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Religion as Opium

A revisit of the debate on the Marxian theory of religion among Chinese scholars in the eighties

Religion as the people”

(1844). This succinct

s a famous quote from Karl Marx’ Critique of the Hegelian
Philosophy o metaphoric statement was later identified by Lenin as the
view of religious issues is built up. The catchphrase of
den the theoretical basis for the religious policy making in
the People’ s Republid;gf China . In the 1980: debate on the Marxian theory of religion was launched among
. irs, especially those groups gathered in Beijing , Shanghai
and Nanjing . Many articles were written essays were published, and many speeches were made in order
to get the support from the authorities debate was so heated that some observers even referred it to
the “third Opium War” , as the previ " fwo are serious political events in the mid-19th century as typical
cases of national painful disgrace osed on China by western imperialist aggressors. Two decades later, a
revisit of the debate still to reveal. We are more convinced today than before that much progress
has been made during the period in terms of an appropriate understanding of the Marxian theory of religion
The former practice of applying Marx’

words as “labels” is no longer accepted among the Chinese students of Marx. The present religious
policy made and implemented by the Chinese Communist Party and the central government is more moderate and
effective, though, needless to say, there is still much room for further improvement. Such progress was
initiated by a return to a closer reading of the original text of Marx, which sheds light on the following

important issues concerning the Marxian view of religion: First, the opium is of the people instead of for

or against the people; secondly, similar expressions using opium metaphors being attested in numerous

works by both earlier authors and Mar contemporaries does not disown Marx’ originality in describing the

nature of religion otherwise; thirdly, t opium functions not only as a stupefier but also a pain reliever

and stimulant as well. The present and holarly consensus regarding the nature of religion based on a

more comprehensive unde anding of the Marxian theory of religion comes only into being in China through




this process stazﬁiﬂg about two decades ago.
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