54).

However, the gods are also intimately connected to our needs due to the fundamental drive of human

desire, which Feuerbach terms “human wishes” (1873/2004, p. 32). Human wishes, or desire, are tied

up with our emotional states and reflect our lived realities, not just in terms of natural conditions but

also social relations. “Religion has for its presupposition the contradiction between will and ability,

desire and satisfaction” (emphasis in original, Feuerbach, 1873/2004, p. 30), meaning that religious

sentiment arises when the power to fulfill a desire seems to be out of human control. Bound up with

existential concern and human desire, religion is first and foremost the domain of affect and feeling. To

be clear, this conception of religion does still imply a form of “projection”, but one where the sensual

body is not totally eclipsed by the mind. To illustrate the sensual appearance of gods, Feuerbach

explains:

While under the influence of an affect—and religion roots only in affect, in feeling—man

places his essence without himself; he treats as living what is without life, as arbitrary

what has no will; he animates the object with his sighs, for he cannot possibly address

himself to an insensible being. Feeling does not confine itself within the limits prescribed

by intellect; it gushes over man; his breast is too narrow for it; it must communicate itself

to the outer world and by so doing make the insensible essence of Nature a sympathetic

one. (Feuerbach, 1873/2004, pp. 32–33)

The world is animated through human sensation and emotion, tied to desires and needs. In the

paragraph, Feuerbach demonstrates how superhuman beings are made real to people, and how the

human body, through affective states and emotions, interface the relation between humans and gods,

who are in fact “an efflux of human feelings” (Feuerbach, 1873/2004, p. 33). But the emotional

connection made with divine beings is not only based on sorrow and fear—equally important is the

feeling of hope (Feuerbach, 1873/2004, pp. 60–61). Through oracles and prayers, people attempt to

mend the future, ridding themselves of the anxiety of an unpredictable environment. The hopeful result

is a miracle that seems to overcome the limitations of nature: “The miracle accomplishes the end of

religion in a sensual, popular way—the dominion of man over Nature, the divinity of man becomes a

palpable truth” (emphasis in original, Feuerbach, 1873/2004, p. 66). Thus, in Religion, gods are the

result of psychophysiological responses to the limits of human existence.

Foundational insights in Lectures

Feuerbach ends Religion with a last proclamation: “Happiness and divinity are the same” (1873/2004,

p. 71). Religion, seen as the interaction with divine beings, is at its heart nothing other than a desire

to be happy. I bring this up in this section because the proposition has huge implications for his theory

of religion in Lectures. Feuerbach’s biggest contention with religion, and particularly spiritual religions

like Christianity, is that it manufactures unrealistic desires of happiness, when in reality people would

“merely like to see the evils of this life done away with” (1967/2018, p. 279). Conversely, all religions

are essentially the same at their core, even natural and spiritual religions. In Lectures, Feuerbach

criticizes writings on religion that rank them “according to highly arbitrary hierarchical distinctions”,

as he is more concerned with the “common . . . factor in religions than with the arbitrary and usually

trifling differences between them” (1967/2018, p. 22). This is especially so because “the truth of the

matter is that religion . . . is characterized not by what is written in books, but what happens in real

life” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 29).

Feuerbach’s conception of religion is grounded in the lived reality of religious practitioners. At the

center of his argumentation in Lectures is the claim that all people are driven by “egoism” or “self-love”,

the “ultimate subjective ground of religion” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, pp. 50, 54). By egoism, he does not

mean self-centeredness or vanity. Egoism, or self-love, can be understood as an inherent mode of being

where actions are guided by an affirmation, preservation and cultivation of human concerns and desires
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(Feuerbach, 1967/2018, pp. 50–51). All human activity is intrinsically oriented towards humanity. In

other words, human beings have an anthropocentric predisposition. Not until the very end of the

twenty-first lecture does Feuerbach properly articulate what he considers to be the aim of religion, “its

ultimate foundation”, namely, the “striving for happiness” (1967/2018, pp. 198, 200). Through religion,

Feuerbach explains, “man strives to obtain what is good and pleasant and to avoid what is harmful and

unpleasant, [thus] the gods are also products of the striving for happiness” (1967/2018, p. 230).10 By

examining religious doctrines and theological claims from a materialist perspective Feuerbach derived

a common, underlying theme expressed in a plethora of ways across religious traditions: religion is

a predominantly practical endeavor with concrete goals—minimizing misfortune and increasing joy.

