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Karl Marx on Religion and Modern Politics
ZHANG Shuangi
( School of Philosophy Fudan University Shanghai 200433 China)

Abstract: In the process of Karl Marxs critical dialogue with Hegel’s philosophy of right  “On the Jewish Question” is
one of the key texts which are of key importance to the whole project. In this famous article focusing on the key
concept of political consciousness Marx has concretely analyzed three aspects of the relationship between religion and
modern politics. Based on this Marx has put forward a new interpretation of the relationship between civil society and
modern state which is just to the opposite of Hegel’s. About the relationship between religion and modern politics
Marx firstly pointed out that modern state is the Christian state in the true sense and that it necessarily needs the
support of a kind of political consciousness which is of religious nature. At the same time Marx emphasized that those
religions which have been separated from the state and placed in the sphere of civil society have been very effective
in cultivating the religious spirit which has functioned as this kind of political consciousness; Secondly Marx pointed
out that there has been a kind of self-contradiction within the modern bourgeois” political consciousness. On the one
hand it takes the state as the end of civil society on the other hand it takes rights of the private individuals living in
the sphere of civil society as the ultimate end of the state and thus taking promoting the full development of civil society
as the ultimate end of the modern state. Thirdly Marx argued that the full development of civil society would
necessarily bring about the dominance of the practical Judaism ( money fetishism) as well as the decline of the above—
mentioned political consciousness. With the decline of the political consciousness the state would necessarily be
degraded into only the instrument of civil society. Based on this concrete analysis of the relationship between religion
and modern politics Marx has thus formed his own judgment about the necessary tendency of the development of the
relationship between civil society and modern state which is just to the opposite of Hegel’s. While Hegel holds that the
relationship is firstly the development from the idea of the state to civil society and then the transition from civil society
to the state Marx concluded that there has never been this kind of abstract development. The actual relationship
between civil society is that with the separation between civil society and the state which is brought about by the
political revolution the state has necessarily promoted the full development of civil society and that the full-developed
civil society will then necessarily degrade the state into its instrument. Thus the primary task for thinking itself is now
not the critique of religion or the state but the critique of civil society.

Key words: civil society; modern state; political consciousness; religion; money fetishism
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