
China and the World – the World and China

Volume 4
Transcultural Perspectives on Global China

Edited by Barbara Mittler and Catherine Vance Yeh

OSTASIEN Verlag Deutsche Ostasienstudien 37
ISBN 978-3-946114-49-9 ISSN 1868-3665

OSTASIEN Verlag
www.ostasien-verlag.de

Volum
e 4

A wide range of topics is covered in this collection of four volumes of essays in honor of
Rudolf G. Wagner. The expansive time frame from pre-modern to contemporary China in
China and the World – the World and China reflect the breadth of his own scholarship. The
essays are also testimony to his ability to connect with scholars across the globe, across
disciplines and generations.

The first volume (Transcultural Perspectives on Pre-modern China) brings together a set of
contributions relating to the pre-modern period which reveals thematic clusters that
correspond to the three main periods of Chinese pre-modern history. While the first six
contributions on the early China period focus on conceptual questions of text interpretation
and reconstruction, the following five on medieval China all deal with religious topics
whereas the last four contributions, covering the late imperial period, address issues of
the entangled relationship between the self and the exterior.

The contributions in the second volume (Transcultural Perspectives on Late Imperial China)
are linked by a common interest in questions of transculturality, hybridity, contact zones
and third spaces. These are concepts and ideas quite central to Rudolf G. Wagner’s scholarly
oeuvre. Each of the contributions addresses these notions in their own particular manner,
sometimes more, sometimes less explicitly. But there is more: the authors in this volume
also share an interest in the hidden, the unsaid, the unknown – forgotten people and
objects become main protagonists. In addition, the importance of translation as a cultural
practice and new perceptions and understandings of the role of translation in Late Qing
cross-and transcultural interactions and the significant impact of particular actor networks
involved in these translations emerge as two more common questions addressed
throughout this volume.

The studies in the third volume (Transcultural Perspectives on Modern China) span a long
twentieth century of cultural production in China. All of them, each in a different manner,
deal with one crucially important set of questions, one that has been very much at the
heart of Rudolf G. Wagner’s work: questions of readership and reception, and, related to
this, of persuasion, legitimation and trust: how does one successfully draw an audience in
China; how does one convince; what is an effective rhetorics or argumentation?

The fourth and last volume (Transcultural Perspectives on Global China) is testimony to the
imprint Rudolf G. Wagner has made beyond many borders, with contributions from Indo
logy to Egyptology and Theology, from world history, to world literature, to Esperanto as
a world language, and talking about travelling concepts and objects such as tea, comics, and
knowledge. This volume also contains a number of reminiscences about Rudolf G. Wagner,
the border-crosser: his radical bonmots, his role as great master-teacher for people from
many different walks of life, in short, his expansiveness, … and more.
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Karl Marx’s Critique of Religion and Christian Theology 

Michael WELKER (Heidelberg) 
 

Since our joint work in the Research Training Group “Religion and Normativity” in the 1990s, I 
have felt a friendly connection with Rudolf Wagner. The intellectual exchange with him – often 
interrupted by our long-term stays abroad – was always fruitful and stimulating. I greet him in this 
volume in his honor with a contribution that my colleagues at Fudan University, Shanghai, asked 
me to make at the beginning of 2019, they asked me to reflect on Karl Marx’s Critique of Religion 
and Christian Theology. 

Indeed, the harshest critique of religion in European modernity was developed in Germany by 
Karl Marx and Friedrich Nietzsche in the 19th century. Up until now they are regarded as the 
most important classics of the modern criticism of religion. Both thinkers not only deal critically 
with Christian religion and piety, but also with their philosophical predecessors who are critical of 
religion and of society. Thus, they do not only attack illusionary religious world views, but also 
moralizing philosophies critical of religion. As a result, their own criticism of religion receives a 
special impact. It expands into a broad critique of worldviews and culture.  