The observation is also part of the motivation for Feuerbach’s political fervor to “transform friends of

God into friends of man, believers into thinkers, devotees of prayer into devotees of work” (1967/2018,

p. 285). He believed the study of religion could have emancipatory effects by revealing the human basis

of religious life. In the following sections I will elaborate on two central terms in Feuerbach’s theory,

“nature” and “sensuousness”, in connection with his ideas of self-love and happiness.

Religion and the dependency on Nature

In the third lecture, Feuerbach maintains that his doctrine can be summarized in two words, “nature

and man” (1967/2018, p. 21). Being a thinker of his time, he was clearly captured by the Romantic

currents of the early nineteenth century that found immense inspiration in nature.11 Nevertheless, his

life-long project was to upend the intellectual, idealist order that dominated the period. As already

explained in the introduction, Feuerbach modified his famous quote from Christianity, that “theology is

anthropology”, with the inclusion of the natural sciences. Religion, he thus declared, could be explained

through the combined study of the human being and the natural world. Yet, as Feuerbach clarifies in

Lectures, severing “nature” from “nature religion” does not strip it of its divine aura, as people “should

at all times honor nature and hold it sacred” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 37).

Exactly what, then, does Feuerbach mean when he refers to “nature”? The term naturally connotes

plants, animals and organic life in general. But in Lectures it has a broader meaning, more planetary

than plantlike, something “other” connected to human beings in a fundamental way. In the second

lecture, devoted to clarifying his ideas in his earlier publications, Feuerbach insists that “man is not

only a spatial being, he is also essentially an earthly being, inseparable from the earth” (1967/2018,

p. 15). Human beings are, at their core, products of the environment and intertwined into its fabric.

Although a systematic explanation of how the human body and mind are connected to the earth is never

the main topic of his lectures, accounts on their relation are scattered throughout, and mostly used to

illustrate other points. It is also not until the eleventh lecture where Feuerbach actually attempts to

define what “nature” means to him.

Feuerbach clarifies that, “By nature I mean the sum of all the sensuous forces, things, and beings

which man distinguishes from himself as other than human” (1967/2018, p. 90). To explain it in more

practical terms, he writes:

Nature is everything which man . . . experiences directly and sensuously as the ground and

substance of his life. Nature is light, electricity, magnetism, air, water, fire, earth, animals,

plants; nature is man, insofar as he is a being who acts instinctively and unconsciously . . .

(Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 91)

10This formulation is not totally unlike those found in current theories of religion. For example, Riesebrodt
insists that “all religions claim to have the ability to avert misfortune, overcome crises, and provide salvation”
(2010/2012, p. 89), and Smith emphasizes religion’s role “of realizing human goods and avoiding things bad,
especially avoiding misfortune and receiving blessings and deliverance from crises” (2017, p. 36).

11Nature has a spiritual quality to Feuerbach, which he admits has a religious appeal (1967/2018, p. 37). As
he himself acknowledges, “I openly confess that the workings of nature affect not only my surface, my skin, my
body, but also my core, my innermost being, that the air I breathe in bright weather has a salutary effect not
only on my lungs but also on my mind, that the light of the sun illumines not only my eyes but also my spirit
and my heart” (1967/2018, pp. 35–36).
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The term covers all natural surroundings and objects that people see as exterior to themselves, including

less evident material forces, like magnetism, and the animality of the human body. In short, nature

means the totality of the Earth, our lived, material reality. At a later point, in the fourteenth lecture,

he also equates nature directly with matter as such, but this is only said in passing.12 I will argue that

nature in Lectures simply means the spatial and physical environment that human beings exist in and

through. Despite the Romantic import in his thinking, what Feuerbach was attempting to present can

be described as an ecological, materialist approach to religion.13 All beings and things emerge from

specific material and historical conditions, where “organic and inorganic nature go inseparably hand in

hand and are indeed essentially one” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 128). To uncover truths about human

nature, one must first interrogate its relation to the environment.