The most brilliant minds in German-speaking Christian theology in the 20th century – I only 
name Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Paul Tillich – have learned from this broadly-based 
criticism of religion, morality and worldview. They realized that a Christian theology that self-
critically wants to ward off religious and metaphysical illusions and wishful thinking, but also 
political and moral ideologies, had better learn from Marx and Nietzsche. With regard to Karl 
Marx, I would like to briefly present what can be gained from and what is helpful among his criti-
cal insights. In the first part of this essay, I present the development of Karl Marx’s critique of 
religion. In the short second part I shall ask what Christian theology can learn from Marx. 

The Development of Karl Marx’s Critique of Religion  

As is well known, Marx in his early years as a student was an enthusiastic follower of Hegel and 
also of the so-called left-wing Hegelians, especially Ludwig Feuerbach, Bruno Bauer and Arnold 
Ruge. With varying severity, the Left-Hegelians developed a critique of religion and a critique of 
conservative politics in Germany. They were inspired by the ideal of a revolutionary democracy.  

After studying law and philosophy in Bonn and Berlin, the 24-year-old Marx in 1842 became 
a staff member and then the editor-in-chief of the Rheinische Zeitung, a Cologne-based newspa-
per. Here, he first came across the contributions by Friedrich Engels, son of a German entrepre-
neur. Engels worked in Manchester and wrote about the situation of the workers in England. 
Working at the Rheinische Zeitung, Marx also met the Jewish entrepreneur’s son Moses Heß who 
combined his criticism of religion and of society with ideas of an economic transformation of 
society.  

When the Prussian government banned the newspaper in 1843, Marx moved to Paris, where 
he published the journal Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher (German-French Yearbooks) with 
Arnold Ruge. Already in transition to Paris he detached himself from the criticism of religion and 
of society as formulated by the left-wing Hegelians, his former friends. Together with Engels, he 
even published a series of articles in the German-French Yearbooks voicing his rather sharp cri-
tique of left-wing Hegelianism. Some of the important related titles are: “Die heilige Familie oder 
Kritik der kritischen Kritik. Gegen Bruno Bauer und Konsorten” (The holy family or a critique of 
critical criticism. Against Bruno Bauer and others); “Theses on Feuerbach”; and “German ideolo-
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gy. A critique of recent German philosophy as represented by Feuerbach, B. Bauer and Stirner, 
and of German socialism and its various prophets”. This open break with the socio-critical-
philosophical, religio-critical, but also humanitarian socialist tradition must be clearly taken into 
consideration if one aspires to understand and appreciate the special impact of Karl Marx’s cri-
tique of religion. 

Marx’s first groundbreaking text on the topic appears under the inconspicuous title “Zur 
Kritik der Hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie” (“On the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law”). 
Still under the influence of left-wing Hegelianism, Marx begins as follows:  

For Germany the criticism of religion is in the main complete, and criticism of religion is the premise of all 
criticism. 

He then continues: 

Religion is the self-consciousness and self-esteem of man who has either not yet found himself or has al-
ready lost himself again (Marx 2005, 175). 

In religion, the human being is looked for in the “fantastic reality of heaven” (175). But, according 
to Marx, the human being is not a “being encamped outside the world” but “Man is the world of 
man, the state, society” (175). This world of man produces religion, and thus, a world-
consciousness that is wrong, a  

[…] fantastic realisation of the human essence because the human essence has no true reality. The struggle 
against religion is therefore indirectly a fight against the world of which religion is the spiritual aroma (175).  

The fight against religion is thus ultimately a fight against a wrong or mistaken world (-view). 
Religion plays a strange double role in this struggle against the wrong world. On the one hand, 

as Feuerbach had already recognized, it draws attention to the wrong world, and it indicates that 
man has not yet arrived at his true reality. On the other hand, religion obscures man’s real situa-
tion and replaces his true reality with a fanciful reality.  

Religious distress is at the same time the expression of real distress and also the protest against real distress. Re-
ligion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, just as it is the spirit of spiritless 
conditions. It is the opium of the people (175). 

The critique of religion thus aims at giving up the illusion about a state of the world in order to 
abolish the state itself which requires the illusion. In Marx’s words:  

Criticism has torn up the imaginary flowers from the chain not so that man shall wear the unadorned, 
bleak chain but so that he will shake off the chain […] (176).  

But how do we get from unmasking the chain to dropping it? Marx’s answer is that we must go 
beyond the critique of religion: “once the holy form of human self-estrangement has been un-
masked”, our task is “to unmask self-estrangement in its unholy forms.” Marx now demands:  

Thus the criticism of heaven turns into the criticism of the earth, the criticism of religion into the criticism of 
law and the criticism of theology into the criticism of politics (176).  

Therefore, Marx first turns to the leading philosophy of law, that is Hegel’s philosophy of law. But 
how can we criticize this philosophy, what means are available to us? The young Marx answers: 
Those who accuse philosophy of being in danger of building a dream world, just as religion does, 
are quite right. But the critics of philosophy believe they can abolish philosophy by turning their 
backs on it and muttering some angry and banal phrases about it (215). Marx counters these crit-
ics who merely appeal and moralize more or less loudly by saying: Do not remain with the critique 
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of religion and neither with the critique of philosophy. Instead, contribute to making philosophy 
a power which changes reality. But how can this happen? 

 
Karl Marx’s answer to this question takes up impulses from Arnold Ruge, who early recog-

nized the critical power of the media, of journals and magazines. Philosophy becomes a force that 
changes reality by seizing the masses. Marx goes one step further, formulating:  

The weapon of criticism cannot, of course, replace criticism by weapons, material force must be over-
thrown by material force; but theory also becomes a material force as soon as it has gripped the masses. 
(182).  

Critical theory has to grasp “the complete loss of man” and to pursue “the complete rewinning of 
man” (186). The total loss of man and the power of the total recovery of man encounters phi-
losophy in the proletariat. By seizing the proletariat, philosophy is realized by the proletariat:  

As philosophy finds its material weapons in the proletariat, so the proletariat finds its spiritual weapons in 
philosophy. And once the lightning of thought has squarely struck this ingenuous soil of the people the 
emancipation of the Germans into human beings will take place (187).  

Marx is a true dialectician in that he uses philosophy and at the same time engages in its sublation. 
He also draws on the insights of Hegel and Moses Hess, who elaborated on the struggle between 
“master and servant”, between “proletariat and wealth”.  

The propertied class and the class of the proletariat present the same human self-estrangement. 

Both sides contribute to the preservation of injustices.  

But the former class feels at ease and strengthened in this self-estrangement, it recognises estrangement as its 
own power and has in it the semblance of a human existence. 

It behaves conservatively. The class of the proletariat, on the other hand,  

[…] feels annihilated in estrangement; it sees in it its own powerlessness and the reality of an inhuman exist-
ence (Marx/Engels 1975, 36).  

It therefore behaves in a destructive manner in this dialectical relationship. Left-wing Hegelians 
with their critical ideologies, on the other hand, are preventing this destructive impulse from 
being put into practice. They prevent the masses from seizing philosophy as they do not consider 
the real person and his/her real conflicts, they remain elitist because they do not get involved in 
the real conflicts of the masses. 

Marx now accuses his former friend Bruno Bauer and his followers of completely uncritical 
behaviour towards methods of critique. His decisive objection is severe:  

The act of transforming society is reduced to the cerebral activity of Critical Criticism (86).  

Marx points out that through the fight against speculative theology, Feuerbach has already been 
driven to fight speculative philosophy, and has regarded philosophical speculation as the last pillar 
of theology. A few months later, however, Marx detaches himself just as decisively from Feuer-
bach as he had previously detached himself from Bruno Bauer. According to Marx, Feuerbach 
does not see clearly why religious and speculative worlds of the afterlife should have arisen. That is 
why he cannot really contribute to the practical revolution in the real world. Feuerbach also re-
mains stuck in the investigation of alienated living conditions and their verbal criticism. Marx 
programmatically opposes him:  

The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it (Marx 1976, 5). 