Harvey calls Feuerbach’s newfound preoccupation with nature and happiness in Lectures his “naturalist-

existentialist” turn (1995, p. 198). Harvey sees this as constituting the main difference between Feuer-

bach’s theory of religion presented in Christianity and in Religion/Lectures. In Feuerbach’s new theory,

Harvey writes, “we do not have the self objectifying the concept of the species; we have, rather, Dasein,

driven by its sense of contingency and its drive for happiness, transforming the powers of nature into a

subject concerned with human well-being” (1995, p. 199). Religion emerges in the interstice between

“nature and man”, where the latter is confronted with its interconnectedness, as well as the inherent

constraints imposed, by the former. Being is rooted in the earth and experienced through the feeling

of dependency.

The term “feeling of dependency” naturally evokes Friedrich Schleiermacher’s “feeling of absolute

dependence” (Mariña, 2008, p. 458). Schleiermacher’s use of the term referred to an immediate,

prereflective sense of unity with the Infinite, between being and God (Mariña, 2008, pp. 458–459).

Despite Feuerbach alluding to Schleiermacher’s phrase, he sought to distance himself from any sense of

what he considered theological speculation. Feuerbach writes explicitly that his feeling of dependency

is not a “Schleiermachian, nebulous, indeterminate, abstract feeling” (1967/2018, p. 44). Instead, he

continues, “My feeling of dependency has eyes and ears, hands and feet; it is nothing other than the

man who feels and sees himself dependent, in short, who knows himself to be dependent on all sides and

in every respect” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 44). The material world is impressed upon the body and

the senses creating an emotive experience, a feeling, of being reliant on something exterior to oneself.

Put differently, an aesthetic connection to the world. Crucially, however, the feeling of dependency

does not exist as one universally experienced emotional state, but appears through mundane physical

needs, sensations and emotions, such as hunger (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 31).14

Nature, or the world, affects us through astonishing, curious and unexpected phenomena. Human-

object encounters “that strikes and captivates man’s eye, surprises and enchants his ear, fires his

imagination, induces wonderment”, all “may contribute to the formation of religion . . . ” (Feuerbach,

1967/2018, p. 45). Natural wonders and sources of food, like rivers, are worshipped and revered. And

such natural phenomena, according to Feuerbach, should be accounted for when studying religion:

All these impressions, emotions and moods, aroused by the shimmer of light on stones—for

stones, too, are worshiped—by the dread of night, the darkness and stillness of the forest,

the unfathomable depth and vastness of the sea, the strangeness, charm or frightfulness

of animal shapes, can be factors in religion; they are elements to be reckoned with in any

attempt to explain and interpret religion. (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 46)

However, aesthetic pleasantness or intense sensations cannot produce religions as we know them

on their own—the impressions must be incorporated into the structural process of self-love. Although,

12Interestingly, reading nature as matter in Lectures is not wholly unjustified. In the same lecture Feuerbach
proclaims, “Just as my lungs are part of me, so is the air; just as my eyes are part of me, so is the light; for what
are lungs without air or eyes without light?” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 127). The passage would indicate, at
the very least, an expanded sense of the embodied self with regards to nature.

13Feuerbach did not use the term “ecological” as it was not invented until 1875 (OED, 2025). However, I do
find the term applicable for the way in which Feuerbach, in his pre-Darwinian way, implies an interrelationship
between the human organism and the natural environment.

14In the twenty-third lecture, Feuerbach also explicitly rejects the notion of an innate “organ of religion, a
specific religious feeling” (1967/2018, p. 219).
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in the early times of human existence, feelings alone sufficed to create religious emotions, when human

beings became “historical persons” the natural world had to be abstracted into a human place of

dwelling through formalized cult (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 46). It is therefore not the wonder, the

thauma, of the natural environment in and of itself that makes religion as such possible, Feuerbach

remarks (1967/2018, p. 47). It is the capacity to facilitate and supplement our striving for happiness

in an aesthetic and meaningful way. Our dependency on nature is the foundation of religion because

we are part of it but can never be reconciled with it fully. However, through religious practice, nature

is also made part of us.

“Sensuousness” as Aesthetics

This brings us to another central yet fuzzy concept in Feuerbach’s theory, namely “sensuousness”.15

In the second lecture, Feuerbach criticizes Hegel for suggesting that religion only produce “emotionally

charged images” and not accounting for “sensuousness, for emotion and imagination is also rooted in

sensibility” (1967/2018, p. 12). He adds:

Those who take umbrage at the word [sensuousness] because it connotes carnal appetite are

asked to consider that not only the belly, but the head as well, is part of the human body.

In my work sensuousness is nothing other than the true unity, a unity that is not cogitated

or constructed but really exists, between matter and spirit; thus in my work tantamount to

reality. (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 12)

The head, or mind, is not above the rest of the body in value because perception mediated by

the senses is essentially equivalent to reality itself. Religion, however, should still be understood as

fictitious because it is a “recognition, and affirmation of sensuousness against sensuousness” (Feuerbach,

1967/2018, p. 13). What is sensed in religion is not objective reality, but a felt, imagined experience of

it. Harvey notes that Feuerbach’s use of the term in the earlier work Principles of the Philosophy of the

Future, published in 1843, covers perception, sensation, feelings and even “intentions of others”, but is

never explicitly systematized (1995, p. 145). Despite its lack of clarification, sensuousness is arguably

similar to “aesthetics”, understood as “the process of knowledge gained by sensory perception” (Grieser

& Johnston, 2019, pp. 8–9). The apprehension of the “true unity” of “matter and spirit” is a sensory

one.

Feuerbach sees a clear distinction between philosophical and religious knowledge of the world,

where “religion is sensuous and aesthetic, while philosophy is nonsensuous and abstract” (1967/2018,

p. 13).16 Even “God himself is a sensuous being, an object of vision; not of physical vision to be sure,

but of spiritual, that is, imaginative vision” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 13). The sensuous, or aesthetic,

perception of the world is informed by sense impressions and physical responses. The religious response,

and the source of religion, is exporting human sensibilities onto the world in an attempt to reconcile

with one’s own finitude. Feuerbach does not draw an exact picture of the origin of religion, instead

he demonstrates principles for its emergence, like the feeling of dependency, self-love and the universal

drive to strive for happiness.

In lieu of a theory of origins, Feuerbach makes repeated reference to ancient religions before the

time of “historical persons”. He initially refers to pre-historical religiosity in Religion where he argues

that people of old did not see themselves as apart from nature, as distinct from the natural world

(Feuerbach, 1873/2004, p. 26). Therefore, sensations aroused by objects of nature were interpreted as

immediate qualities of natural objects, instead of being mediated by said objects. Similarly, in Lectures,

he sees the ancient religions’ preoccupation with the sky and celestial bodies as connected to bodily

sensation (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 36). Criticizing “certain French philosophers” who considered such

a religious fascination with things heavenly as equivalent to physics and astronomy, Feuerbach made it

clear he could only entertain this as form of astronomical inquiry “in a purely aesthetic sense”.

15The German word used in the original is sinnlichkeit (Harvey, 1995, p. 145).
16By “aesthetic”, in this case, Feuerbach presumably uses the term in the sense of beauty.
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“The original elements of ancient religions”, he refuted, “are merely projections of the sensa-

tions, the impressions which physical and astronomical phenomena arouse in man . . . ” (Feuerbach,

1967/2018, p. 36). Nevertheless, Feuerbach had a soft spot for natural religions. Because he considered

Christianity to deny human beings’ essential connection to the material world, to be more concerned

with heaven than earth, he favored those forms of religiosities that affirmed this terrestrial relationship.