92 Michael WELKER  
 
The religious socialism of Moses Hess appears to be the first to focus on a revolutionary, practical-
ly-critical activity that changes the world. He takes up on conditions of social injustice, and the 
conflicts between rich and poor, calls them by name and wants to tame those property relations 
which separate people by forming parties, by “forming associations”. But then, with the help of 
Friedrich Engels, Marx also detaches himself from the socialist theory of Moses Hess: above all, his 
socialism does not recognize and overcome the social conditions that have brought about the 
division between rich and poor. It appeals only to overcoming in theory, not in practice, and 
draws its strength from moral convictions, from a transcendent point of view. 

Arnold Ruge’s conception of media developments, magazines and critical public discourse, so 
Marx contends, also remains stuck in a “socialist humanism”. This humanism, which is still char-
acteristic of many politically progressive movements in the West and most liberation movements 
today, is morally directed against inhumanity. In this way, however, it does not grasp and change 
the immanent conditions and the laws of domination of humans over humans. Instead of chang-
ing them, socialist humanism as he conceives it, appeals, it waits, it urges but never actively insti-
gates change. It keeps itself in limbo, at the same time waiting for the revolution and attempting 
to forestall the revolution with political and social actions and reforms. Marx frees himself from 
this level of thinking on the basis of Engels’ impulses. As he concentrates on the laws of economic 
reality and on the development of economic practice, the material base, Marx now connects a 
focus on changing the economic conditions in which people live with ideas that theory becomes a 
historically effective force only when it seizes the masses. With this step, he reaches the level of 
mature Marxism, as presented, for the first time, in his “Manifesto of the Communist Party” of 
1848. 

As is well known, this manifesto begins with the thesis:  

The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. […] [O]ppressor and oppressed, 
stood in constant opposition to one another (Marx/Engels 1976, 482).  

This situation did not change in the modern bourgeois society but was only transformed by estab-
lishing other conditions of oppression and other forms of confrontation than those that had 
existed in feudal society.  

In one word, for exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions, it [the bourgeoisie] has substituted 
naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation. (487).  

Paradoxically, these relations of exploitation are difficult to grasp and difficult to negate. They are 
difficult to grasp, because a permanent revolution of production, a permanent change of produc-
tion goes hand in hand with an uninterrupted upheaval of all social conditions.  

[E]verlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones (487).  

The relations of exploitation are difficult to negate, for they are establishing themselves world-
wide.  

In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, 
universal inter-dependence of nations (488).  

In this situation, complaints about the terrible state of the world and moral appeals to people to 
change social conditions as quickly as possible are not at all sufficient. Rather, one needs to see 
things in the eye: the bourgeoisie, in its struggle against feudalism, has forged the weapons that, as 
Marx says, will bring its own death. It has also produced the people who will carry these weapons 
– the modern workers, the proletarians. In the struggle between the bourgeoisie and the proletari-
at for increased possession and increased power over the means of production, parts of the ruling 
class will fall and become part of the proletariat. This would supply the proletariat with a mass of 
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educational elements that, if they work effectively for the proletariat and for the abolition of pri-
vate property, would unite above all in the communist movement. 

This Communist movement assumes that bourgeois society is incapable of ruling because it is 
incapable of securing the existence of its slaves even within their slavery, because it is forced to let 
them sink into a situation where they must feed the slaves instead of being fed by them. The ma-
ture theory of economic-historical materialism runs as follows: Every analysis, every critique, every 
change in social reality is an analysis and a change in the economic structure of society, more pre-
cisely in the conditions of production. The conditions of production are the real basis of all or-
ders, of all forms of thought and behavior of a society, up to the sensations, illusions and views of 
life. There is an inherent logic of development in the conditions of production. Whoever grasps 
this logic of development knows why a social situation, including seemingly purely individual 
behavior, has become as it is and can foresee how further development will proceed.  