Out of a somewhat sentimental inclination, Feuerbach writes that “[t]he first gospels, the first and most

reliable documents of human religion, unfalsified by clerical fraud, are man’s senses” because through

the belief in gods “man deifies only his senses” (1967/2018, pp. 87–88). In other words, religion is a

way to know the world by aesthetically familiarizing it. Affective engagement with the environment

through the senses makes it legible and negotiable in times of distress, when life seems to offer no good

alternatives.

Religion as affect management

Because religion seeks to familiarize the world particularly in times of uncertainty it is additionally

intertwined with a poetization of life events. In the twentieth lecture, Feuerbach compares religious

phenomena to poetry and art, suggesting “that a God is a poetic being” (1967/2018, p. 180). People

express their connection with the world in poetic terms, and religion is one such expression which effec-

tively utilizes sensuous impressions to manage and augment affects. Despite his harsh stance towards

religion, Feuerbach was not wholly opposed to poeticizing the world in this sense as he personally

revered nature: “I do not deny man’s need to lend nature a human aspect, . . . I do not deny his need

to contemplate nature in poetic, philosophical, and religious terms” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 181).17

In one of his endnotes, he also connects bodily heat with poetic and spiritual expression, writing:

. . . poetry requires a degree of temperature—the inner and outward warmth needed to cre-

ate enthusiasm—which varies with the individual. When we become spiritually inflamed, a

physical fire is also kindled, we grow warm even while sitting still in a cold room. And con-

versely, physical heat also produce poetic heat within us. (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, pp. 338–

339)

This indicates a correlation between poetic expression and religious sentiment, and bodily sensation

was an equal factor for both forms, even if Feuerbach does not explore it further.

Nowhere else is the affective quality of religion more striking than during collective rituals. This

is especially evident in ritual sacrifice “because it makes perceptible to the senses the whole essence of

religion” (Feuerbach, 1873/2004, p. 30):

Its source is the feeling of dependence, fear, doubt, the uncertainty of success, of future

events, the scruples of conscience on account of a sin committed; but the result, the purpose

of sacrifice is self-consciousness, courage, enjoyment, the certainty of success, liberty and

happiness. (Feuerbach, 1873/2004, p. 30)

Sacrifices are brought about because of crises or distress, but the goal is to overcome the feeling of

dependency and therefore transcend the limitations of nature. In Lectures, this feeling is described as

a “feeling of release” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 29). Because ritual sacrifices are related to collective

unrest, the gods seem to respond directly to the needs of their adherents. Sacrifice is therefore a method

for social affect management that quells anxiety and gives way to “a feeling of delight, joy, love, and

gratitude” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 29). Religion, understood in this way, is equally about augmenting

positive emotions as to reduce negative ones. According to Feuerbach, there is an underlying mechanism

at play here that makes religion so effectual: “The feeling of affliction is practical, teleological; the

feeling of gratitude is poetic, aesthetic. The feeling of affliction is transient, but the feeling of gratitude

enduring; it forms a bond of love and friendship” (emphasis in original, Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 30).

17He did however think that religion was unsuited for the task because he wanted “man to stop setting his
heart on things which are no longer in keeping with his nature and needs, and which he therefore can believe
and worship only by coming in conflict with himself” (Feuerbach, 1967/2018, p. 181).
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Continual collective affect management creates a feeling of personal connection between the human

and non-human actors that increases over time as long as it yields compelling results.18

Conclusion

In this article I have briefly sketched out a materialist theory of religion based on Feuerbach’s later

works in an attempt to illuminate a neglected part of his legacy. Despite him normally being considered

a theorist of projection, due to the infamy of his earlier work, his later works showcase a much broader

understanding of religion concerned with the natural environment, senses and emotions. His idea

regarding the centrality of nature for the emergence of religion was initially outlined in Religion. There,

Feuerbach showed how intense, affective experiences induced by a confrontation with human finitude

became interpreted as the presence of external, powerful beings vested with human interests. The role

of the senses and the meaning of nature was further elaborated on in Lectures, where not just affective

experiences, but also sensory perception, was included in a way that might be considered “aesthetic”.

Lastly, the striving for happiness was shown to be the underlying impetus for the emergence and

persistence of religion.
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