Every development takes place because of a fundamental conflict between the productive 
forces of society and ownership structures. The expression of this conflict is class division. There 
are basically two positions in the production process: owners and non-owners of means of pro-
duction. Initially, ownership structures are an incentive and a driving force for the development of 
productive forces, but then there is a reversal. The productive forces generate the preconditions 
for their own redundancy, and the property relations turn into fetters of the productive forces. 
Then comes an era of social revolutions. Property relations are redefined and new forms of pro-
ductive forces inevitably emerge. This distinguishes the economic epochs/ages and controls the 
course of history. 

What Can Christian Theology Learn from Karl Marx? 

Until about 20 years ago, many European intellectuals and politicians still asked: Do we go into a 
future of humankind with or without religion? This question has shifted to the question: Do we 
go into a future of humankind with a cultivated or uncultivated religion? We encounter unculti-
vated religion in tyrannical forms (aggressive fundamentalism and terrorism) or in chaotic forms 
(stupid, silly, volatile religiosity). Since serious statistics predict that despite strong secularization 
in the West, the percentage of more or less religiously-bound people worldwide will rise from 85% 
to 87%, criticism of religion is an important task. As Marx and Lenin clearly saw, it cannot be 
replaced by prohibition and persecution of religion, because this will only enhance its growth in 
the long run. 

The critical and self-critical academic examination of religion is one of the main tasks of theo-
logy. It can certainly begin with the statement of the young Marx:  

Religious distress is at the same time the expression of real distress and also the protest against real distress. 

Religion is indeed concerned with human misery, but also with human greatness and dignity, and 
with the immense range of human existence. On the one hand, as religious writings say, human 
life is a life “from dust to dust” – on the other hand, man is made „only a little lower than God 
himself“. 

Many religions have their roots in the family ethos and thus propagate the protection of the 
weak, the children, the sick, the old. But then they go beyond the family ethos and propagate a 
humanity that is not only out for good neighbourliness but also for peaceful relations with dis-
senters, even enemies. An honest diagnosis of real human misery is a strong concern of cultivated 
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religion. The strong diaconal connections of religion and welfare work and education in the histo-
ry of mankind make this clear.1  

Marx admits that the protest against human misery is characteristic of religion. But protest is 
not enough. His criticism of religion is even instructive for us today in the fact that he recognizes 
no help in mere protest. Protest might even bring a possible concealment of misery. Religious 
moralism and secularized moralism, as Marx clearly sees it, usually do not help. In a world society 
so strongly dominated by the power of the media, it is not possible to raise this issue loud enough: 
mere complaints about unjust conditions and mere appeals to overcome them are not enough. 
We must act.  

This doctrine should find its way into every theological critique of religion. Western human-
ism has striven for a solution in the division of powers. Within this division of powers, politics 
and religion work together, but in a spirit of constructive mutual criticism in order to realize an 
ethos and a practice of justice and of the protection of the weak. 

Marx and Engels saw clearly that this goal cannot be achieved without a realistic grasp of the 
economic conditions and the critical work for their transformation towards just and humane 
living conditions. Whereas politics has learned this lesson to some extent in the economically 
successful countries, the economic analytical and socio-political forces of religion are still largely 
underdeveloped. Here we must learn self-critically by resorting to a theology anchored in the 
academy. Today, however, a theology critical of religion must also make clear that, again spoken 
with Karl Marx, a mere preoccupation of religion with itself is insufficient.  

Not only is the constant examination and distinction between true and false religion im-
portant, but also the critical examination of the economy, the media, the law, science and humani-
ties, politics, education, the medical system and the defence system.2 All of these systems, along 
with the powers of the family, shape  successful societies on this earth. A demanding social analysis 
must go beyond the concentration on politics and economics if it is to fight against human misery 
and for the material development of just and freedom-loving living conditions, in the spirit of 
Marx’s intentions. 
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